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More praise for Contrition


“In Contrition, Maura Weiler creates a tapestry woven of spirituality, artistic ability, and family bonds. This poignant and riveting debut novel delivers a rich voice and compelling characters. A must-read.”


—MIKE BEFELER, author of Mystery of the Dinner Playhouse


“A haunting, spiritual journey through darkness and light, Maura Weiler’s Contrition tells the story of twin sisters separated at birth, their shared commitment to God and art, and the sorrow and vulnerability each learns about herself as they come to know one another. Moving and bold.”


–JIM RINGEL, author of Wolf


“Contrition is a lively tale of twins separated soon after birth and then reunited in a cloistered monastery in Big Sur. Contrition explores the perils and pulls of art, faith, and fame. Smoking, drinking tabloid writer Dorie McKenna specializes in crafting wacky tell-alls about fake two-headed goats for The Comet, but when she begins to immerse herself in her long-lost sister’s world of silence, self-abnegation, and prayer, she finds genuine stories she doesn’t want to embellish, a call to pursue something higher, and nuns who lead her down a counter-cultural path to happiness.”


—JENNY SHANK, author of The Ringer
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To Christine Taber Your friendship and talent are missed; your inspiration lives on
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PROLOGUE


I rarely speak now. And I never write. Not after what happened.


A year ago, I wrote too much: sentences that ran across the page with the kind of passion only a hungry, young journalist can muster. Declarations I thought would make a difference.


They made a difference all right. My words of sincere praise led to crushing loss. So I stopped using them. Most slipped away in the silence, but there are a few stubborn ones still demanding a voice.


Today, I feel compelled to pick up my pen and use them up. I have enough words left for that.




CHAPTER ONE


Nuns terrified me with their year-round Halloween costumes and severe shoes. Even after eight years of Catholic school, I still found their built-in piety intimidating. Never mind that I was a twenty-six-year-old woman approaching the convent where my twin sister lived. I may as well have been a ponytail-pulling, seven-year-old being marched to Principal Sister Helen’s office back at Sacred Heart Elementary in Calabasas.


I wondered if Candace, now called Sister Catherine, would be home. Then I remembered that a cloistered nun never left her convent. I wasn’t ready to meet the twin whose existence I’d only recently learned about, but I wanted to see where she lived a life so different from my own. I would drive by, take a look, and leave without ever getting out of the car.


At least that was the plan until I found the top of the driveway impassable. A waterlogged pothole larger than my Jetta stood between the convent and me. The recent rains had been very thorough.


I rolled down my window and peered into the night. The mist kissed my face while the compound’s eight-foot adobe walls blocked my view. I’d have to get out of the car and walk to the wrought-iron gate if I wanted to see anything. I assessed my wanna-be Armani suit and determined that it needed dry cleaning anyway.


As I opened the door and stepped out into the rain, I considered the day’s assignment. As expected, the piece on the unlucky goat that had brought me to Big Sur wasn’t going to be the breakthrough story I’d been looking for to expedite my escape from tabloid hell, but it had brought me to the place I’d been avoiding for the last four months–a convent where my past and future would collide.


  •  •  •  


That morning, Phil Stein, editor-in-chief of the West Coast’s premier gossip sheet, The Comet, had picked his way through the paper-strewn, fire hazard of a newsroom and stopped at my friend Graciela’s cubicle.


“Find out more about this two-headed goat, Sanchez,” he ordered, waving the blurry snapshot and accompanying letter in his hand.


Graciela and I shared a look over the low cube wall between our desks. “Find out” was Philspeak for “fabricate.”


“Maybe it talks,” Phil added, skimming the letter.


“Or predicts the stock market?” Graciela said in all seriousness while inhaling a brownie. Reed thin, Graciela functioned, albeit rather spastically, on a pure sugar diet.


“Uh, uh.” Phil shot her down with his trigger finger. “Guinea fowl did that last year.”


“Too bad.” She set aside her snack with effort and picked up the phone.


“Drive up to Big Sur.” Phil hung up Graciela’s phone before she could dial. “Goats give poor phone interviews.”


“Did you say Big Sur?” Graciela looked at me. Even though months had passed since I’d located my twin, she realized I hadn’t met Sister Catherine. “Muy interesante.”


It was interesting, all right. And terrifying. Shortly after my adoptive father passed away earlier in the year, an estate lawyer had contacted me to disclose that my late biological father was the renowned abstract artist Rene Wagner. Before I could react, he added that my biological mother, an aspiring poet named Lucy Gage, had died giving birth to not one but two babies.


I was a twin. My adoptive parents had told me how my mother died but never mentioned that I had a sister—something they probably didn’t know themselves given that names and most details were withheld in my closed adoption. Absorbing this after being raised as an only child rocked my sense of self much more than learning that my biological father was famous.


In some ways, it was a relief. If the connection many twins describe is real, it explained why I sometimes felt pain without an injury, laughed for no reason, and knew odd facts I hadn’t learned, like where to find the best surfing waves in Malibu. Maybe the urge to find my biological parent—something I felt strongly but had never mustered the courage to pursue—was really the urge to reconnect with my twin.


The Wagner biographies I’d read didn’t mention me or my relinquishment but did say that the hard-drinking Rene raised my sister, Candace, until he died of cirrhosis of the liver when she was seventeen.


I knew there were good reasons why my birth father chose adoption for me and kept my twin. I also knew I was probably better off as a result. But the fact that I didn’t exist to him, at least not on paper, was a permanent punch in the gut.


Candace disappeared from public records shortly after Wagner’s death. It took some sleuthing and called-in favors to learn that she entered the cloistered Monastery of the Blessed Mother in Big Sur after her high-school graduation, later taking the name Sister Catherine and making her solemn vows.


In the last few months, I’d compiled enough information to write my own book about my birth father if I’d wanted to. But writing Wagner’s biography would involve tackling his alcoholism, revealing myself as the child he’d put up for adoption, and meeting the twin he’d kept, none of which I felt ready to do. I’d had a great childhood as Connor and Hope McKenna’s adopted daughter, and I didn’t see the point in dredging up my or Rene Wagner’s past, much less my sister’s. Yes, I was curious about Candace and wanted a relationship with her—maybe too much. What if I overwhelmed her with some irrational belief that she should be the mother, father, and sister I’d never known all rolled into one? I doubted I would be that needy, but until I felt ready to meet her with no expectations at all, it wasn’t worth the risk that I’d freak her out or have her dismiss me as my birth father had.


On the other hand, my coworker couldn’t believe I hadn’t met my twin yet and had no qualms about handing off the goat assignment to help make it happen.


I shook my head at Graciela and mouthed, “Don’t you dare!”


“I’d love to go to Big Sur, Phil, but here’s the thing.” Graciela tapped her watch and ignored me. “It’s almost noon and that’s a twelve-hour round-trip. I can’t leave Sophie in daycare until midnight. Daycare means daytime, comprende?”


“Pesky children.” Phil huffed with a grandfatherly smile.


“Why don’t you send Dorie?” my coworker asked, all enthusiasm. “She likes field trips.”


I shot daggers at Graciela with my eyes. She batted her lashes and made me laugh.


“Fine.” Our editor wheeled around and handed me the farmer’s blurry snapshot and accompanying letter. “Bring a camera, McKenna. Need better pictures.”


“Well, you know you won’t get those from me,” I said. My picture-taking skills ranked among the worst in the newsroom.


“They’ll be good enough.” Phil didn’t bother hiring real photographers since most pictures were digitally altered later.


“How about I interview him on the phone and have him text better photos?” I offered.


“Not gonna work,” Phil said. “He describes himself as technologically challenged.”


“Isn’t Highway One closed from the mudslide damage?” I asked, attempting to switch tactics.


“It reopened last Thursday,” Graciela said, her eyes shining.


I wished I could match her excitement over the possibility of me meeting my sister, but I could barely process it. My birth parents were both dead, yet there was this living person with a direct connection to them whom I could actually talk to if I wanted to. Did the ghosts of our parents follow her around? Did they follow me?


“So there’s nothing keeping me from going to Big Sur.” I scowled and eyed the pack of cigarettes that California state law forbade me from smoking inside the newspaper’s bullpen. “Oh, joy.”


“Surprised.” Phil tilted his head and considered. “Thought you’d jump at the chance to get out of here.”


“Are you kidding?” Normally he’d be right, but today staying put sounded better than driving to a place I’d been avoiding. “I relish every moment I have at the feet of a newspaper god such as yourself.”


“Nice try.” Phil dropped the letter and photo on my desk. “Put in for mileage and take tomorrow morning off to recover.”


The morning off wasn’t a generous gesture on Phil’s part. He didn’t want to pay the overtime.


Still, as assignments went, it wasn’t a bad one. I wasn’t proud of my job, but it paid the bills, though barely. I spent my off hours writing serious articles in hopes of selling them to legitimate newspapers, but so far I hadn’t had a freelance story get noticed by a paper of record. In the meantime, I stuck to mostly animal and alien stories at the tabloid. As long as my subjects couldn’t read or didn’t exist, they couldn’t sue for libel.


  •  •  •  


Six hours of driving produced a decidedly one-headed goat with a softball-sized lump above her left ear, but Phil would want to run the story anyway. We’d already covered all the true animal freaks of nature within a 500-mile radius and were scrounging for items until the next breeding season produced a new crop of genetic anomalies.


“That looks painful,” I said, wincing as I scribbled notes in my palm’s-width reporter’s notebook.


“Doesn’t hurt her a bit,” the goat’s gap-toothed owner explained. “Vet says it’s a benign tumor.”


I had to admit that two-year-old Carmie seemed comfortable enough to be bored by the prospect of her imminent fame. I pulled a digital camera from my bag, and did my amateur best to keep my disabled fingers out of the way while I snapped pictures.


I was born with a crippled right hand. The thumb curled under my first two fingers and over the second two, forming an awkward fist. I had mobility in my index and middle digits thanks to multiple infant surgeries, but the others were useless. I’d devised ways to do most everything people with normal hands could do, but photography was a particular challenge.


“Do you think she’ll make the cover?” the farmer asked.


“Depends on how realistic we can make it look in Photoshop. But my editor loves this kind of stuff.”


The farmer threw his head back and crowed in delight.


“Whoo hoo! Wait ’til the guys at the diner see that I got you into The Comet!” he said to the goat as he patted her second “head.” “It’s way better than when Stan Mitchell’s cow was in that stupid feed store ad, huh, girl?”


Carmie nuzzled into his hand, apparently a willing exploitee in her owner’s game of one-upmanship. Or maybe she was simply looking for food.


“Hang on,” the farmer said, pulling a black Sharpie from his pocket and drawing two eyes and a smile on the goat’s lump. He stepped back to admire his handiwork. “Much better.”


“I don’t think it gets much better than this,” I said, gesturing toward the landscape.


I snapped a few more pictures of Carmie and then took a shot of the expansive ocean view from the lush pasture. A light rain tangled crystalline drops in my eyelashes as I admired the sunset. People had told me how beautiful Big Sur was, but words couldn’t capture its graceful splendor. Huge redwoods nestled against mountain cliffs on the east side of Highway One; the ocean crashed against a rocky beach on the west. Even the soggy evidence of the recent mudslides couldn’t detract from its majesty.


“This is some prime real estate for a goat,” I said.


“Don’t I know it?” The farmer pulled his black cap lower on his forehead as the mist dusted it gray. “I’d build condos but for the zoning laws.”


“I’d buy one.” I could afford an imaginary condo.


Afterward, I started my car, lit a cigarette, and drove into the growing darkness. A couple of miles down Highway One, I saw a large, wrought iron cross and a sign that read “Monastery of the Blessed Mother.” I hadn’t noticed it on the drive up, obscured as it was by a hedge on the south side.


I squeezed the steering wheel and silently cursed Graciela. I hadn’t planned to look up Sister Catherine, a.k.a. Candace Wagner, but now that I was mere yards away, the desire to see where my twin lived overwhelmed me. What did her home look like? What did the home she grew up in look like, for that matter? How would our lives be different if we’d grown up in that place together?


Without thinking, I stubbed out my cigarette, turned my car off the road, and chugged up the steep, switch-backed driveway.




CHAPTER TWO


Walking toward the monastery, I stepped carefully to avoid the muddy patches of ground. Damp salt air rose from waves that spilled onto rocks far below, mingling with the cool rain and heightening the pungency of the anise and fennel that grew along the edge of the pockmarked driveway. I skirted the pothole, arrived at the gate, and peered through the bars. The drizzle and the distance made it impossible to see more than vague outlines of a building. I half considered ringing the nearby doorbell, but gaining entrance would mean interacting with a nun. Before I could decide, a diminutive sister who looked about sixty emerged from the murk carrying a pink umbrella.


A chill crept up my neck. I wanted to bolt, but my legs shook too much to carry me away.


“Can I help you, Miss...”


“Uh, McKenna. Dorie McKenna.”


“Well, hello, Dorie McKenna. I’m Sister Teresa.”


When I searched the woman’s eyes and found no flash of recognition there, I concluded Sister Catherine and I probably weren’t identical. I wondered if my sister told people that she was a twin or if she even knew it herself. Considering the circumstances, I wouldn’t blame her if she kept it a secret. I hadn’t told many people.


Sister Teresa offered her hand to shake. I reached over and grasped her right hand sideways with my left, pumping it up and down as warmly as physics allowed. I’d learned that attempting to shake with my weak hand led to a frowning revelation for anyone unaware of my handicap, not to mention jangling joint pain for me. The sister took my left in her right as comfortably as if that was how all handshakes were conducted. Nun or no, this woman was all right by me.


Sister Teresa’s white wimple and black veil covered her head, neck, and ears. Rain-fogged, cat-eyed glasses framed her face, while a set of rosary beads and a massive ring of keys like the ones janitors wear hung from the knotted linen cord that belted her coarse gray habit. The only flesh exposed was her slender face and hands. She wore what looked like a gold wedding band on her left index finger. To whom was she married? God?


“I heard your car coming up the driveway and thought I’d better have a look-see,” she said, pulling her cloudy glasses down her nose and squinting over them at me. “What brings you out on such a night as this?”


“I uh, well, um, wanted to stop by because…er…”


I bit my lip. Suddenly I was afraid to say that Sister Catherine was my twin. What if she didn’t want to meet me? I wasn’t sure I could handle that.


Sister Teresa waited for me to continue with kind eyes. Unnerved, I said the next logical thing that sprang to mind.


“Because I’m interested in becoming a nun,” I blurted.


I took a step back. Where the hell had that come from? The ruse rolled off of my tongue with an ease that suggested I’d said, or at least thought it, before. I cringed. The Comet had made me a little too adept at lying. Now I had offered a whopper.


“A vocation is a beautiful thing,” Sister Teresa said. “Fortunately, this is the right place. Unfortunately, it’s not the right time. We’re closed. Can you come back in the morning?”


“I’m headed back to Los Angeles in a few minutes.” I started to leave. “So I’ll come back another day.”


“Nonsense.” The sister took her giant key ring and unlocked the gate. “I can bend the rules for a new recruit. Come on in out of the rain and we’ll have a chat.”


I glanced at my car. Too late to turn back now.


The gate swung open with a haunted-mansion creak. Sister Teresa beckoned me with a smile and indicated that I should join her under the umbrella. Despite her attempt to put me at ease, I tasted the acrid tang of old fears as I followed her, and unconsciously slowed my steps to a principal’s-office pace.


“’Course, it’ll just be me. All of the other nuns are sequestered,” Teresa said as the gate clanged shut behind us with unsettling finality. “As Extern Sister, I deal with outside business and visitors.”


So I couldn’t see Catherine even if I’d wanted to. I let out an involuntary sigh of both relief and disappointment.


“You’ll have to come back on Visiting Sunday and meet some of the other gals,” she said. “Get a wider perspective on our life.”


With that, the possibility of meeting my twin reemerged, as thrilling and intimidating as ever.


A large courtyard surrounded by the arched walkway of a Spanish mission building subtly revealed itself in the darkness. I followed the rattle of the sister’s key ring past shadowed trees and statuary and jumped when a red bottlebrush bloom grazed my cheek. I was grateful when we arrived at a narrow, blue door under an arch.


As we wiped off the mud from our feet on the doormat, I realized another bit of Sister Teresa’s flesh was exposed. She was barefoot.


Lack of the ugly-but-sensible footwear I associated with nuns didn’t appear to bother her. In fact, this woman seemed more comfortable in her own skin than most people. Her rain-washed cheeks suggested the dewy aura of an expectant mother. Despite her age, there was an undeniable, youthful exuberance about her.


Sister Teresa opened the door to reveal a modest sitting room divided by a floor-to-ceiling metal grille. Despite its elaborate decorative touches, the cold steel of penitentiary bars came to mind. Separate exits and straight-backed chairs on either side suggested a prisoner’s visiting room. The nun’s key ring now reminded me more of a jailer’s than a janitor’s.


“The sisters visit their families here in the parlor once a month.” Sister Teresa pointed to the visitors’ chairs and motioned for me to sit. “Vatican II said we could take the bars down, but we didn’t want to bother with the trouble and expense.”


“Don’t you find them oppressive?” I took a seat on the public side of the bars where we’d entered and shook off the shivers, relieved that she hadn’t led me to the church. The last time I’d set foot in a church was one of the worst days of my life, and the sitting room was unsettling enough.


“You’ll be surprised how quickly you forget they’re there.” The nun sat in the chair beside me. “I’d offer you a cup of tea, but we only have a few minutes to talk before Grand Silence begins, so let’s get right to it.”


“Grand Silence?” I asked.


“With the exception of the prayers of the Divine Office, we don’t speak between nine p.m. and six a.m. to allow time for contemplation.”


“Divine Office?” I repeated, a human parrot.


“We gather in the chapel seven times a day for prayer, beginning with Vigils at twelve twenty a.m. and ending with Compline at seven thirty p.m.” She picked up a copy of the daily schedule from a side table and handed it to me. “But enough about us. Tell me about your vocation.”


“I um, well…” My eyes darted around the room in search of something that might help me figure out what to say. They came to rest on a large painting of the Madonna and Child hanging on the cloistered side of the room. Bingo. “Ever since I became a Catholic, I’ve felt a strong connection with the Blessed Mother.”


I left out the fact that I wasn’t Catholic anymore. The extern smiled and nodded encouragement.


“I think maybe it’s because I never knew my birth...” I looked through the bars at the Madonna and Child again. The stylized figures and ethereal background gave the Biblical theme a distinctly modern patina, while the painting’s midnight-blue fabrics and daybreak-gold haloes warmed the cold room. The Virgin Mary’s expression suggested a serenity I wasn’t sure existed in reality. I felt myself relax. “My birth mother.”


“That makes sense.” Teresa nodded. “Mary is Mother to us all.”


“She is, isn’t she?” I said without shifting my gaze from the painting. Between researching my birth father’s work and being college roommates with an art major, I understood enough about paintings to know that this one was exceptional.


With her huge, almond-shaped eyes, long nose, and rosebud mouth, the Madonna appeared so tranquil that I wanted to trade places with her. I hadn’t been able to track down a photo of my biological mom, but I’d always pictured her wearing this same composed expression. My eyes flicked to the baby Jesus, whose face hinted at a sadness not shared by His mother. Seeing the Madonna holding the child on her lap, I thought of my mothers, the one I’d known and loved and the one I would never meet, and realized that no matter how tightly my adoptive mom held me, I’d never found peace. The baby in the painting seemed to understand. I saw the tension in His hands. His left hand grasped His mother’s for extra support, while His right hand...curled into a partial fist, with the thumb tucked under the extended index and middle fingers.


I gasped and reared back.


“What’s the matter, dear?” Sister Teresa peered over the top of her glasses at me.


“I have to go.” I stood up and fled the room.


  •  •  •  


The drizzle swelled to heavy rain. It transformed the ground into a slogging, primordial muck that threatened to suck the shoes off my feet as I ran through the courtyard. I scrunched up my toes for leverage and managed an awkward, flip-flop gait to keep my loafers on. It wasn’t until I arrived at the exit that I found Sister Teresa had relocked the gate after admitting me.


The nun arrived a few steps later, her bare feet better suited to muddy conditions. In her haste, she’d left her umbrella behind and was as drenched as me.


“Are you sure you’re in a state to drive?” Teresa paused before she unlocked the gate. “You seem upset and the rain is blinding. I’d be happy to make up the bunk in the visiting priest’s quarters for you.”


“I’m fine, really,” I said, glad the rain obscured my tears as she turned her key in the lock and strong-armed the heavy gate open. “I’m sorry to make you come out in this mess.” I slipped through the threshold. “Thank you for your hospitality.”


“Be sure to come back again when you’re feeling better. God bless you, Dorie,” she said as she closed the gate behind me.


Already soaked, I marched straight through the giant pothole to get to my car.


Sister Teresa was right. I wasn’t okay to drive. Even if I was, I didn’t trust my elderly Jetta on the winding road of a muddy cliff in the dark and rain. I couldn’t go home, but I couldn’t bring myself to return to the convent either, especially since it would mean dragging the nun out into the weather again.


I searched through my bag, found a cigarette and then discovered no amount of shaking could produce enough fluid to spark my plastic lighter. My Jetta’s lighter had broken years before. Resigned, I curled up in the back seat of my car and closed my eyes in what amounted to an act of faith. The sleep that often eluded me at home wouldn’t come in a cramped car with a metal roof that amplified the storm. Then again, I wouldn’t have slept well anywhere that night.


The painting haunted me. What were the odds that someone displaying work at the convent would depict a hand that looked exactly like mine? Had Sister Catherine painted the Madonna and Child? It was nothing like Rene Wagner’s abstracts, but wasn’t it at least possible that my twin was a painter like our father? I was a writer like our mother.




CHAPTER THREE


The arthritic falsetto of rusty wrought iron startled me awake. I looked at my watch—five a.m. The rain had stopped. It was still dark, but stars shone through the trees and residual moisture sparkled on silvered stems and blooms. I saw the silhouette of Sister Teresa opening the gate.


I pulled on my shoes, patted my tangled hair, and met her in yesterday’s sodden clothes. She jumped when she saw me but soon smiled. I blinked to moisten my dry contact lenses and started to speak.


“I’m feeling bet—”


The nun raised a finger to her lips and then pointed to her wrist where a watch would be if she wore one.


I kicked myself when I realized that Grand Silence didn’t end until six. My questions about the painting’s origin would remain unanswered for at least another hour.


The chapel bell rang five times. The extern’s hands pressed together, and a tip of her head toward the sound told me that the bell was a summons to prayer and that I was welcome to join them. I nodded reluctantly. Anxious as I was to ask Sister Teresa about the painting’s creator, I was hesitant to go where she was headed.


Ever since I’d walked away from religion, I’d found myself unable to enter a Catholic church for any reason. Now curiosity about my twin became reason enough.


I discovered the public entrance to the chapel a few doors down from the parlor, took a deep breath to counteract the pounding of my heart, and walked inside on trembling legs. Stepping inside a Catholic house of worship after years of weaving tabloid tales smacked of a fallen woman seeking redemption. Even worse was the fact that reparation wasn’t my purpose. I was simply there to spy.


I lost my nerve when I found the place empty. I was about to make my getaway when, keys jingling, Sister Teresa entered through a side door and grinned at me. I smiled weakly and sat down in the nearest row, assuring myself things would be fine. I didn’t have to participate. I simply had to survive. At least the pew was uncomfortable enough to keep me awake.


The softly feminine chapel was shaped like a cross. White trim accented pale, yellow walls and huge, stained-glass windows still blackened by darkness. Calla lilies festooned the altar in spare, elegant arrangements and a sunburst-shaped gold vessel about a foot high rested on a white, lace altar cloth. In the center of the sunburst, a tiny glass window displayed the Eucharist.


Behind me, a spindly spiral staircase rose to meet a wall of organ pipes. Before me, a floor-to-ceiling metal grille, like the one in the parlor, divided an area to the left of the altar from the rest of the church. Wooden shutters ran the length of the grille and obscured whatever was behind it.


Sister Teresa finished preparing the altar and left me alone again. I sneezed, producing a thunderous echo in the empty space. Five minutes passed. Maybe there wasn’t a service after all?


An unseen door squeaked. The candles cowered as a rush of cool air blew in from behind the shuttered grille. Then the shutters opened at the hands of a nun on the other side to reveal several pews and a small organ. One sister was already seated there; another dipped her fingertips into the holy water at the door and crossed herself as she entered the separate, holy space.


I slid to the end of my own pew and craned my neck to see around the corner as the nuns filed into the enclosed area. There were sixteen in all, most of whom wore eyeglasses. An 80 percent myopic population seemed disproportionate until I realized a vow of poverty didn’t allow for contact lenses or laser surgery. How did these nuns manage to get their eyes checked if they never left the cloister? Or their teeth cleaned? I saw the glint of gold wedding bands as they flipped the pages of their prayer books.


I wondered which one of them was my twin. The only picture I’d found of Candace in the Wagner biographies was a black and white snapshot of our father helping her fly a kite on the beach when she was twelve or so. Between the wind whipping her long hair and the distance from which the picture was taken, I couldn’t see enough of her face to determine if we were identical. Now I figured we probably weren’t given that Sister Teresa hadn’t seemed to recognize me, but maybe Catherine and I had some similar features that would help me pick her out.


Most of the nuns were too old or too young to be her. One elderly sister occupied a wheelchair, her hunched back forcing her to stare at her own knees. Another still suffered from adolescent acne. Several bent their heads in prayer, making it impossible for me to see their faces behind the drape of their veils. Sister Teresa was easy to pick out thanks to the clatter of her key ring. She winked at me through the grille.


A young Filipina woman in a distinctive blue jumper and crooked veil cued the gray-clad nuns with an organ chord. They began to sing.


Praise God in His sanctuary:


Praise Him in the firmament of His power.


Praise Him for His mighty acts:


Praise Him according to His excellent greatness.


The sisters’ timeless, celestial song sent the good kind of shiver down my spine, and soon the grille seemed less about keeping the nuns in than keeping the world out. I felt a deep stillness in that secluded space that I’d never felt anywhere else. Something about their song and being up before the sun made me see life in a new way—a world full of quiet possibility—if only for a few measures of music. The soothing chant commanded my exhausted body to nap despite the unforgiving pew. Every time I dozed off, my stomach growled and woke me up.


Dawn arrived and set the stained-glass windows afire with images of female saints. Several locals joined me on the public side of the chapel. I flinched as a bell rang and an aged priest shambled out to the altar for Mass, his gold-embroidered garments a stark contrast to the poor habits of the sisters. This service was different.


Regina coeli laetare, alleluia:


Quia quem meruisti portare alleluia


The fact that the priest spoke in Latin gave me a break from the guilty feelings I typically felt sitting through Mass, mainly because I couldn’t understand most of what he said. His one-line sermon, “Try to love today,” was the only English spoken in the service, and it wasn’t long enough to trigger any Catholic guilt. If I ever attended church on a regular basis again, this was the priest for me.


Too tired to pray, I went to communion more to get a better view of the nuns than to fulfill any sense of duty or desire for grace. The tiny wafer eased the acid in my empty stomach somewhat, but the trip to the altar to receive it didn’t deliver the glimpse of Sister Catherine I’d hoped for. No amount of stretching and squinting helped me see the veiled sisters’ faces behind the grille. I felt frustrated knowing I was in the same room with my twin, yet couldn’t identify her.


A fresh wave of exhaustion hit me when yet another prayer service followed Mass. Terce, as the schedule called the third of the seven hours of the Divine Office, turned out to be blessedly brief.


After the service, a nun closed the shutters again, preventing further spying. Sister Teresa disappeared behind them before I could get her attention. Impatient for answers, I knocked on the sacristy door to ask the priest about the painting in spite of my aversion to the clergy.


Introducing himself as Father Charles, the reverend was happy to chat as he put away his vestments in a room with more drawers and cupboards than an Old-World apothecary shop.


“I suppose I know the sisters as well as anybody.” The priest’s words rolled off his tongue with a gentle Georgia twang in charming contrast to his High Mass Latin.


“I say Mass here every morning and hear their confessions twice a week. Not that they’ve got much to report.” He scratched his bald spot. “Asking a nun to avoid sinning is like telling a landlubber to avoid swimming. Sure, the sisters manage a venial now and again, but nothing for the tabloids.”


I squirmed and tried to reassure myself that he couldn’t possibly know where I worked. “Are any of them artists? I saw a beautiful painting in the visitor’s parlor.”


“Oh my, yes.” He folded his embroidered stole and placed it in a drawer. “Gift shop is fulla pictures for sale.”


That was all I needed to hear. Anxious to see more paintings, I said goodbye to the priest without remembering to ask him if he knew who had painted the Madonna and Child, probably because part of me already knew. Once outside, I went in search of Sister Teresa or the gift shop—whichever came first.


The courtyard that had been so forbidding in the darkness was resplendent in daylight. Lemon, lime, and apricot trees punctuated the spectacular ocean views. Camellia, bougainvillea, oleander, and dozens of other West Coast varietals I couldn’t name bloomed everywhere, their delicate fragrances competing with the earthy, wormy smell that followed a night of rain. A black-and-white cat sat as still as the surrounding religious statuary and stared into a burbling fountain teeming with koi fish.


I found Sister Teresa and the gift shop at the same time as she prepared to unlock the door and open for business.


“Welcome back.” Teresa grinned. “Feeling better?”


“Yes, thanks,” I said to be polite. As friendly as Sister Teresa was, I still felt my unease around nuns kick into high gear. “Sorry about my hasty departure last night.”


“No need to be sorry.” Teresa reached for her key ring. “Considering a vocation is a scary business.”


“Yes, it is.” I guessed it was almost as scary as looking up your long-lost twin. “And seeing my handicap depicted on the baby Jesus in that Madonna and Child painting was pretty unsettling.” I held up my right hand to show her.


My impaired hand didn’t fit neatly into any diagnosis. The most likely cause was a brachial plexus nerve injury incurred during birth. Three surgeries and ongoing physical therapy produced some improvement, but not the full recovery that had been expected. Over the years, new ingredients like arthritis, atrophy, and symptoms of ulnar neuropathy stirred the soup, leaving doctors unable to find a recipe for a cure.


“Oh, but it shouldn’t be, dear,” the nun said, holding my hand with both of hers. “The peace sign is a common gesture of blessing that appears in a lot of Christian artwork.”


I felt like an idiot. Of course it was. I’d made a big deal out of nothing. Just because my father was an artist didn’t mean my sister was, too. The baby Jesus’ gesture was a fluke.


“Sister Catherine has at least one figure giving that blessing in each of her paintings,” Sister Teresa said.


Or not.


“’Course, she would never call them ‘her’ paintings,” the nun continued as she flipped through dozens of keys. “She says it’s God painting through her.”


God, or the father, anyway, I thought. Our father.


“So the Madonna and Child painting is hers.” I found myself unnerved, delighted, and envious all at once. “Sister Catherine’s, I mean.”


“Yes.”


My mind reeled. Did the baby Jesus’ grip in Catherine’s painting mean she knew about my hand, or did she suffer from the same disability? My adoptive parents had told me that my birth father tried to keep me but got overwhelmed and ended up choosing adoption when I was six weeks old. He was struggling to manage my recurring infections from a prior hand surgery and didn’t have the money for the additional operations that the government would cover if I were made a ward of the state. As a closed adoption, he wasn’t told the names of my potential adoptive parents, nor did they know his. But he was told that my adoptive mom was a nurse, and the agency said that my mom’s ability to care for me convinced him that I would be better off with them.


That was all my parents knew. When Wagner’s estate lawyer later told me I was a twin, he explained that back when Catherine and I were born, my father was an unknown painter living in his tiny art studio because he couldn’t afford two rents. I guessed that when he realized he couldn’t afford two children either, he chose to keep Catherine because she was healthy and had fewer medical bills. Assuming she wasn’t similarly handicapped, then my twin must know about my hand, and in turn, me. Or did she?


Teresa stopped searching her key ring and tilted her chin toward me. “Do you know her?”


“Oh, no. No, I don’t.” I shook my head a little too vehemently. “And yet the painting feels familiar somehow.”


“Catherine has a gift for touching people on a personal level.” She put a hand to her heart. “Her work moves me.”


“Father Charles said there are paintings in the gift shop.”


“Plenty. Lots of the sisters paint during recreation hour.” The extern resumed flipping keys until she came up with the one that turned in the lock. “Once in a harvest moon we sell one.”


My eyes devoured the walls for more artwork as soon as the nun opened the door. Unfortunately, they remained hungry.


There were paintings all right, but they were staid, pedestrian affairs and not very good. Flowers, wishing wells, and dogs were the dominant subject matter. The colors were standard, predictable, primary. A well-stocked book section, handmade crafts, assorted religious items, and some random rummage sale pieces rounded out the vaguely musty merchandise.


“I don’t see anything similar to the Madonna and Child in here,” I said, trying and failing to hide my disappointment.


“Oh, you wouldn’t.” Teresa shook her head and straightened a bookshelf. “Sister Catherine doesn’t display her paintings in the public areas and she never sells them.”


“Really? Why not?”


“Says they’re never finished. She often traipses around in the middle of the night to fiddle with them some more.”


“But the one in the parlor is perfect,” I protested, almost fearing for the piece.


“Which is why I take it from the wall and stash it in the public bathroom every night hoping she’ll forget about it.”


“I see.” I smiled, suddenly very fond of Sister Teresa. “And they’re not for sale?”


“Nope. Whenever I sneak one of her paintings into a public area like the parlor, a visitor offers to buy it, but Catherine always refuses.” The extern spit-polished the figures in a ceramic nativity scene priced at $19.95. “A shame, really. She would probably be excused from her kitchen job and get to paint full time if she’d let us sell them.”


“May I speak with her?” I asked and then panicked. But I calmed down when I realized that I had found a safe way to see my sister without having to reveal our true relationship right away. I could meet her and get a sense of her first. Then if she seemed open to it, I would tell her who I was. “I mean, uh, maybe she’ll make an exception about selling that Madonna and Child.”


“You can meet her on the next Visiting Day, but I doubt she’ll sell the painting and I know she won’t speak to you.” Teresa set the baby Jesus figurine back in the small, wooden manger. “Sister Catherine has taken a vow of silence. It’s not required in our order, but she seems to prefer it. She’s a bit of an odd duck who goes her own way, God bless her, but a true child of our Lord.”


Odd duck. If that was Sister’s Teresa’s polite way of saying Catherine was stubborn, my twin and I had a lot in common.


“She doesn’t make it easy for fans of her work, does she?” I pursed my lips in frustration.


“I’m pretty sure her idea is not to have any fans.”


Too late.


“Would you mind if I took one last look at that painting before I leave?” I asked.


“Help yourself. The parlor’s open.”


“Thanks.” I stepped outside.


The courtyard walk from the gift shop to the parlor afforded a stunning view of the ocean. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for the nuns to live that close to the Pacific, and yet be unable to dip their toes into it. I crossed the sand outside my Venice Beach apartment every morning just to touch the water.


Back in the parlor, I tried to memorize every detail of the painting but got caught up in the emotion it evoked instead. Love, pride, envy, and understanding superseded line, color, texture, and content at every turn. I pulled out the camera, planning to photograph the Madonna and Child, but the battery light dimmed and died as I turned it on. Disappointed, I clicked it off. Next I tried to take pictures with my phone—also dead after almost twenty-four hours of roaming in search of Wi-Fi.


I wasn’t disappointed for long. As I zipped the camera back into my bag, there was a rustling of fabric. The door on the cloistered side of the grille opened to reveal a young nun carrying a mop and bucket. Her hair was brown to my blonde, her eyes blue to my green, but a quick glance at her jawline, freckles, and height was all it took for me to know she was my sister.


Sister Catherine crimped her brow and stared at me for a moment before waving her apologies and turning to leave.


“No, please wait,” I said, my skin feeling prickly one moment and numb the next as adrenaline swamped my veins. I shoved my weak hand into my pocket before she saw it. “Can I ask you a quick question?”


My twin paused, set down her bucket, and turned to me with a smile. She looked about as tall as my five-foot-ten and was as thin as Sister Teresa. Her pale skin, accented by a lock of brown hair that slipped out from under her veil, softened her posture of humility. Her expression had a quiet radiance that surpassed even that of the Madonna’s in the painting. I found her beautiful in a way that transcended physical traits and rested in what looked to me like...well...joy.


“Is that your work?” I pointed to the Madonna and Child with my strong hand.


Catherine startled at the question. Her eyes flicked to the art, then back to me. She nodded a bit sheepishly and broke into a beatific grin. So this was definitely my sister. I couldn’t help noticing her well-formed, perfect hands.


“It’s amazing,” I said. “Would you be willing to sell it?”


My twin shook her head. I was neither surprised nor disappointed, considering that I couldn’t afford such a painting anyway. For me, this one-sided conversation was an excuse to stare. Was it the same for Catherine? Maybe my twin sensed that our incidental meeting was somehow important but didn’t quite know why. I, on the other hand, knew exactly why I gaped. I was looking at the first person I’d ever met who was biologically related to me.


I tried to open my mouth again and tell her that we were related, but the words camped in the back of my throat and refused to exit. What if she wasn’t ready to hear it? Did she know I existed? If so, how did she feel about being the one our father kept when he gave me away?


The staring continued. It didn’t matter that Catherine and I weren’t identical. It was enough that we were sisters. Seeing this woman, whose freckled nose, straight posture, and crooked smile matched my own, I felt grounded for the first time in my life. The emotion of the moment made my throat tighten into a cough. When I unconsciously pulled my weak hand out of my pocket to cover my mouth, Catherine’s gaze went straight to my disfigurement.


Panic clouded her eyes and chased the smile off of her face. Her whole body constricted. She picked up her bucket and rushed out of the room, sloshing water in her wake.


“Sister Catherine, wait!” I called out, feeling pretty shaky myself. “It’s okay. I’m your…”


But she was gone.




CHAPTER FOUR


Stung, I wandered out to my car, where a red-tailed hawk and a turkey vulture shared the sky overhead.


No matter how many times I was reminded of the circumstances of my adoption, or acknowledged to myself that it really was in my best interest, the irrational part of me never understood how my father could let me go. Catherine’s swift exit made me feel rejected all over again. And that pissed me off. Graciela had insisted that meeting the twin my father kept would help me sort out my feelings about being adopted, but instead I felt even more confused.


How could she, my flesh and blood, run away like that? I couldn’t tell for sure if Catherine knew we were sisters—she was out of the room before I’d had the chance to tell her—but I had to assume she did given the way she panicked when she saw my hand.


It wasn’t unusual for people to react inappropriately to my disfigurement. People giggled or blushed, said the wrong thing in an effort to say the right thing, stared at it or pointedly avoided staring. Normally, I wrote it off to nerves or discomfort in the face of disability. But Catherine’s extreme reaction, combined with the fact that she painted a hand shaped just like mine in all her art, led me to believe that she knew I was her twin.


I hesitated before starting my car and driving away. Angry as I was at Catherine’s reaction, I ached when I left her. I’d found and lost my twin in a matter of seconds. It was unsettling. I felt like I’d left some part of myself behind in that parlor, a rare flicker of true, raw emotion, a profound connection, before I’d had the chance to fully experience it.


  •  •  •  


Still struggling with my feelings, I arrived at my affordably dingy apartment a few hours later. I walked past my front door and out onto the sand toward my favorite place to think—a cluster of jagged boulders near the shoreline. Several large rocks were balanced, one on top of another, to form a totem that stood six feet tall. Similar totems towered nearby. Together they made up a circle big enough to walk around inside. Smaller stones had been piled into sturdy cairns that marked the perimeter.


The effect was elegant, dramatic, and always changing. Whenever the wind upset the tenuous balance of a totem or shifting sands scattered a cairn, someone walking by built it up again into a different configuration. It reminded me of Stonehenge, except that these feats of engineering withstood the test of time not through the staying power of the rock, but that of the human spirit.


I sat down among the stones, mourning the hoped-for relationship my sister didn’t seem to want. Admittedly, the urge to connect hadn’t been strong until I found myself driving to Big Sur. And in her defense, Catherine didn’t get any warning or time to prepare herself for our meeting. Maybe she would warm up after recovering from the initial shock of seeing me. But what if she didn’t? How much of a relationship could I have with a cloistered nun anyway?
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