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Star power starts with 
community for actor
Brandon Smith
Brandon Smith was an eighth 

grader at Saint Mary’s in 1999. 
He didn’t take school too seriously 
back then. He was a self-professed 
troublemaker.

Mrs. Joann Moroni was his eighth-
grade teacher (and sixth, and seventh, 
she said). She wasn’t going to let 
Brandon get by not caring. His desk 
was right beside hers, and she had 
her eyes on him. She wasn’t going to 
give up on him.

“He almost didn’t graduate!” she said. 
“We were worried about him.”

Persistence and prayer
paid off
Brandon did graduate, and he went 
on to J.R. Tucker High School, where 
he ended up making the honor roll. 
Something clicked, and he realized 
that Mrs. Moroni and his other 
teachers at Saint Mary’s were onto 
something. 

Three teachers – Mrs. Moroni, Mrs. 
Regec and Mrs. Meyers – took 
special interest in me, Brandon said. 

“I would not be the man I am today 
with them,” he said. “I am beyond 
thankful for them.”

Following God’s plan
After graduating from Tucker, 
Brandon went to the University 
of South Carolina, and graduated 
four years later with a B.A. in 
broadcast journalism and mass 
communications with a minor 
in sports and entertainment 
management. 

A professor suggested he try acting, 
and the idea took hold. His mom 
gave him a book called The Dream 
Giver, by Bruce Wilkinson, about 
following one’s God-given destiny. 
The book inspired him.

Brandon auditioned for acting school 
and got in. He moved to L.A. and 
shortly thereafter auditioned for a 
role in a commercial for Guitar Hero, 
for which the producers were seeking 
an actor who could do a “dive bomb 
into the worm.” This is a dance move 
that probably looks about like it 
sounds.

Brandon can dance, but he said he 
couldn’t do that move. He decided to 
go for it anyway. In the audition, he 
nailed the move, twice. His role in the 
commercial, as A-Rod’s body double, 
got him into the Screen Actors Guild, 
and that membership led to further 
opportunities and a future that seems 
to keep getting brighter.

A recent picture of Brandon and his eighth-
grade teacher, Joann Moroni

Story continued on page 8
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Though Saint Mary’s is a Catholic School, and its 
academic environment is formed by Catholic tradition, 

our school community embraces families and students 
from all faith backgrounds. Through the years, and 
through their association with the Saint Mary’s community, 
some individuals – students and parents – have found 
themselves drawn to learn more about the Catholic faith 
and, ultimately, to join the Catholic Church. This story is 
about some of those individuals and their journey as part of 
our community. 

[For the print version we had to edit this piece to fit space 
constraints. You can find the full story online at
https://saintmary.org/welcome-home/]

According to Saint Mary’s Director of RCIA and Baptism Pat 
Novak, when an individual begins to consider membership 
in the Catholic Church, he or she begins a program called 
the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, or RCIA. RCIA is 
a formal process of faith formation providing the inquirer 
with answers to his/her questions, an understanding of the 
key tenets of the faith and experiences in prayer that can 
shape spirituality. The choice to join the Catholic Church is 
always a free choice.

The traditional time to celebrate this entrance into the 
parish community is on Holy Saturday night, the eve of 
Easter. Those who have never been baptized will receive all 
three sacraments of initiation: baptism, first Eucharist and 
confirmation. Those who have already been baptized in 
another denomination, will make a profession of faith and 
then receive first Eucharist and confirmation.

Ally Talton, and twin son and daughter John and Callie 
Talton: Ally, her husband Corby, and their twins John and 
Callie became part of the Saint Mary’s School family in 
2015-2016 when John and Callie started the fourth grade. 
They were active in another Christian church in the area, 
but Ally started attending student Mass on Wednesdays 
with John and Callie.

As the twins got to middle school, they found themselves 
interested in what they were learning in religion class with 
Saint Mary’s middle school religion teacher Mrs. Jeanne 
Slifka. Ally was learning, too – she joined a group of parents 
who, pre-COVID, met each Monday morning to pray the 
Rosary together. Ally was also supporting a dear friend who 

was sick with cancer. Ally’s friend had drifted away from 
Catholicism, but her faith was growing as her journey with 
cancer progressed. Ally’s friend shared her growing faith 
with Ally. 

John and Callie made their decisions to be confirmed as 
Catholics after attending the Diocesan Youth Conference 
last February. Ally then decided to join her twins in 
becoming Catholic.

“I felt like I was a puzzle with one piece missing,” Ally said, 
“and the first time I attended Mass, I felt like someone had 
put that piece in the puzzle. There’s a depth to the Catholic 
faith that I’ve never experienced elsewhere.”

The three of them: Ally, Callie and John, are attending RCIA 
now and will be initiated into the Catholic Church at the 
Easter Vigil Mass.

Vanessa and Ryan Young: Vanessa 
is originally from Switzerland and came 
to the U.S. in 2002 to go to college 
in New Hampshire. She ended up in 
New York City and met her husband, 
Ryan, there. They moved to Northern 
Virginia, had their daughter, Julia (who 
is now a second grader at Saint Mary’s) 
and decided to move to Richmond to 
raise their family, which now includes a 
younger daughter named Isobel.

Ryan is originally from Lynchburg 
and was raised Baptist; Vanessa was 
raised in the Protestant church. As 
a couple, they’d been exploring 
different religions to try to find a 
faith community where they felt a 
connection.

Vanessa said they discovered Saint 
Mary’s during the pandemic – they 
wanted Julia, who finished first grade 
online with Henrico County schools, 
to be able to attend school in person this year. Saint 
Mary’s was the first and only private school they looked at; 
Vanessa said they felt very at peace with deciding to enroll 
Julia and are grateful that she’s able to be at school here. 

Saint Mary’s opens door for seekers to explore
Catholicism, many find it feels like home

Welcome Home

Vanessa Young

Ryan Young
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She said that in exploring Saint Mary’s as a faith community, 
they’ve found RCIA to be a place where they can connect 
with God and be spiritual and at peace. They’ve learned 
to read the Bible in a different way and to get a better 
understanding of religion in general. 

Because the RCIA group is able to meet in person during 
COVID (using spatially distant guidelines), Vanessa said it’s 
been a place to connect. Father Mike is great, she said. 

“It’s been a really meaningful journey for both of us,” she 
said. “We’re both talking about our faith more as a couple. 
It’s brought us together closer as a couple as a result.”

David Gleberman: Dave’s parents are Jewish and he was 
raised in their faith, celebrating his Bar Mitzvah at age 13 
and attending services for the Jewish high holidays. But by 
his college years, he said, he lost interest in his faith and 
was largely agnostic.

Dave was introduced to Catholicism by his wife, Becky. He 
began attending Mass with her during their courtship. He 
said he was very drawn to the Mass and learning about the 
faith, but his journey was a long one. He attended weekly 
Mass for 22 years before Sister Pat McCarthy (former 
Pastoral Associate at St. Mary Church) grabbed his arm one 
day and asked him if he was ready to join the church.  
 
Dave said that while he attended weekly Mass, participated 
in his children’s faith-based education and witnessed 
the many sacraments of each of their children, he’d not 
considered RCIA until Sister Pat approached him. It was 
summer when Sister Pat asked him if he was ready, and 
he immediately joined the RCIA group. He received the 
sacraments at the Easter Vigil in 2017.

“RCIA was not at all what I expected,” Dave said. “My initial 
belief was RCIA was going to teach me how to be Catholic. 
I thought it would be a rigorous study of the Catechism and 
would teach me the mechanics of prayer. Instead it truly 
was a faith journey that allowed me to connect dots in my 
life that led me to Jesus Christ.”

Dave said that he and his family have felt blessed 
and welcome at Saint Mary’s. They appreciate Father 
Renninger’s long-term leadership, the faith-centered 

education at Saint Mary’s School, and they love the overlap 
between the school and parish community. 

Dontrese Brown: Dontrese grew 
up “rooted in the Southern Baptist 
tradition” at a church in New Albany, 
Indiana, just across the Ohio River 
from Louisville, Kentucky. His 
grandfather was a preacher in the 
church his family attended, and 
Dontrese said they were in church all 
the time. As he grew older, he did not 
practice churchgoing as much.

As an adult he started feeling drawn 
closer to God and to his Christianity. Meg, his wife, grew up 
Catholic so they were married in the Catholic church; their 
children were being raised in the Catholic faith.  As a family, 
they held to many Catholic traditions. 
 
“As I felt closer to God, I knew that I would transition to 
Catholicism,” he said.

The Brown family moved to Richmond in 2015, and after 
doing so they were looking for a church home where 
they felt comfortable. The only people they really knew in 
Richmond happened to be Steve and Anne Leigh Bisese: 
Steve had been dean of students at Georgetown College 
in Kentucky when Dontrese was there for undergraduate 
studies, and Anne Leigh – Saint Mary’s director of 
admissions – had been a financial advisor there. When 
Dontrese and his family were considering their move to 
Richmond, he called the Biseses and had lunch with Anne 
Leigh.

“We started talking about school systems and where we 
might want to live,” Dontrese said, “and Anne Leigh said ‘I 
am biased, but Saint Mary’s is one of the top schools in the 
area.’ So it was stick and stay! Let’s do it!” That’s how they 
found Saint Mary’s.

About three years ago, when Dontrese began to feel ready 
to explore a transition to Catholicism, he set up time to 
talk to Sister Pat, and told her he felt God was pulling him 
to complete the circle and join the rest of his family as a 
Catholic.

Dontrese said he feels Saint Mary’s Catholic School 
has given his two children a solid foundation. “I feel 
phenomenal about the foundation that is built at Saint 
Mary’s: respecting elders, religious beliefs, making the right 
decisions,” he said.

Dontrese was part of the feasibility study that resulted in 
Cristo Rey High School being established in Richmond. 
Cristo Rey is a high school that educates young men and 
women of low economic means, and includes a diverse 
population. Dontrese said he wants to see that broad 

Story continued on page 4

Dave Gleberman is anointed by Father Michael Renninger

Dontrese Brown
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demographic of young men and women receive the same 
strong foundation his children have found through Catholic 
education.

He hopes to be part of an effort to facilitate conversation 
around greater diversity and inclusion at Saint Mary’s, and 
to help create an even stronger sense of welcome within 
the school and parish community. 

Sutten and Rod Compton: Sutten and Rod are parents 
to seventh-grader Mac. They were Christian, but did not 
attend services at any faith community. They chose to send 
Mac to Saint Mary’s School because it was more convenient 
than the public option open to them in Goochland when 
Mac was entering first grade. They didn’t want Mac to have 
to ride the bus one hour each way to and from school, 
and when a neighbor (who is a St. Mary’s parishioner and 
alumni parent) suggested Saint Mary’s, they explored and 
chose it for Mac. 

Mac was baptized Catholic and received first Communion 
with his classmates, and Sutten and Rod began to bring him 
to Mass each Sunday. After several months of attending 
Mass each week, Sutten said, both she and Rod decided to 
join Mac on his faith journey. 

When asked how being a member of the Catholic Church 
and Saint Mary’s community has enriched their family life, 
Sutten said: “I think we feel a deeper part of the Saint Mary’s 

community, and a strong connection to and dependence 
on God.

“Going through RCIA demonstrated the ‘family’ of the 
Church,” Sutten said. “I never understood why the Eucharist 
was only shared by Catholics in the Catholic Church. I also 
learned more about the Bible as a whole. It was something 
Rod and I did together each week.” 

Christi Klein, and son Jack 
Hopler: Christi’s daughter 
Aerin and son Joe are 
students at Saint Mary’s. Her 
oldest son, Jack, graduated 
from Saint Mary’s in 2020. 

Christi was baptized in 
the Catholic Church as an 
infant and her mother was 
Catholic, so she always 
identified as (Irish) Catholic. 
However, for various 
reasons her mother didn’t 
actively practice her faith, and Christi did not receive first 
Communion or otherwise become an official member of 
the Church until she was an adult.

Christi and her husband, David Hopler, discovered the Saint 
Mary’s community when they decided to enroll Jack in 
kindergarten in 2011. They had neighbors (who were not 
Catholic) whose children attended Saint Mary’s and who 
recommended the school. 

In 2016, when Jack was in Mr. Woodburn’s fifth-grade 
class, he let his parents know that he wanted to become 
Catholic. Christi talked to Mr. Woodburn and to Sister 
Pat, and decided to enter the RCIA program and receive 
first Communion and be confirmed parallel to Jack’s 
journey. Christi was able to receive first Communion and 
be confirmed shortly before Jack, so that she could be 
closely involved in Jack’s baptism, first Communion and 
confirmation.

When asked how she feels Saint Mary’s School shares its 
faith and values with students and the world, Christi said: “I 
find that Saint Mary’s builds Catholic morality and guidance 
into everything the students do, whether it be ‘regular’ 
non-religious classes or at weekly Mass. Saint Mary’s 
also emphasizes giving back, including school supply 
and toy drives for less privileged children, which allows 
me to discuss with my own children the importance or 
understanding their advantages and helping others in line 
with Gospel values.”

Richard Lewis: Richard 
grew up Methodist; his 
grandparents helped shape 
his faith growing up. He and 
his wife Jo, who is Catholic, 
have attended Catholic 
Mass together since their 
teenage years. Jo has been 
an extremely important part 
of Richard’s faith journey 
and has been “help along 

Welcome Home continued from page 3

Mac Compton is baptized at student Mass while mom Sutten looks on

Christi Klein and son Jack Hopler

The Lewis Family

Rod and Sutten Compton with Father Michael Renninger
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the way” for more than 25 years, he said.

Richard said: “I have always enjoyed Mass even while not 
participating in many of the rites. As my family began to 
grow and my oldest son began participating in more of the 
rites, it became clear to me that it was time for me to take 
the next step in my Catholic faith journey.”

Richard said he rarely reads the church bulletin, but the 
bulletin from the Mass for his son’s first communion 
included an “advertisement” for RCIA. “After that Mass, I was 
drawn to the information about RCIA and it was clear to me 
that I needed to act upon it,” he said. “God was telling me 
that it was time.

“Joining the rest of my family and finally taking the step to 
become Catholic has allowed each of us to make our faith 
more a part of our everyday life,” Richard said. “From prayer 
to Mass, we are more connected to one another and to 
God.”

Karen Lamb, and daughter Winnie: Karen is a middle 
school math teacher at Saint Mary’s School – she joined 
the faculty as a part-time math teacher in 2019, and 
became a full-time teacher this school year. Her son and 
daughter, Bobby and Winnie, began attending Saint Mary’s 
this year. 

Karen said she was reared in the Baptist church and that her 
family was a strong church family, attending a rural church 
near where she grew up – her dad was an organist at their 
church at age 15, her parents met there, and, growing up, 
her family was at their church five days a week. 

When she was in college, her parents left her home-base 
church and spent some time seeking another good fit 
before they found another church in the city. When Karen 
came back home to attend services with her parents, it no 
longer felt like the place in which she grew up.

Karen and her husband Nick were married in 2003, and 
from that time, through having children, to today, they’ve 
tried various churches in the West End and Mechanicsville, 
looking for a community that had the same feel Karen had 
experienced in the church where she grew up. Till now, 
they’d never really found the right fit.
  
Karen joined the Saint Mary’s faculty in 2018.  “The first time 
I came to school Mass – it was before school started and 
it was just the faculty and staff – I felt at home, even with 
hardly any people there.”

Karen said she felt called to join the Catholic church last 
year, but she wasn’t ready to start RCIA. Her daughter 
Winnie, a third grader, started expressing interest this year 
as soon as she started attending Saint Mary’s Catholic 
School, and the two of them will begin RCIA this summer. 

When asked how Saint Mary’s shares its beliefs with the 
community, Karen said: “It’s the way people interact with 
each other – faith is part of the daily conversation and life. 
People support each other.” 

Karen came to Saint Mary’s School from the public school 
system, and now she said she can’t imagine going back.“I 
think the fact that we have God present in the curriculum 
makes a difference in the way we treat the children – it 

makes a difference in the way we approach each child,” she 
said. “At this point I can’t imagine teaching without 
that present.”

Principal Brandon Hess: Mr. Hess was born and raised 
Protestant and said his family was very active in their 
church, attending services every Sunday and Wednesday, 
and participating in a robust youth program there. “I was 
able to form a lot of friends and foundational faith in those 
years,” he said.

When he married his wife, Meghan, who is Catholic, he 
was frequently exposed to Catholicism and was “able to 
see more closely the acceptance that was provided in 
the Catholic Church,” he said. “Growing closer to Jesus 
through regular communion with a supportive community 
allowed me to refocus my perspective on faith.” 
 
The Hess family regularly attended Saint Bridget Catholic 
Church, and Father Michael Renninger was a pastor there 
years ago. Mr. Hess said that when he and Meghan had 
children and moved to the West End, they found a parish 
home at Saint Mary’s and were reunited with Father 
Renninger.  
 
When asked how the Saint Mary’s community influenced 
his faith journey, Mr. Hess said: “Having spent nearly 
20 years attending Catholic Mass as a protestant, I was 
well equipped to make the move to being Catholic. The 
influencers were my wife and later the SMCS school 
community.
 
Saint Mary’s School is doing a good job sharing Gospel 
values with the world, he said. “Daily, our teachers and staff 
fill the school with faith as examples of living the Catholic 
life. Our school day begins with prayer and lessons connect 
to the values of Jesus’s teachings. Taking the time to pause 
and reflect on the connections between our academic and 
daily lives with our Catholic life and how they are all woven 
together are providing a foundation to each student on 
how to be a faith-filled Catholic.

Pat Novak: Pat is the director of RCIA and Baptism at St. 
Mary Catholic Church; she assumed this role when Sister 
Pat McCarthy retired in 2020.
  
Her comments during our interview well summed what 
I felt running through the words of all the community 
members to whom I spoke:
  
“People come to us tentatively trusting us when they send 
their child to school at Saint Mary’s,” she said. “They find 
that it’s more than just a school – they are drawn in by the 
welcoming presence and depth to membership. There is an 
opportunity to live faith out here.

“Membership in church is not just about theology,” Pat said. 
“The creed is its basis, but it’s more about how you live 
out that membership. There’s incredible potential – there’s 
enough room for everybody with lots of work to do.”

If you would like to learn more about becoming a
Catholic, you can contact Pat Novak through an email
to pnovak@stmarysrichmond.org.
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To say that the Coronavirus 
pandemic has changed plans for 

people is stating things lightly. When 
we began the year in 2020, we had 
ideas for how things were going 
to be – vacations planned, visits 
scheduled, and events on the horizon 
that we assumed would go the way we 
imagined. And then came COVID-19.

One group that’s been particularly 
impacted by COVID is the eighth-
grade class of 2016, from which 
most of 2020’s fall college freshman 
class has come. This group expected 
to graduate from high school with 
the usual fanfare and fun, to enjoy 
summer and prepare to head toward 
college or whatever they’d planned 
their next steps would be.

We sent a survey to the Saint Mary’s 
class of 2016 to see how the pandemic 
has affected them. For most who 
responded, the framework of plans 
stayed generally the same – they just 
had to roll with the new ways of doing 
things by attending online classes and 
adjusting to fewer social interactions 
than they’d expected. 

Resilience and adaptability
A little more than one-fourth of the 
class responded, or 11 out of 40 
students. Overall, their responses 
reflect adaptability, optimism and 
a willingness to make the best of 
circumstances. One anonymous 
respondent, when asked to briefly 
share what he/she had learned about 
him/herself during this time, left this 
quote: “Life is not always a matter of 
holding good cards, but sometimes, 
playing a poor hand well.” – Jack 
London

The 11 respondents represent a range 
of schools: Ohio State, University 
of Richmond, J. Sargent Reynolds, 
University of Virginia, University of 
Tennessee at Knoxville, University 
of South Carolina, Wellesley, 
William & Mary and Christopher 
Newport University. All but one of 
the respondents moved to campus, 

and that one stayed home to attend 
classes virtually. One respondent 
attended class 100% in person, 
and one 100% virtually; the rest 
experienced a mix of virtual and 
in-person learning during the fall 
semester.

When asked if they found it hard to 
adapt to the changes, results were 
mixed. More than one said that, since 
the first year of college was going to 
be a big change anyway, the pandemic 
version of it wasn’t so unsettling. 
Most agreed that it’s been harder to 
socialize. Several cited that setting a 
routine and being intentional about 
getting outside to be active has been 
important. Michael Zuccaro said that 
bringing traditions that are rooted in 
him have helped him adjust, among 
them going to Mass with friends each 
Sunday. 
 
Shifting expectations; 
seeking connections
Lauren Park attends Wellesley. She 
was on campus in the fall with other 
freshman and sophomores, and now 
is attending virtually from home this 
spring while juniors and seniors are 
on campus. Lauren was recruited to 
play soccer for her college. She said it 
has been hard to adapt – the dorms 
at Wellesley assigned singles to each 
room instead of double occupancy to 
be COVID-safe, and the soccer season 
was cancelled.

“The ‘college life’ I imagined was not 
at all the reality of this year,” she said. 
“Learning online is very difficult and 
it’s more difficult to make meaningful 
connections with people.”

One student said he/she’d had a plan 
to play music around town and that 
the pandemic has tabled that for now. 
One student started a business. One 
is running cross country and track and 
has found community through those 
activities, as well as among his/her 
hallmates in the dorm.

Introspection
What has this time taught them about 
themselves? Lucie Speck stated what 
a lot of the respondents echoed in 
their responses: “ … things can change 
so quickly that nothing is ever your 
own version of perfect. Everything is 
always a shade of grey, so instead of 
convincing yourself that there’s this 
unattainable standard of perfection, 
it’s important to just focus on getting 
better in ways that you can control.”

Nick Failon said: “I’ve learned to just 
keep moving forward regardless 
because life isn’t always going to be 
easy.” 
 
Lauren Park said: “The pandemic has 
shown me just how much I need and 
value human interaction and also, 
speaking more generally, how much 
people need people/support in their 
lives.”

Julianna Jett said: “I have learned that 
I am a lot mentally stronger than I 
thought. I would have thought that this 
thing would be harder for me because 
I crave human interaction, but I feel 
like I just took everything as it was 
given to me and learned to accept that 
this is just how life is going to be and 
to make the most of it.”

Another anonymous respondent 
stated that he/she has learned that he/
she’s adaptable. “I have … learned to 
appreciate the ordinary miracles and 
small blessings present daily in my life, 
because things as simple as going to 
the movies can be taken away in the 
blink of an eye. I’ve also learned, and 
am still learning about, the fact that 
no one is ever truly alone in whatever 
they are going through.” 

As a cross-section of Saint Mary’s 
graduates, this group of college 
freshmen won’t let COVID slow 
them down – they’re using it as an 
opportunity to learn and adapt. We 
salute you, class of 2016. You make us 
proud. 

Saint Mary’s Class of 2016:
Playing a poor hand well
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Alicia Hudalla is a Saint Mary’s 2010 
graduate who has graced the 

pages of this newsletter before: we 
wrote about her during her college 
and basketball career as a University 
of Richmond Lady Spider. Since 
graduating from U of R, Alicia has 
been working hard to clock more than 
1,000 clinical hours needed to apply 
for physician’s assistant (PA) school. 
She’s been accepted to JMU’s PA 
school and will begin in August. 

Alicia has gotten her clinical hours 
finished by working three jobs, all at 
St. Mary’s Bon Secours: as a physical 
therapy technician, an ER scribe and 
a patient care technician on the ICU 
floor, which is also a COVID-19 unit. 

Through her work on the ICU floor, 
Alicia encountered Dr. Robert Ratzlaff, 
who is the medical director of critical 
care at St. Mary’s. On the ICU floor, 
she and Dr. Ratzlaff see each other 
daily, and Alicia learned from Dr. 
Ratzlaff that two of his three children 
are students at Saint Mary’s (he and 
his wife have an older daughter who 
attends Saint Gertrude High School). 
“I immediately told him that I went to 
Saint Mary’s, too,” Alicia said. “I actually 
told him that last time I checked my 
picture was still in the trophy case 
in the middle school hallway. [It’s 

still there, next to her SMCS girls’ 
basketball team trophy.]”
Dr. Ratzlaff is also the Saint Mary’s 
parent and United States Air Force 
veteran who recorded a talk for SMCS 
students on Veterans Day. I emailed 
him to ask him how his interactions 
with Alicia have reinforced the 
decision he and his wife made to send 
their children to Saint Mary’s. He had 
glowing things to say.

Positive impression
“As I have gotten to know Alicia 
over the last year, her enthusiasm 
for the care she provides in our ICU 
is unmatched,” Dr. Ratzlaff said. “I 
appreciated Saint Mary’s School 
tremendously prior to meeting Alicia, 
but knowing an alum who speaks 
so highly of her school, and seeing 
the pride she takes in her job, only 
reiterate our confidence in Saint Mary’s 
School. 

“Alicia has won multiple awards during 
her time at St. Mary’s Hospital,” he 
said. “This is a direct extension of her 
upbringing and Catholic faith, as she 
displays care and compassion not 
only for our ICU patients and their 
families, but also for our ICU staff at St. 
Mary’s. She is a model alumna and her 
actions are ones I hope my children 
will take after as they grow up.”

Dr. Ratzlaff shared one more thing 
about Alicia – he said that while she 
does so many wonderful and life-
savingly crucial things at St. Mary’s 
ICU, she’s known for snack time. 
Ratzlaff said Alicia took it upon herself 
to boost morale among the teams on 
which she works by using her own 
time and money to purchase snacks, 
which she distributes among her 
colleagues.

Caring for everyone
“At first it was funny, but it helped bind 
our teams together,” he said. “Alicia 
equals snack time!”

Dr. Ratzlaff said he hopes that as she 
enters and completes PA school, Alicia 
continues to grow, flourish, and give 
as much as she can to the care of her 
future patients. 

“We need more people like Alicia 
in medicine: to help guide future 
generations, but also to engage with 
patents and their families during some 
of their most stressful times in life,” 
he said. “I expect Alicia to be a leader 
within her career in medicine and 
would be honored to work alongside 
her if given the opportunity. I hope she 
chooses critical care medicine, so this 
comes to fruition. I would hire her on 
day one after graduation!”

St. Mary’s Hospital connection
At St. Mary’s Bon Secours, an alumna and
a school parent discover their SMCS ties
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In a community effort that reaped a 
bushel of benefits, the Saint Mary’s 

School Garden Club, in collaboration 
with Girl Scout Troop 5163 and several 
others, entered and won the Kids 
Gardening Carton 2 Garden contest, 
sponsored by Evergreen Packaging.

For the contest, the students were 
charged with using at least 100 
recycled milk cartons to create 
something that would benefit or be 
useful in the school garden. The Saint 
Mary’s team turned recycled cartons 
into decorated pots, then used the 
cartons/pots to pot 150 donated 
Virginia pine and redbud seedlings, 
which they sold in carpool line and 
online, raising $1,000 to be used to 
refurbish the school garden’s raised 
beds (see Pellei story below).

The team then used this project, 
which involved students and teachers 
at Saint Mary’s School, our cafeteria 

manager, alumni, staff and members 
at St. Mary parish, Girl Scouts, garden 
club members and more, as a contest 
entry for the Carton 2 Garden contest. 
Contest winners were announced in 
January, and Saint Mary’s is a $1,000 
winner.

Sharing with neighbors
All along, the inspiration for the 
contest was driven by motivation 
to help former school chef Gene 
Garrison feed people experiencing 
homelessness. Through The Salvation 
Army, Garrison helps run a mobile 
food kitchen in the Richmond area.
On February 25, several members 
of the Saint Mary’s Carton 2 Garden 
contest team came together to 
present a check for $1,000 to Captain 
Melody Moran of The Salvation Army. 
Garden club coordinator Jennifer 
Janus spoke at the gathering, detailing 
the project timeline and how it built 

community and offered new ways of 
looking at our relationships with food, 
the earth, and our neighbors.

“If you think about it, God’s 
relationship with human beings began 
in a garden,” she said. “Our relationship 
with each other can start here, too.”

From Guitar Hero to
Criminal Minds
Brandon is known for playing 
Commander Brandon Rush on the 
hit CBS television episodic drama 
series Criminal Minds (2015-2020). He 
made such a memorable impression 
during his audition for the show that 
the writers named his character after 
him (Brandon’s stage name is Brandon 
Rush).

Since 2015, Brandon has filmed 
TV and film roles in New York, Los 
Angeles, Atlanta, New Orleans, Miami 
and in Mexico. He has filmed several 
recurring characters including being 
cast as Agent Fox on the reboot to 
the original 24 series on Fox Network. 
After that, Brandon was cast in an 
impressive list of television roles, 
including Blue Bloods (playing Officer 
Denoon), Claws, NCIS: New Orleans, 
Valor and Young & Hungry.

He was cast in the 2015 Jennifer 
Lopez movie thriller The Boy Next 
Door. Brandon will be returning to the 
big screen soon with three movies 
in supporting roles with Tom Cruise, 
Joaquin Phoenix and Steve Carell.

Saint Mary’s set the stage
Brandon said that in eighth grade, he 
thought school didn’t matter. Now, 
every day is a pop quiz with all the 
memorization he has to do.

Brandon volunteers as a motivational 
speaker, and he’s spoken to students 
at schools in L.A. and in Brooklyn, 
New York. He tells them about the 
importance of doing well in school, 
and of working hard.

He is thankful for going to Saint 
Mary’s, for the sacrifices his parents 
made that enabled him to attend 
Saint Mary’s, and to Mrs. Moroni 
and all of his teachers. Brandon said 
that he is known in the industry for 
having a level of respect and for being 
a genuinely good person. He says 
carrying himself in this way has helped 
him get acting jobs.

His respectfulness, authenticity and 
faith are attributes he credits both his 
parents and his foundation at Saint 
Mary’s for instilling in him.

“I am very humble,” he said. “God is 
good. I know where my help comes 
from.

“My community is the reason I am 
who I am,” Brandon said. “I will always 
be grateful.

Actor Brandon Smith continued from page 1

Saint Mary’s Wins Carton 2 Garden Contest, 
donates $1,000 to Salvation Army
What started with a seed grew produced bountiful good

Chef Gene Garrison and Captain Melody 
Moran from The Salvation Army with 
members of the SMCS garden club and
Girl Scout Troop 5163

Brandon dressed and ready for his role in 
Top Gun: Maverick
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When Coronavirus hit the United States, Danny Pellei 
knew something he could do with unexpected 

free time. In addition to earning money doing jobs like 
powerwashing, babysitting or yard work for friends and 
neighbors, Danny channeled his skill at woodworking to 
come up with creative projects.

Now a freshman at University of Virginia, Danny said he 
discovered his interest in woodwork when he took a 
woodworking class during his freshman year in high school 
at Douglas S. Freeman. He’d been “kind of” interested, and 
took the class since he had a free credit. He learned that he 
really enjoyed it.

Creative maker skills
Early on in his exploration of the craft, Danny got 
kickstarter-style support from his grandmother, Jeanette 
Pellei, who lives next door to Danny and his family. If Danny 
came up with an idea for a project, Jeanette would help 
him purchase the supplies he needed and let him use her 
garage as his workshop.

Now Danny funds most of his own ideas. Oftentimes, he’s 
been able to use scrap wood to make something.  Some of 
his creations include artworks, shelves, a table, a bench and 
even turned a piano into a liquor cabinet.

I learned about Danny’s skill during the summer since my 
sons, John Paul and Jake, are friends and running buddies 
with Danny’s brother George. The three of them are SMCS 
2020 graduates, and got together a few times during the 
summer to run together in George’s neighborhood. While 
I was there to drop them off or pick them up, I got to see 
what Danny was working on.

Giving back to SMCS
When seeking someone who could help refurbish the 
raised beds in our school garden, Danny was the first 
person I thought of. Because he’s living at home this 
semester while he attends virtual classes at U.Va., he’s 
nearby. When Saint Mary’s was successful in selling 
seedlings and winning the Carton 2 Garden project, we had 
the money to purchase supplies and hire Danny to do the 
job.

He came to measure, researched designs, purchased the 
materials he needed, and put together a plan for fixing up 
our raised beds. Danny expected to complete the majority 
of the work during the weekend of February 6 and 7, but 
the Sunday snow threw him for a loop. His dad, Steve, 
cousin David, sister Julia (SMCS Class of 2018) and brother 
Luke (an SMCS fifth grader) all pitched in to help Danny get 
the job done.

The result is five refurbished garden beds that should be 
set to withstand the elements and growing times ahead for 
several years to come.

Ripple effect
In late February, the Saint Mary’s garden club, along with 
Girl Scout Troop 5163, presented the Richmond Salvation 
Army with a check for $1,000 – the other product of our 
Carton 2 Garden efforts and win.

In a ripple effect of good – from the carton decorating 
to sapling sales to contest win to garden work, our 
community came together to build up our garden, to feed 
the hungry, and – like the Pelleis – to help each other do 
something good. Way to go Monarchs!

Class of 2016 alumnus Danny Pellei
works for good in school garden 
Carton 2 Garden project and contest win build
community in more ways than one

Danny Pellei getting ready to measure raised beds in the school garden

Julia, Luke and Danny Pellei working on the refurbished raised beds
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Alumni news

Ellie Bisese, SMCS class of 

2012, checked of a major event 

on her bucket list in February 

by completing a half marathon. 

“While I previously thought I 

could never make the 13.1-mile 

run, I was encouraged by two 

friends of mine to give it a try,” 

Ellie said. “After nearly eleven 

weeks of training, even through 

a bout of COVID-19, I was able to make it to race day ready 

and energized to run.”

Ellie’s event was not an official race – most races have been 

cancelled or turned into virtual events due to the pandemic. 

Ellie and 11 of her friends organized their half marathon, 

called “Run from the ‘Rona,” and charted the course from 

downtown Charleston, S.C. to Sullivan’s Island. 

Ellie said she was nervous, as she was one of only two 

of the 12 running who’d not done that distance before, 

but race day offered good weather: sunny and a cool 55 

degrees. 

“The race was much harder than I anticipated,” Ellie said. “I 

trained in mostly flat areas around my house in Greenville, 

S.C., and the race included the 2.5-mile Arthur Ravenel, Jr. 

Bridge, which was uphill for a majority of its distance. To 

say I was tired would be an understatement! Despite that, I 

knew I had to finish because those eleven weeks of training 

weren’t going to be for nothing. 

“I was able to finish and be cheered on by my amazing 

friends who had supported me all through the race with 

a lot of encouragement and plenty of Gatorade stops. It 

was really exciting to see myself reach a goal I had set, and 

after feeling that sense of accomplishment, I am hoping 

to complete another half marathon soon. I also have plans 

to begin training for a triathlon this summer with the very 

same friends I ran with.”

Ellie is currently serving as an AmeriCorps volunteer, 

coordinating a free vision screening program for low-

income preschoolers throughout the state of South 

Carolina. She will begin a master’s program in Community 

Engaged Medicine in June at Furman University, and is 

beginning medical school applications this summer.  

 

Aimee DeBell (SMCS 

class of 2014), now a junior 

at Randolph-Macon, was 

named Old Dominion Athletic 

Conference basketball 

player of the week in late 

January. During the Yellow 

Jackets’ abbreviated season, 

the women’s team went 

undefeated. Aimee played 

basketball at Saint Mary’s from fifth to eighth grade, and 

continued to play basketball during high school at Saint 

Gertrude. She’s now a biology major and hopes to study 

to be a physical therapist, working with athletes or military 

veterans. 

Aimee said: “It has been frustrating at times to play during 

COVID due to illnesses on our team, cancelled games and 

school shutdowns. The atmosphere during games has been 

very different because of the banning of fans – including 

family – and because we’re spread out on the bench. I 

haven’t been bothered by the different atmosphere during 

games, but I am upset we can’t be greeted by friends and 

family after games. 

“Through such adversities this year, I’ve gained a greater 

appreciation and love for the sport and my teammates,” 

Ellie Bisese

Aimee DeBell
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she said. “My team has become an even closer family and 

more compatible having gone through the same struggles. 

Overall, I’ve learned to never take the sport for granted and 

take in every moment.”

Aimee said school has also been more difficult with classes 

online, and now she spends a lot of time in her dorm 

room, whereas before she was rarely there. She considers 

herself lucky to play a sport for the distraction and activity it 

provides. 

“My favorite basketball moments are tied between winning 

the conference championship in the 2019-20 season, and 

beating the ninth-ranked team in the nation during the 

NCAA tournament,” Aimee said. “All this was especially 

meaningful because it was the last year before our coach, 

Carol LaHaye, retired. I know it meant a lot to everyone on 

the team for her to retire on such a high note.” 

Aimee’s sister, Bekah DeBell, SMCS class of 2011, is in her 

first year of veterinary school at Ross University in St. Kitts. 

We’ll hope to have an update – and some pictures – from 

her in the next Monarch Messenger!

Jessica Rathbone, SMCS class of 2016, led her team at 

Anderson College (in South Carolina) to a third-place finish 

at the Lady Moc Golf Classic in February, and finished the 

event in second place herself. 

Allie Thompson, SMCS class 

of 2000 and daughter of middle 

school Spanish teacher Mercy 

Thompson, finished a 100k 

(or 64 miles) ultramarathon in 

Pokomoke, Md., in February. 

Allie finished her first Ironman in 

November. Mercy said training 

has given Allie, who is a nurse,

an outlet during COVID.  

Deaths

Saint Mary’s first principal, Sister 

Elaine McCarron, SCN passed 

away on September 21, 2020. 

She was 88. Sister Elaine was 

a professed Sister of Charity of 

Nazareth for 67 years.

Former faculty member Virginia 

Gish passed away on August 16, 

2020. Ms. Gish was a former Sister 

of Charity of Nazareth and taught at Saint Mary’s during the 

school’s early years. 

Mrs. Evelyn Twilley, who taught at Saint Mary’s from 

1985 to 2012, passed away on December 8. Her husband, 

Howard, memorialized her with a brick in the school’s 

garden courtyard. 

Allie Thompson

Sister Elaine McCarron

Got SMCS alumni 
news to share?

We’d love to hear from you! Please email 

Development Coordinator Jennifer Janus 

at jjanus@saintmary.org.
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Saint Mary’s Catholic School
is now on Instagram - @SaintMarysRVA
www.instagram.com/saintmarysrva  – check it out!

From the Archives

From L to R: Retired faculty members Nan Laux, Gigi Dyer and Joann Moroni met with 
Howard Twilley, husband of late faculty member Evelyn Twilley, to celebrate Mrs. Twilley’s 
life and see her newly placed memorial brick in the school garden courtyard. Together with
Mrs. Twilley, this group represents almost 100 years of teaching at Saint Mary’s Catholic 
School. Thank you to all of them!

Mrs. Twilley’s new memorial brick in the school 
garden courtyard

http://www.instagram.com/saintmarysrva

