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I knew that cough.  Monica Messina lurked outside my office door, preparing to report 

another apparition in a cafeteria casserole or some supernatural effect that made her bar of soap  

last a month.  A Savannah-born lay teacher, she embraced Catholicism with Southern Baptist 

fervor and Haitian Voodoo fetishism. 

“Come on in, Monica.  I know you’re there.”  I ran a finger around the inside of my 

cleric’s collar.  Ever since Monsignor Evans enlisted the nuns to take over the rectory laundry, 

my neck felt like a Flagellant’s back.  With him gone from St. Jude’s, I might have a word with 

Sister Superior about the starch.   

Monica shuffled in, head bowed, bearing a potted lily that mirrored her posture. Her 

prominent nose, sweet potato breasts and shelf of a posterior belonged on a much taller woman.   

Though her womb was surely spent she evoked a misshapen fertility figure, her former assets 

become liabilities.   
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“Bless you, Father Maloney.  I really wanted you to see this before you came to give 

Catechism class today.”  She set the plastic pot atop my missal.  Beads of water immediately 

appeared around the base.  With a shriek, Monica removed her plant and made a show of 

sopping up the moisture with a handkerchief. 

I waved her away.  “Don’t trouble yourself, Monica.  That Missal has suffered far 

worse.” 

Her eyes widened.  “Did you have it with you in The War?” 

I stifled a laugh.  “I’m not that old, dear. Hitler and Tojo were history when I came out of 

seminary and Korea was winding down. I just meant the graduation party went on a little too 

late. I found it the next morning on the kitchen floor, awash in beer.” 

Monica smiled uncomfortably and shifted as if her high-arched shoes were a size too 

small.  Monsignor Evans warned me about this holy roller when he handed me the keys to the 

school and the rectory. “Monica’s faith runs deeper than her thoughts. Humor her but don’t let 

her drive you mad.” 

In the presence of clergy, Monica maintained an open-mouthed expression of awe, 

worship and fear, the very things we tried so hard to instill in the congregation but so rarely took 

hold.  Ever the volunteer, she could be a little too helpful at times. Though I tried to keep my 

distance, she sought me out and learned my habits quickly. 

“Father, I thought you might use this in today’s lesson.  This lily was practically dead but 

I added a little Holy Water from the Baptismal font and it came back!  I hope I didn’t commit a 

sacrilege.  The water was being changed anyway and I thought it would be alright.” She held the 

drooping stem a little more upright.  “It looked better a few minutes ago.” 
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“Monica, your faith is commendable but I already have a lesson plan.  I need to discuss 

vocations with your seventh grade boys before they get too distracted by hormones.”  My own 

words gave me pause. They might be better off experiencing life in Vietnam than stunting their 

lives in seminary and dealing with the likes of Monica Messina. 

Sister Bignone appeared in the doorway, framed like a Botticelli virgin.  Monica may 

have possessed the soul of a saint, but Sister Bignone possessed the face of an angel.  I often 

wondered about the body beneath that full habit, seeking clues amongst the folds and pleats. She 

would be the wrong person to talk to the boys about vocations.   I averted my eyes in a conscious 

effort not to leer. 

   Monica proffered her potted plant, holding the stem just below the blossom in way she 

surely did not mean as suggestive.  “Oh, Sister Bignone!  See what the Holy Water did for my 

lily!” 

The nun examined the petals and leaves with innocent wonder, as if auditioning for the 

role of Eve in the Garden of Eden.   “I knew it would work.” 

Monica avoided my gaze as if that would hide her smug smile, which disappeared when 

the bell rang.  “Dear Lord!  I’m late for class.  See you at ten, Father!”  She clomped down the 

hall, still holding the flower erect. 

Sister Bignone looked on adoringly.  “That lady has more faith in her little finger than a 

whole congregation.” 

Why a girl so lovely would squander her life chasing saints and saying rosaries mystified 

me.    “Sister, we mustn’t raise false hopes in such a woman.  She finds God in every smudge on 

a window or stain on the carpet.” 
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Sister Bignone tilted her head.  “But God is everywhere.” 

I massaged my temple.  “Yes, but we live in this world the way He made it, and He did 

not construct it from apparitions.” 

She pursed her lips.  It was well her order forbade lipstick.  Her mouth was already too 

tempting.   “But, don’t you believe in miracles, Father?’ 

I sank into my chair.  What I would consider miraculous involved cherubs descending 

from the ceiling and making off with Sister Bignone’s habit.  I beckoned her into my office and 

took a deep breath to banish such thoughts.  “Miracles, yes.  Magic, no.  True faith should not be 

based on superstition.” 

She looked down at the missal on my desk and ran her fingertips across the embossed 

leather cover.  “So, if I may be so bold, Father, what is the basis of your faith?” 

I did mind, but saying so would be too brutal, as would be answering the question with 

the first words that came to mind.  Remorse.  Self-loathing.  Guilt.  “The teachings of our Lord 

and Savior are sufficient for me.”   

A familiar clomping spared me more lies.   I locked gaze with Sister Bignone.  She had 

such earnest, lovely eyes. “Remember, Sister, foster faith but don’t feed delusions.” 

Monica’s burdensome chest heaved as she braced herself against the doorjamb.  “Pardon 

my interruption but I have an emergency in my class.” 

I stood up, knocking my Missal to the floor.  “Is that Kavanaugh boy having one of his 

so-called seizures?” 

Monica put up her hand, fingers splayed.  “No, Father nothing like that!”  She struggled 

to catch her breath.  
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Sister Bignone crossed herself.  “Oh!  Thank goodness!” 

Monica caught her breath and swallowed.  “I don’t have enough circus peanuts!” 

Her wide-eyed look suggested a far greater tragedy. 

I put my hand on her forehead.  Warm, but no fever.  “Now, Monica, that cannot be all 

that is troubling you.” 

“It may sound silly but the children, at least some, worked hard on their essays about 

missionaries. I already told them they were getting a special treat but when I counted the peanuts, 

I came up short!” 

“You counted the peanuts?”  The woman had finally gone mad.  The ring of pain around 

my neck flared as sweat crossed the raw skin in the rising Georgia heat.  Air conditioning repair 

had been put off until Spring.  Meanwhile, the teachers and students were instructed to offer up 

their suffering for the poor souls in Purgatory. 

Monica tilted her head, face pained.  She reminded me of a little girl explaining her 

imaginary friend to an adult.  “These are circus peanuts, Father.  Those banana-flavored 

marshmallows made in the shape of a peanut. This big.” She held up two fingers pressed 

together. 

Sister Bignone smiled and joined her hands in a solitary clap. “I love those!  Other kids 

would trade them to me for chocolate at Halloween.” 

Monica nodded like a bobble head doll.  “When I was little, they had orange flavored 

ones.  I miss those.” 

The women blithered on for a minute as I sank back into my chair, recalling that awful 

All Saint’s Day when my dog, Peppy, died.  My mother blamed the chocolate in my Halloween 
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bag.  I knew, but did not confess, the truth.  All the best candies, especially the chocolates, were 

safely stashed in coat pockets and galoshes in my closet.  This ensured that I would only have to 

share the junk candy with my sickly kid brother Bobby, unable to go trick or treating for the third 

year in a row.   

Peppy’s last living act consisted of covering the front stoop with banana-scented 

marshmallow vomit.  The mere thought of the scent still made me queasy.  I took his death as a 

punishment from God for my selfishness, gluttony and deceit.  When little Bobby joined Peppy 

in heaven just after Thanksgiving that year, an amorphous monster composed of what can only 

be described as guilt took up residence in my heart.  This monster ruled me for years, pushing me 

into seminary and a life of self-denial. 

Monica eyed my glass dish of butterscotch hard candies.  I pushed it toward her.  “You 

can make up the difference with these.” 

“Bless you, Father.   I need to get back.  The basket has probably made it around the 

room by now.”  She carefully counted out six pieces. 

“Take a few extra, Monica.  You never know.” 

“Bless you, Father, but I don’t want to take more than I need.  That would be greedy.”  

She scurried down the hall, her heels tapping like a judge’s gavel. 

Sister Bignone looked after her with a beatific grin.  “Every day she teaches me 

something.”   

“I can’t believe I’ve found myself in the simultaneous presence of the only two people 

who actually like those putrid peanut things.” 
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The nun looked at me as if I had just announced Santa Claus was a Jew.  She spoke with 

forced diplomacy.  “I suppose it’s a matter of personal taste.” 

“Perhaps so, but enough frivolity. Today we’ll be discussing vocations with Monica’s 

students.  I’ll give a general talk, maybe five minutes, then I want you to take the girls into the 

room across the hall and instruct them about the sisterhood while I tell the boys about the 

benefits of Holy Orders.”   

Sister Bignone looked perturbed by my words.  “Isn’t it all the same thing?  I mean, 

giving one’s life to God?” 

“It’s not the same thing and you know it!”  My gruffness surprised even me.  Sister 

Bignone recoiled.  I needed a cold hip bath. 

Taking a deep breath, I softened my tone.  “Vatican II brought many changes, but one 

thing that hasn’t changed is that adolescent boys and girls have many questions, especially 

concerning, well, chastity.”  I spat the word and avoided the nun’s gaze.  “It’s not appropriate to 

discuss that in a mixed group at this point.” 

“They have to learn sometime, Father.” 

It took an almost physical effort to put aside the thought of lessons we could learn 

together. “Well, it won’t be today.  Half of them will probably be nauseous with a bellyful of 

banana-flavored marshmallow.  Now let’s go recruit some souls before they get sick in this 

heat.” 

When we came to Monica’s open classroom door, she stood at her desk staring into a 

wicker basket as if it were a window into another dimension.  Cradling the basket with both 
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palms, she lifted it ceremoniously and approached us in the measured stride of an acolyte, 

meeting us in the hallway.  She handed it to Sister Bignone as if it were a holy relic.   

Monica closed the classroom door and spoke in a whisper louder than her normal voice.  

“Father!  Sister!  I believe there’s been a miracle right here at St. Jude’s!” 

I took a deep breath..  “Now, Monica, consider your words carefully.  Tell me what you 

saw.” 

She pulled the wicker basket from Sister Bignone’s grasp and circled the interior with a 

crooked finger.  “There were sixteen circus peanuts in the basket when I handed it out and I have 

twenty-two children in my class.  That’s why I took six butterscotch candies.” 

“I’m not particularly adept at word problems, Monica.  Please get to the point.  We have 

an important lesson today.” 

She looked stung but went on.  “When I returned from your office, the basket was back 

on my desk with the exact same number of circus peanuts as when I left.” 

 Sister Bignone gingerly touched the rim of the basket, then crossed herself. “God bless 

us all.” 

I exhaled in exasperation.  “We’ve talked about this kind of thing before, Monica.” 

 Monica stood on her toes and put her face close to mine.  “Don’t you see, Father?  There 

was enough for everyone!  Not only that, each time a child took one, another must have appeared 

in its place!  It has to be a miracle!” 

Overwhelmed by the woman’s zealotry and simplicity, I defaulted to the position the 

archbishop gave in response to a recent local sighting of the Virgin Mary.  “Yes, well, I suppose 

that could be.  Of course, the Church cannot sanction the occurrence without more proof.” 
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Monica nodded earnestly.  “I’ll go talk to the children and let them tell me in their own 

words.”  She shuffled inside.  Sister Bignone and I stayed in the hall, out of sight of the students.  

After leading the class in The Apostles Creed as a prelude, Monica started her inquiry. “Is there 

anyone here who can tell me what happened while I was gone?” 

I looked at my watch.  “So much for my lesson plan.”   

Sister Bignone looked preoccupied.  “We could check the students’ breath.  Banana is 

very persistent.”  She looked the symbol of bounty, holding the wicker basket just below her 

bosom.   

When she took a step toward the door, I seized her elbow. “Don’t go feeding this 

foolishness.  It’s wrong.” 

The nun looked puzzled.  “Don’t you feel that something has happened here?” 

“What I sense here is Monica’s delusion and gullibility spreading like a virus.” 

We listened as Monica addressed the class.  “Now, I’m not saying this is a definite 

miracle but it probably is.  I need you to speak clearly and loudly.” 

 A faint group giggle suggested that someone had taken the bait.  Monica flicked her 

index finger as if casting a flyrod.  “Yes, Kevin.  Do you have something to say?” 

I knew of only one Kevin in this grade but I leaned over just enough to get a peek and 

and drew back immediately.  “Good Lord!  That Kavanaugh boy is going to speak.  This may not 

go well.”  I moved to get a steady view of the boy standing by his desk.  Kevin ignored me as he 

looked around with the same smirk that got him kicked out of the altar boys.  In addition to the 

usual pranks, I suspected he feigned some or all of his fits to cover for missed homework or lack 
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of preparation for tests.  Had his parents not been major donors to the parish, I would have 

expelled him at the first opportunity.   

Monica looked anxiously to the boy.  “Yes, Kevin.  Can you tell us what happened when 

you took a peanut?  Did you notice anything special?” 

Kevin’s gaze held no pity.  “Nobody took any.”  He looked around at his classmates, then 

back at the teacher.  “Don’t you know circus peanuts suck?” 

The last word hung in the air like a flatus.  As I reached for the knob it retreated from my 

grasp. Monica pushed by us, teary eyed and moaning like a distant train.  She ran down the hall 

toward the restroom in quick steps that made me think ‘canter’.   

Chaotic laughter arose in the classroom.  Before I could step through the open door, 

Sister Bignone pressed me back against the wall.  An odd ferocity filled her eyes. 

  “Tell me the truth, Father! Are all miracles lies? Were the fish that supposedly fed the 

multitudes just rotten?  The bread too moldy to eat?”  The she grasped her rosary with both 

hands and yanked.  The silver beads bounced off the hard floor and scattered like fugitives. 

“You mustn’t read too much into it, child.  They are allegories, parables meant to guide 

us, not rule us.” 

“The wine at Cana?  Was it corked?” 

“The host complimented it.” 

“Revisionist history and you know it, Father!”  She pull off her wimple and threw it in 

my face..  Long dark tresses fell across her shoulders.  She kicked off the clodhopper shoes.  

They skidded down the hall like hockey pucks. 

“Now, get a hold of yourself, Sister!  This is most inappropriate!” 
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In answer, she draped her blouse over my head.  I removed it just in time to see her drop 

her skirt as she skipped around the corner, revealing undergarments cardinalatial scarlet and a 

body much as I had imagined it.  Such a shame to have kept it hidden for  so long. 

The heavy breathing of adolescent boys behind me called me to duty.  I herded them back 

into the classroom just in time to catch a glimpse of the former Sister Bignone bounding by 

outside, heading toward the lake behind the school.  Kevin’s wolf whistle brought a laugh from 

the other boys.  When I grabbed arm, his body jerked and his face contorted. 

Dragging him into the hallway, I growled in his ear so only he could hear.  “I’m on to 

you and your bullshit, Kevin.  It’s not going to work with me.”  For emphasis, I slammed his 

back against the wall by the door and lifted him off the floor.  “When Mrs. Messina returns, you 

will treat her with deference and respect. Understand?” 

The spasms stopped.  “Yes, Father.” 

I let him slide down until his feet were on the floor.  The neighboring classroom door 

opened and Sister Jemma, a stern disciplinarian, stepped out.  “You need some help, Father?” 

“Yes, Sister.  Mrs. Messina is indisposed for the moment and Sister Bignone isn’t feeling 

well.  We’re postponing Catechism. Do you mind covering Monica’s class until she returns?” 

“Not at all, Father.”  She eyed Kevin skeptically. “Is he alright?” 

I adjusted the boy’s tie and looked him hard in the eye. “Oh, he’s been cured.  Haven’t 

you, son?”     

Kevin’s voice wavered but he gave me a thin smile.  “Yes, Father. I feel much better 

now.” 
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The classroom fell silent as Sister Jemma followed him in.  She stepped back into the hall 

as I scooped the clothing from the floor.  “Was that Sister Bignone we saw running by outside?” 

“Possibly.” I stood, clutching the bundled habit. “Touch of heatstroke. She needed to cool 

off.  Be sure to drink plenty of water yourself.”   

Sister Jemma nodded, her expression dubious.  “I’ll do that, Father.”    

Passing the ladies’ room, I heard Monica blow her nose and clear her throat.  She had no 

doubt composed herself and made ready to seek my counsel.  I tucked Sister Bignone’s garments  

under one arm and rounded the corner as the ladies’ room door opened behind me.  I had no 

answers for her questions. 

By the weight of the habit, I imagined the freedom Sister Bignone felt at that moment.  

She and I had one thing in common, we chose our careers for all the wrong reasons. Priesthood 

fit me no better than sisterhood fit her. I stuffed the billowing mass of mournful fabric in the 

clothing drive bin by the door.  Dropping in my own contribution, I had a sudden epiphany.  It 

was never the starch, just the collar.  

Like a dog set loose, I ran toward the lake. If there were a God in heaven, I had a date 

with a miracle. 
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