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Chapter One

TIMING IS EVERYTHING

Thursday, October, 9th, 1958. For eight-year-old Charlie (to 
paraphrase Dickens with a twist), it was worst of days, it was the 
best of days, it was the time of foolishness, it was the time of 
wisdom, it was the age of incredulity, it was the age of belief, it was 

the moment of darkness, it was the moment of light, it was the fall of despair, 
it was the autumn of hope.
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From Monday of that week, Charles Theodore Murr and his fifty-three 
second-year classmates at Saint Augustine Grammar School had been praying, 
as hard as they knew how, for the Holy Father, Pope Pius the  Twelfth.

Only the night before, at dinner, Charlie’s father Theodore Charles Murr 
—“Ted” to nearly everyone but Charlie— had announced that the Pope was 
“standing at death’s door.” Though Charlie had never heard the expression 
before, his visceral reaction, because of his father’s tone of voice and his mother’s 
very concerned expression, was one of foreboding. Charlie hardly understood 
life, let alone death, still he could not have imagined a worse predicament 
than to be left standing (alone, he presumed) at death’s gruesome gate —that 
is, of course, until his best pal, Tommy Schmitt, convinced him that hell was 
“a million times worse.”  With four older brothers and a married sister —
impressive credentials for any second grader— Tommy knew a lot about a 
lot, and what he didn’t know, he invented and presented with such certainty 
as to convince even the naysayers among his classmates. After talking things 
over with Tommy, Charlie came to the conclusion that death and dying and 
hell, should, all of them be avoided, at all cost, at all times.

In 1958, he knew what every Catholic schoolboy preparing for first 
Confession and Holy Communion knew about the Pope, that he was: (1) 
the Vicar of Christ on earth, (2) chosen by the Holy Ghost Himself, and 
(3) loved and respected by everyone in the world —at least, by everyone in 
Charlie’s world. He also had a face to go with the name, since an 8"x 10", 
black & white glossy of Pius XII’s somber countenance hung parallel to the 
block letters of the alphabet atop the blackboard.

And there was one other noteworthy thing he knew about Pope Pius XII. 
His dismal health prognosis was of veritable concern to Sister M. Wilberta, 
Ordo Predicatorum. Sister Wilberta, o.p., was a young, flawlessly beautiful 
Dominican nun who had been so successful with Charlie’s first grade tutelage 
that God, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, had seen fit to entrust her with 
his second grade education as well. At least that was how Charlie saw it. Not 
only was she beautiful, but the young nun was wise far beyond her 21 years. 
In fact, the older Charlie grew, the more impressed he became with what she 
knew back then. Almost certainly, the good Sister held a degree in philosophy. 
In those days, she would not have had a degree in the jealously guarded, by 
all-male knights, queen of sciences: theology. As Father Timothy Nolan, the 
ancient, Irish, former university professor, Pastor of Saint Augustine’s used 
to ditty about when visiting the classrooms at report-card time, “The end of 
the holy Church will be when women study theology.”
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On Wednesday of that second week in October, the class continued to 
remember the ailing Pontiff and began their morning offering up all their 
“prayers, works, joys and sufferings of the day” for Pius. Who could not see the 
concern on Sister Wilberta’s beautiful face, or not be moved by the earnestness 
with which she prayed? Back then, Charlie had the quick and uncanny ability 
to distinguish between “sincere and insincere sincerity,” especially when it 
came to adults. This talent served him well, though it seemed to diminish in 
adolescence and had all but died by the time he reached adulthood.

When the hall bells sounded recess, all the class marched out of the 
red-brick school building and onto the newly paved playground with its  
15 feet tall swing sets, long wooden teeter-totters, merry-go-round and a 
giant metal slide. None of these, however, really got Charlie’s attention as 
much as the daily touch football scrimmage. He was a runner, the fastest kid 
in grades one through four. But, that particular day, the game struck him as 
moronic. Not just because it was played with a flattened milk carton instead of 
an inflated pigskin, but because it was the same every day, with the same two 
captains John Tomsic and Charlie’s cousin David Smith calling all the shots. 
The only thing that did change from one day to the next were the self-serving 
rules of engagement.

No. That morning a matter far more pressing than swing sets or imaginary 
football occupied his young and restless mind. In a man-on-a-mission style he 
made his way across the chaotic playground, through an ocean of hopscotching 
and rope-jumping little girls, in search of an answer to the question that had 
robbed him of all reading and arithmetic concentration powers the entire 
morning. Finally, edging and elbowing his way through the goodie-two-shoes 
surrounding their instructress like jealous courtiers defending the honor of 
their princess, he stood before the beautiful Dominican and had her full, 
focused attention.

“Does God love the Holy Father?” he asked point-blank.
“Why, He most certainly does,” answered Sister Wilberta, “very much, 

indeed.” Her eyes widened and she smiled faintly as she questioned the 
question, “What makes you ask such a thing, Charles?”

“My dad says the Holy Father’s at death’s door,” Charlie began, “So, if 
God loves him, why?”

“Why?” echoed the Sister.
Charlie started again, “Why’s he at death’s door? Why doesn’t God do 

something to help him? He’s His victor. He should help him, shouldn’t He?” 
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“Vicar. The Pope is Our Lord’s vicar” she corrected. (In those days, a 
kid’s entire conscious day was “a teaching moment.”) Taking Charlie by 
the shoulder, she gently guided him beyond hearing range of the curious 
courtiers. “…Everything, Charles, happens for a reason. Everything. Nothing 
happens without God willing it. Directly or indirectly. Not a single leaf on 
that tree,” she pointed to a huge maple on 5th Avenue, blazing in autumn 
red, “Not one single leaf,” she reiterated, “falls from that tree without God 
willing it so. Good or bad, there is a reason for everything, and God knows 
what the reason is. We do not always understand God’s reasons. We were 
not meant to. Nonetheless, it is important that you and I remember: God has 
His reasons; the reasons exist.”

Pretty impressive stuff, Charlie thought for a fleeting moment, but not 
exactly what he was looking for, “…And bad things, Sister? Does God will 
bad things to happen?”

Just then, Sister Wilberta made a quick 90-degree, clapped her gloved 
hands loudly and repeatedly. “Enough of that!” she rebuked the class trouble-
maker, “You will return Barbara Wojcik’s hat to her this instant, and you 
will apologize to her,” she ordered, “You could have injured her with your 
tomfoolery.”

“So, does He?” Charlie persisted. It took her a moment to get back on 
track. “…God does not want bad things to happen, Charles,” she started, and 
then paused to watch Michael Fryes complete the acts of retribution and 
contrition assigned him. “…God does not will evil…God permits evil.” She 
looked again at him. “You see,” she said, “this is a complicated matter. It has 
to do with the most important gift God has given us —after life itself, that is. 
That gift is called freewill. There’s not time enough for me to explain it right 
now.” Then, deeply inhaling the crisp autumn air, she seemed determined 
to try. “…God tolerates evil. To tolerate means to put up with someone or 
something. Your mother and father put up with you when you misbehave. 
They tolerate you. Or, you, for example; you tolerate your baby brother when 
he cries and makes a fuss, do you not?

“He cries all the time,” Charlie answered with an exasperated sigh.
 “And every time he does, you tolerate it, don’t you?”
“I have to,” he said with a shoulder shrug.
“Well, there you are,” she clapped her hands once and held them together 

just below her chin, “More or less, that is the way God tolerates evil.”
“But, God is God, and God is good,” Charlie said, pretty sure of that 
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much, “So, why does He even put up with evil? He can do everything. He can 
destroy evil if He really wants to —all of it,” he persisted, surprising herself 
with the congruency of everything he’d just said.

As the good Sister was seeing for herself, her pupil had given somese-
rious thought to this matter. And, with the only philosophical tools available 
to an eight-year-old at the time, he wasn’t doing such a bad job of it. To 
Charlie, his reasoning seemed brilliantly logical because what he lacked in 
his understanding of the limitlessness and omnipotence of the Almighty, he 
more than made up for in his understanding of, yes: Superman. He believed 
he was standing on very solid ground in his contention that the Almighty 
was a million times stronger than Superman. After all, Charlie followed the 
caped crusader’s every move, almost religiously, every single weekday, 3:30 
p.m. to 4 p.m., on KSTP, channel five. Every episode showed Superman 
relentless in his fight contra the forces of evil and in proof “truth, justice, 
and the American way”. Why, he asked himself, wouldn’t God want to do 
the same? Bolstering his observational insight was Tommy Schmitt’s older 
brother, Randy, a sophomore at South Saint Paul High School. In the alley 
between Second and Third Avenues, the sophomoric elder assured Tommy 
and Charlie that it had to have been God Who created Superman, since, “God 
created all things, visible and invisible. If ya don’t know that,” Randy took a 
long drag off his Old Gold, “ya don’t know shit,” he concluded, and exhaling 
upward, watched the blue gray smoke fade into oblivion.

So, why wouldn’t God want to obliterate evil like Superman did every 
single day? Charlie reflected that God didn’t even have the debilitating effects 
of Kryptonite to contend with!

“Do you think, even for a moment,” Sister Wilberta began with a new 
line of reasoning, “that your mother and father, who love you very, very 
much, would consider destroying you because sometimes your actions are bad?”

“No,” Charlie answered, feeling almost certain that they would not.
“I should say not!” she said empathically to remove any sliver of a doubt. 

“Well, neither would your Father in heaven destroy what you might consider 
to be evil, but what He might not.”

“I guess not,” he said.
“Well, you guess right, young man,” she smiled, nodding her congratu-

lations for the correct answer before segueing into that most dreaded of all 
questions by any child who had correctly guessed the penultimate: “So, now: 
why not?”
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“…I don’t know,” he admitted at a loss to answer this existential fragment 
of the “Eternal Why.”

“Could it be because God loves you? Because God wants what’s best 
for you? Could it be that God permits evil so that good might come from it? 
So that good things can come to us even from the bad things that happen to 
us? So that, with the help of God and your efforts, you, Charles, might bring 
good out of evil? What do you think about that, young man?”

Just then, the end-of-recess bell sounded with a uniquely alarming ring. 
It sounded the way he imagined an exclamation point would sound were it to 
stand all on its own. The bell seemed to cry out: “There! Now do you get it?!”

Truth be told, most unfortunately —No, Charlie did not.
That night, back at the 108 Second Avenue homestead, he easily convinced 

his mother and father that the Pope’s amelioration should top the list of their 
prayerful intentions. In his home, every day was dedicated to Jesus’ Sacred 
Heart; sixty-two of those days were especially dedicated to His mother, the 
Blessed Virgin Mary. For October and May the rosary became an integral 
part of the bedtime ritual. The five mysteries were prayed together, in the 
oneness and warmth of family. For those two months their carved oak staircase 
became an elongated, semi-gothic prie-dieu that each ascended, on his or 
her knees, step by step, as the rosary progressed, until all, mother and father, 
Charlie, Peter, Marijo and Robert reached the white porcelain statue of the 
Madonna and Child on the second floor landing. After goodnight kisses, tired 
from their penitential trek, the children made their way to bed. Having just 
entered the terrible-twos, normally hyperactive Robert —or, as they called 
him, “Baby Bob”— was usually fast asleep in that special place between Dad’s 
left shoulder and the nape of his neck. Dad would take Bob’s limp hand in 
his and wave so that the baby would wave them all a sweet farewell as he was 
carried off to the brass crib in the master bedroom.

That particular night, Wednesday, the eighth of October, 1958, Charlie 
shared in the repose of the Cherubim; God was in His heaven and all was - 
or soon would be— right with the world. As his head hit the flannel pillow, 
his last thought was that, with a little more patience, he would soon witness 
good coming from evil. His personal test case, none other than the Holy 
Father, the Roman Pontiff, Pope Pius the Twelfth, would be in much better 
health when he would awake in eight or nine hours.

Half way through the next morning, the arithmetic lesson was interrupted 
by a loud knock on the classroom door. A very tall eighth grade boy walked in 
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to deliver a note. Sister Wilberta took it, thanked him, and read. She refolded 
the note, blessed herself, and somberly announced: “Children; our Holy Father, 
the Pope, has gone to God.”

“Where d’he go?” Mike Hechimovich asked without first raising his hand.
“Did he die, Sister?” Connie Shelly blurted out from across the room.
“To God, Michael,” the nun answered the impetuous lad and then turned 

to the cubby and tactless lass, “Yes, Constance, our Holy Father, the Pope has 
died.” Sister Wilberta cleared her throat, “We shall all stand,” she motioned 
with her hand for the entire class to do so straightaway, “and walk like ladies 
and gentlemen, in orderly fashion, one row at a time, in single file and in 
silence, into church. We shall join the Sisters and the rest of the school in 
praying for the repose of the Holy Father’s soul.”

Everyone stood but, unlike everyone else, Charlie did not move when his 
row was called. He reacted as when Darrel “Loony-Tune” Warner sucker-
punched him in the stomach two or three weeks before: he just stood there 
beside his desk, at the very end of row two, motionless as a statue. In just 
seconds, he had gone from disbelief to disillusion, from resentful to some 
ominous feeling that he’d never experienced. It was more than simple anger; 
it would take him years to figure out what he felt and call by its proper name: 
righteous indignation. Indignant he was, and righteously would stand his 
ground.

All those prayers for the Pope; his, not to mention the countless billions, 
maybe trillions, of them from people all over the world! And for what? For 
nothing, that’s what! Not only had good not come from evil, but evil had 
gotten even eviler; hope had given way to despair. Instead of giving way to 
health, sickness had given way to death. Death had won out over life. Evil 
had triumphed over good!

For the first time he could remember, he was grinding his teeth. His anger 
showed.

Instead of shepherding the class across the corridor and into Saint 
Augustine’s Church, faster than you could say “Eugenio Maria Giuseppe 
Giovanni Pacelli,” Sister Wilberta put Chuck Hatfield and Ruth Ann Healy, 
the bossy captains of the boys’ and girls’ lavatories for the month of October, 
in charge of herding and relocating.

Charlie stood scowling and motionless as a rock beside his desk. He did 
not want to speak with anyone just then, and his feet refused to move an 
inch in the direction of Saint Augustine’s Church where he was being called 
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to waste even more time praying for God to do God-only-knew-what next. 
When the last student cleared the room, tears began welling up in his eyes. 
He was fighting hard not to break into tears: from somewhere inside him, an 
admonishing voice warned: “Men–don’t–cry”.

Sister Wilberta walked over and bent down to speak with him eye to 
eye. “You look pale. What is the matter, Charles?” she asked, more with the 
concern of a friend than a dutiful teacher.

“Good… Good doesn’t come from evil,” he managed to get it out, “…
The Pope is dead.”

The previous day’s colloquy fresh in her mind, Sister Wilberta understood 
the problem even before she asked what it might be.

“I disagree,” she said, then, taking his chin, raised his head so she could look 
him straight in the eye, “…This morning, this very morning, good came from 
evil… And you would see it, too, if you’d stop your pouting and take a look. 
Here; take this,” she handed him a tissue she pulled from a fold somewhere 
in her white habit. He dried his eyes, disappointed in himself for having shed 
a tear. “…Say goodbye to such negative thoughts,” she insisted, “Erase them 
from your mind. Go on. Close your eyes and start erasing,” she ordered and 
gave him a moment to do so.

“Clean slate?” she inquired.
He nodded unenthusiastically and reopened his eyes. Before it could fall, 

he caught a half tear with his shirtsleeve rather than use the tissue she had 
magically wrought forth.

“Fine,” she said, “Now listen: Yesterday, the Holy Father was in terrible 
pain and suffering. That was yesterday. Today he is at peace. Today, this very 
moment, Charles, he is with the Most Holy Trinity and in the company of 
our Blessed Mother, all the angels and all the saints in heaven! Look at the 
good that has come today from yesterday’s evil!”

As the hopeful notion began to sink in, there suddenly appeared in 
the doorway a tall, older Dominican nun, the principal of Saint Augustine 
Grammar School, who taught the eighth graders on that strictly off-limits to 
anyone from 1st through 4th grade, very mysterious second floor. Last year, 
a fellow first grader, John Pepperidge had been summoned upstairs, to the 
principal’s office. No one had seen or heard of him since.

“Is there a problem, Sister Wilberta?” asked Sister Danieline in a rather 
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accusatory tone, “The entire school is assembled. The only one missing, that 
we be complete, is you, Sister.”

“There was a slight problem, Sister. I believe it’s been taken care of, now. 
Thank you,” said the young nun as she stood up straight, “…We were just on 
our way into church,” she said and gave her superior a “with all due respect” 
bow of the head.

Sister Wilberta and Charlie walked out of the classroom and crossed 
the corridor to the side entrance of Saint Augustine’s. Before opening the 
huge wooden door, she bent down once again and just above a whisper said: 
“Everyone in heaven is a saint, Charles. Remember what we know about 
the Saints? That they’re God’s closest friends? And friends of ours, as well? 
Imagine that, Charles: What a powerful friend you have in court!”

“In court?” he questioned.
“An expression, child,” she replied, “It means ‘in high places’. Your friend 

is with God in heaven. Pope Pius is God’s friend and he’s yours as well. He 
won’t forget you and all you did for him with your prayers. Come,” she said 
more loudly as she took the big brass pulls and opened the solid oak door, 
“Let’s you and I thank God for all He has given us this day. This is a wonderful 
day, Charles.”

On that somber occasion, the day the Pope died, or, as Sister Wilberta 
later explained it to the entire class, his “birthday” into eternity —Pius XII 
and Charlie became friends and have remained friends ever since. From the 
fourth pew of Saint Augustine’s to front-row-center in heaven, begging Saint 
Charles Borromeo’s indulgence, he asked the “Angelic Pastor” to be his patron 
saint. He also acquired his first two Latin words: Pastor Angelicus, the title 
given Pius XII by the Irish Visionary, Saint Malachy, in the twelfth century. 
A lot of muddy Mississippi water has flowed beneath the Wabasha Street 
Bridge since 1958. Still, every detail of those beautiful October days remains 
intact in Charlie’s mind and heart.

You may be saying to yourself: what a quaint, provincial little story from 
Catholic schooldays of yore. But quaintness and yesteryear schmaltz did not 
motivate Charlie. He remained grateful for one of the many life-lessons he 
received through the wisdom, faith and charity of an extraordinarily kind, 
patient and dedicated teacher: Sister M. Wilberta, o.p.

And twenty-five years later, browsing on the second floor “catwalk” at 
Schriber’s on 5th Avenue —back then, along with Eddie Condon’s and the 
Central Park Promenade, among his favorite Manhattan haunts— it was 
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impossible to miss a new hardback on display: All I Ever Needed To Know I 
Learned In Kindergarten. Much of what Robert Fulghum claims to have learned 
at age 6, Charlie learned and then some at age 7. What’s more, to ensure that 
he had mastered “first-year metaphysics,” he was given the advanced-beginners 
course (more attention to detail) the following year, in second grade, where he 
grew in “wisdom, age and grace”, under the same philosophical-theological 
and Dominican tutelage.

So, by the age of eight, guided by Sister Wilberta and Dominican wisdom, 
he had been walked through the existential questions which today trouble 
many adolescents and an astounding number of adults, such as who are you?  
What does it mean to live?  To die?  To face evil?  To love and to sacrifice?  
And he had found answers which stood the test of time. 

Later experiences in life confirmed, at least to him, one of the many 
lessons Sister Wilberta imparted to an inquisitive and demanding young 
mind: “Nothing happens without the Will of God; nothing… Good or bad, 
there is a reason for everything.”


