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All Saints Day, November 1


At daybreak Frances lifts her head from her bed in the lower cabin of her sailboat to peek through a small round porthole at water’s level at a sea lion swimming and pretends she’s conversing with her early barks. Maybe she has a message that will dispel a relentless lethargy. But as soon as Frances comes more fully awake, the words seem scrambled and disappear like the receding tide. Through the porthole, she watches one dive and resurface in front of her neighbor Russell’s boat, seventy-five feet portside. The pink morning light reflects off the sleek wet mammal. Is she calling for Russell to wake up? Frances wonders if the sea lion is drawing a line connecting her boat to his, maybe delivering a message about her yearnings. Her eyes stay glued to Russell’s boat, looking for a sign that he has heard. She waits until she sees his head emerge from the lower cabin. She watches the way he rises out of the stairwell, head and then torso until he’s in full view—all six feet of him—bringing her back to this glorious morning on Richardson Bay.


She feels joyful to be living on this piece of the bay anchored nearer the Belvedere side of the channel, only three hundred feet from the docks, yet worlds apart.


She watches Russell walk toward the stern of his thirty-foot sailboat, folding a tarp with his long sinewy hands, creasing it, brushing off the night residue. His wetsuit lies drying on the bow. Likely he’s been in the water before daybreak. Perhaps he used that new headlamp he bought. He always tidies up, battening down the boards as they say, before going ashore for his day jobs. She watches how he combs his thinning hair, first with his fingers and then with the palm of his hand. His rowboat, outfitted with the new Yamaha engine, swags as he lowers in, unties it, and then pushes off.


He likes to tell his storm story to her or anybody within earshot. Last year it was the story at the Café Trieste, a corner bar and restaurant near the water’s edge where the locals take their coffees and drink too many beers, telling their tales of woe and glory. Russell’s tale was still topping their charts: his boat broke anchor in the middle of the night and dodged nearby crafts as he tried desperately to control it with the tiller. Remarkably, he didn’t hit one of the many closely anchored boats, and finally managed to run aground safely onto a sandbar near Strawberry Point. Frances closes her eyes against the possibility of a storm taking her out to sea some night while she sleeps.


“Franny,” Russell calls out, “Are you coming into town?” She pictures him sitting in his rowboat near her stern. She can hear his engine idling. He knows she’s awake. She swears he can hear her breathing.


“Hi O, Franny!” he calls again. She hits her head, startled by the loudness of his voice. She rolls her feet onto the floor and takes the stairs slowly, stopping midway to peek out at the man she spends so much time thinking about. She watches him through the companionway, the entrance from the cabin to the cockpit, holding onto the rails. Russell has one hand on the tiller to keep the skiff steady as his engine idles a soft hum. She pokes her head out all the way, staring at him, trying to remember his question.


“I’ll see you sooner or later, Russell,” she says, rubbing the top of her head.


“The season’s changing. That means heavy rains,” he warns.


“And a big sea.”


“You remember those gusts last January. They reached near a hundred miles an hour, Franny.”


“I do. Nasty, nasty.”


“You need to buy a second anchor just to be safe, and a new chain for that buoy.” He looks out at her buoy, a rounded half bell bobbing in the current about fifteen feet from her boat. “And then there’s that small engine on your dinghy. It’s as unreliable as hell.”


She walks toward the cockpit, straightening her thick hair with her fingers. Stopping in front of him, barefoot and in her sweats, she imagines gales gusting in the middle of the night and sending her crashing into the rocks on Belvedere Island, or worse, pulling her out under the Golden Gate Bridge. That would be real hell. Being adrift because an anchor breaks loose is her worst nightmare, yet she doesn’t do the necessary chores to forestall this event. While she used to set sail frequently around the bay to Angel Island and back again to her anchorage, she’s been lazier lately. Just thinking about it puts a weight on her shoulders. She shrugs to shake away this heavy feeling. Never mind preparing to sail, she doesn’t even do the simple work needed to prepare for strong ebbs or a flood, like buy a new chain for her anchor. She shakes her head at her lack of motivation.


Oh, it’s not just here in her boat that she slacks off; she hasn’t painted or prayed to God for over ten years. Just thinking about not being ready for the coming storms, not doing her work of prayer, not painting, makes her head throb, sending a great heat that runs through her veins, making her want to jump overboard to feel the cold flush of water on her skin. She holds onto the gunwale at the edge of the deck.


“You okay, Franny?” Russell asks. “You have that faraway look.” He pulls himself closer, holding her rope tightly between those long fingers, stretching his neck muscles tautly so she can see his tendons. She’s close enough to touch his face, with its angled contour, but she resists. Oh, if she could only draw his beautiful outstretched neck, the two triangular muscles that caress the elongated one. Just that would suffice.


“I’m okay, just a little dizzy from the waves you’re making, Russell,” she teases him, reaching for the rail.


“I’ll be heading to West Marine later. I can get some chain for your buoy anchor.” She looks toward her rounded bobbing buoy, so red with the morning rays shining on it.


“Maybe you can check the old anchor first?” she suggests. “Then we’ll know better if that girl has any life in her.” She winks at him.


“Can do, tomorrow.”


“You’re kind to me, Russell,” she acknowledges as he backs up and pulls away toward the public pier in Sausalito. She loves how he tends to her, offering to buy the lengths of chain to replace the old rusted one, to inspect the underside of the hull. He checks in almost daily. And how he’s taken to calling her Franny, she loves that, too. It makes her feel sixteen again though she’s sixty. How has this happened? At sixteen her life didn’t hold the promise of a boy flirting and taking care of her. Was she so preoccupied with caring for her younger sister, her mother? What was it? What kept her? Boys were discouraged by her dad, but maybe he discouraged her from the boys too. In fact, he embarrassed her when she became interested in boys, telling her that dancing or wearing lipstick was vain, a sin even. She covers her mouth with her rough hand, feeling the scratch of the skin, remembering how her dad once scrubbed her lipstick off with an abrasive. Was that when Jimmy walked her home from school? She tastes a soapy film in her mouth.


And how is it that her choices have put her living three hundred feet from land out in the middle of the bay? Russell’s closeness buoys her, though she wishes she knew more about his life story, which remains a bit of a mystery. He hasn’t told her about his earlier times, leaving her wondering if he has a wife or children in the closet somewhere. Though attentive to her, he spends time cavorting with younger women in bars in the evenings. How can she ever imagine competing with them? She touches the roll of her tummy, the wiry hairs on her chin, the small bump on her head.


As he disappears from view, she sits down and turns to watch Otto, another neighbor, not more than four boat lengths away on her starboard side. He’s bending over the wheel at the stern of his Lancer 30, a twin to her own boat. Otto is barrel-chested with a thin waist and wears woolen knickers in the cold mornings, an old carryover from his skiing days in Norway. He reminds her of a Nordic Santa with his full white beard that complements his tweed knickers. Like her, he has ruddy flesh tones and blue eyes that twinkle like faraway stars. She imagines him swooshing down some alpine slope and laughs at the image of an old bearded elf on skis. But he wouldn’t have been old then, likely he’d been pretty handsome as a young man.


Taking his time, he rolls up his bed cover. Did he sleep out on the deck? He places the neat roll in a sack, and then a duffle like he’s stacking Russian dolls. He rubs his beard between tasks as if he’s asking it what’s the next thing for him to do. He mumbles something, or maybe he’s praying. She can almost discern the whispers of his words carried by the gentle wind, or is it the water that magnifies sound out here? Then he leans out toward her and says in his Norwegian pitch, enunciating slowly in full voice, “Are you spying on me again?”


“I spy, you spy,” she jests, then yells, “I’m admiring you, wondering if I’ll be folding my blanket and rowing into town daily to make mischief when I’m eighty.”


“You’re making mischief now, Frances.”


“Am I?”


“You’re the trickster among us,” he says. “See you in town.”


• • •


The image of being the mischief-maker in this community of live-aboards intrigues her. She speaks aloud in a singsong voice, making up her own lyrics to the tune of “Popeye the Sailor Man.” “Yup, we live in a boat anchored out, rent and tax free on federal ‘land.’ Anchor outs we are!” Her words dissolve in the sea breeze. “We’re moored to a buoy—in Richardson Bay—like babies in a great sea cradle. Some of us drink—too much at Smitty’s—then try to row back out in the dark.” She stops herself at the sobering thought. One of her neighbors, a woman, drowned last week rowing back from town. Though managing to cross the channel, she missed her mark and never made it to her boat. And she had been so close. Is that what could happen to me? Frances covers her mouth as a prayer escapes her lips. Lord, may she rest in peace. I know we are all brothers and sisters. There but for the grace of God go I.


How easy the prayers come after so many years of prayer abstinence, slipping out of her mouth like baby teeth. Her hand rests on her soft cheek, remembering the solace of prayer, missing that ritual in her life. The longing she feels is for the early light reflecting through the stained-glass windows in the chapel where she prayed daily. Her knees rest on the padded bench; her arms in prayer on the wooden railing; the old nuns bend in front of her. Other novices beside her pray alone, yet they bow together in intimate consort with each other’s souls. The great church with the high wooden ceilings, the sounds of wood creaking, offer the feeling of space and humility, maybe like the space of the water and sky does today.


She considers herself a monastic living on the water. No one else around here knows she was a nun for more than twenty years, nor do they know that the high wooden ceilings of basilicas are built like the hull of a ship. She cherishes this knowledge; this home on the water is her sanctuary. She remembers how as a child she’d run to St. Thomas’ whenever Mama scolded and just sit under the timber eaves until her heart stopped racing. As an adult, the cathedral gave her solace until she was dismissed by Father Justin, who in the end had not supported her. Her solitude dissolves as she hears the voice of her Superior.


“Don’t open that can of worms, Sister Frances. Why not teach them the facts, the facts will tell the story. They need details, not poetry and metaphor,” he’d barked.


“You’re right, Father, just the facts,” she agreed. “They need to know about the new gospels found in Egypt, the gospels of Thomas and Philip and Mary Magdalene, so they can decide for themselves.”


Her head spins even now as she pictures the great beast of a man in black, staring at her from the back of the classroom spewing angry silence, hands balled up into tight fists as she spoke to the freshman class about the new findings of Mary Magdalene.


“I am giving them the facts, Father. You just don’t believe she was The Apostle of the Apostles.” She banishes his explosive red face by looking out at the water, the great body of swelling motion eases her outrage at the preposterous man of antiquity. She breathes a great ocean breath into herself, tasting the salt, staring deeply into the vast pool around her as a female figure takes form. Sky-blue robes flow around the woman. Silky and ethereal, they fall to her feet gently cradling her, folding and unfolding with the rhythm of the sea. Frances hugs herself as she allows this image to soothe her restless soul. Thinking of the Virgin Mary as a whole woman, unified unto herself, gives her consolation.


Aren’t I more like the Virgin Mary than not? Frances is, after all, a virgin in the spiritual sense of the word: captain of her own ship. And doesn’t she have Russell and Otto as mates on either side of her craft? They honor her and let her be herself.


She waits in this blue splendor of the sea, watching the sun reflect pink on the white sides of the moored boats before going through the companionway and down to her cabin, where she lies on her bed listening to the water gently lap the boat, letting the early rays warm her. When she stretches her legs out fully under the woolen blanket, she kicks off The Chronicle, which lay draped over her bed, onto the cabin floor. She bends over to find the newspaper opened to the obituary page, where in bold black type she reads, “Alan Sterling, noted San Francisco painter and art teacher whose distinctive works have been widely exhibited internationally . . . died . . . ” She stops, then bends closer to the fuzzy photograph as if she might see deeper into him. A young Alan faces her with his lips curled in a gentle bow. She imagines his eyes glowing blue. She touches the newsprint, rubbing the paper on her cheek, then plants a kiss on his small face. With her inky fingers she writes on the small round windowpane, Don’t leave me. She feels a stinging sensation in her nose. She squints against the flood of sadness rising to her eyes.


Wide-awake now, she slips into her Nikes and grabs her blue slicker. She’ll dress once she gets to town where she keeps a rented locker. Frances mentally picks out the tweed skirt and grabs her red woolen coat. She pulls the rope and watches her dinghy glide toward the stern. Once inside, she grips the oars, feeling their solidity as an extension of her own hands. The floppy floor of the dinghy vibrates under her feet as it rides ripples of water beneath. She hears the dripping water slide off the oars as a metronome in her heart, or are the drips flowing from her eyes and nose? She lets the water flow through her stinging nose, bringing tears to her eyes. Alan, the man who painted with her beloved grandfather, who encouraged her to pick up the paintbrush again, is dead. She can hear his voice. “Keep painting, Frances.”


Where are you now, dear Alan, my beloved teacher? Have you too disappeared like my sister and my grandfather? She looks up to the sky whose light is changing, creating darks and lights like a great canvas.


• • •


“I’m on my way to Fort Mason, Jack,” she says to the ferryman, drifting toward the main deck of the ferry near the concession stand, where people order their hot drinks. She waits in line watching the server.


“Where you off to so early?” asks Myrna as she pours the coffee into a paper cup.


“I’m going to visit an old art class of mine.” She sips the black coffee. “Mmm, so good, this coffee takes me back to so many other cups of coffee I’ve had in my life, Myrna.”


“Then you’re time traveling.”


Frances smiles, likes that idea.


On the upper deck, her mind rests in Rome at the Campo de’ Fiori at a sidewalk café where she drank cappuccino each morning. There, she was a perfectly beautiful young woman—religious, a nun, wearing a habit of blue and white. Before she’d taken her solemn vows, she’d lived in Italy for three years where she completed a Master’s in art history. She can almost smell the roasted coffee mingling with sweet faces of Botticelli’s women, the graceful lines of Bernini’s sculptures, and her love of art.


When a seagull swoops down toward her hand, she fumbles with the hot coffee, spilling it on her red coat. She becomes aware of the men and women around her on the ferry, hoping they haven’t been watching her. Her eyes rest on a particular woman with a chiseled nose sitting across from her, talking on a cell phone, her head tilted peculiarly. The woman is beautiful enough to be a model for Botticelli’s Primavera or one of the Sabine women in Bernini’s Rape of the Sabines. She stares at the woman, unable to take her eyes off her; it’s her pertness, her knowing look, her confidence. When the woman glares back, Frances bows her head, not wishing to intrude on her privacy.


When the boat docks in San Francisco, she heads for the disembarkation area, keeping pace, almost touching the tall Sabine woman with the chiseled nose who wears a stylish dark suit and Nikes. She can’t take her eyes off her, reminded of her sister Anne. Lately she sees Anne everywhere, and yet in reality she hasn’t seen her for fourteen years except in her dreams.


The younger woman stops and faces Frances. “Look, you’re too close, and I don’t like it. Quit following me. You’re creeping me out!”


Frances drops her coffee cup; the black liquid spatters down her front. The wool sucks up what doesn’t reach the concrete pavement. She stares at the small brown puddle.


The woman crosses the Embarcadero and disappears into the morning crowd. Frances knows that the woman with the chiseled nose will protect herself from being stolen away, unlike the poor Sabine women who were kidnapped in the early legends of Rome. At the traffic island she waits for a trolley to Fisherman’s Wharf, wondering how she could have lost Anne in the way she did. She gets in the streetcar, rerunning in the mill of her mind the events leading up to her separation from her vocation and her sister, beginning with her expulsion from her Order.
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The Expulsion from the Garden


On the day of her dismissal fifteen years ago, Sister Frances walked the long corridor of the Catholic university in her summer habit. The floors were slick and so highly polished that she could see her reflection. Standing tall, she walked one step ahead of the other in a straight line, vaguely aware of the occasional cross that hung on the walls beside her. A wing-like shaft of light cast a gray veil on the floor, perpendicular to her path. The shadow followed her like a great bird as her loafers tapped along the polished floor, leaving an echo. She stopped at Father Justin’s doorway and put her ear against the solid wood, feeling its cool smoothness; smelling the resin of oak, she waited.


In this long moment outside his door, she remembered the day she’d first decided to open the small gospels. She was thirty-five years old, just home from Italy, new to the Order. She’d begun reading everything she could find as if she were fitting pieces into a great puzzle. Like a detective, she’d comb the library stacks to satisfy her curious mind until she came to the shelves holding the sacred texts. She stopped in front of the gospels whose bindings seemed to glow, calling her attention. In fact, they were beaming light, though when she looked around the stacks she saw the light in the room was uniformly even. But the books still glowed, inviting her to touch them, asking her to open them. She felt an uncomfortable heat rise in her body that made her leave the stacks, yet she continued to visit the books daily as if they were neighbors from a faraway land, asking to be included into her kinship. She stared at their covers at first, not touching: the translations of the Nag Hammadi Collection—the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, and then the Gospel of Mary Magdalene. They stared back, seeming to pull her closer to visit them. She stood there repeating to herself, “Open or not, open or not,” reminding her of a game she’d play as a child.


“Am I meant to open the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, dear Lord?”, she asked, looking for a sign. The compelling title drew her closer to the shelved book. Her heartbeat drummed as heat rose in her body. She had to walk the aisles again, away from the stacks and the vortex.


Finally, she stopped in front of the shelf and took the book in hand. The book, surprisingly heavy, rested in her hand like a warm stone. She opened the Gospel of Mary. First she saw photographs of the text’s original nine pages, frayed at their edges, written in the peculiar Coptic language. She faced the indecipherable picture-like words, each page written on small pieces of paper—eleven and one half by twelve centimeters? The cuneiform pictures piqued her curiosity. She imagined herself cracking a secret code. She thought of how Carl Reinhardt must have felt when he stumbled upon the text in a Cairo market in 1896. She felt a kinship with him now over her discovery in the stacks of her library. Her heart throbbed as she thumbed the scant nine pages in Coptic and two smaller fragments in Greek. Here the gospel existed in translation for the world to read, yet she had never heard about it.


She opened the text to the dialogue between Mary, Peter, Andrew, and Levi. The dialogue flowed easily, and she could imagine herself being part of the small group of apostles gathered around Mary Magdalene waiting to hear His words. She looked for a chair, but finding none she slid down onto the floor and resumed reading the English translation. Mary was telling the others about the conversation she had had with the risen Christ. They called Mary “Sister”; they told her she was loved more than they were. They beseeched her to tell them what the Savior had taught her alone. She told them Christ’s message of how the soul could find its final resting place.


This information turned Frances’ head into a spiral; her stomach churned. She didn’t want to hold this knowledge alone. Like fire, the little book burned in her hands. She imagined the stigmata reported by the saints. She closed the book, slid it back next to the others, and brushed her dark blue dress and her hair with her hands. Little fibers of cloth and her hair seemed to stand on end, electrified it seemed. She decided she would make a point to bring these manuscripts to her superior’s attention as if it were her fate to bring the role of Mary Magdalene the Apostle out of the closet.


• • •


Now, ten years later, she faced the formidable wooden door, repeating to herself, Knock or not, open or not, run or not? She put her ear to the door and listened at Father Justin’s private chambers. Not a sound. She could hear a catch in her throat as she swallowed. She knocked. The door opened and the tall thin priest wearing a black shirt and white collar stood there.


“Come in, Sister Frances,” he said, stepping aside to allow her to pass through. He pointed to a chair in front of a long mahogany desk while he made his way to his own seat on the opposite side.


Frances focused on the delicate man with the tidy hands. Hands, white with perfectly trimmed nails, pulled at the arm rests of his seat to get in closer to the large desk. His orderliness provided form to this formless meeting he’d called. Frances stared at the long fingers before her as they slowly and meticulously opened a manila folder with her name typed neatly on the tab. The wear of the folder was in stark contrast to his hands. Each time she came to the office for review, there appeared another fold, another crease, another mark on the folder, like scars, reminding her of the wounds on Christ’s body.


The priest opened the file and took out an evaluation which sat on top of what looked to be photographs. He read slowly, looking down all the time, unlike his usual manner of looking straight at her, boring into her soul.


“Sister Michael.” She prickled and sat up tall, hearing him address her in her formal name. “We have a student complaint.” He read, “In recent lectures, Sister Michael presented material from the Nag Hammadi Collection—the Gospels of Thomas and Philip. And the Gospel of Mary Magdalene. These gospels suggest and reference Mary Magdalene’s relationship with Jesus, suggesting an erotic connection. And more, they imply that she was His chief apostle, the one who knew intimately Jesus’ teachings.” Father Justin bore into her eyes now and then went on. “Sister Michael has gone so far as to say that Mary Magdalene is an equal partner in the wisdom teachings of Christ.” The priest looked up again into Frances’ eyes, as if expecting something.


“Sister Michael.”


“Father.”


She looked into her teacher’s eyes, the teacher who had willingly discussed with her for these ten years the role of Mary Magdalene in teaching the gospel. Why was he calling her on these writings now? She sat in disbelief, not knowing where to go from here.


She sighed deeply. “You yourself have lectured on the new findings in the gospels of Mary, Philip, and Thomas, Father.” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “We have acknowledged together and within our community that these gospels concur with the canonical gospels of Luke and John.” He sat unmovable. She went on.


“Like the other gospels, they date back to the first half of the second century. That’s all, Father. You would think we are still in antiquity by your reaction to this young student’s complaints about my teachings. These findings exist yet they have been seriously suppressed.”


“And you, Sister, must be the one to un-suppress them?” He raised his voice uncharacteristically and hunched forward toward her, exposing yellowed teeth.


 She met his stare. “Yes, Father, because it is the truth. We, as women, must have a voice.” His white hands flurried like bird wings as he resumed silence. “I mustn’t have a will of my own. Is that it, Father? Is it the game of Mother May I?”


Father’s face twisted, and he seemed to struggle to speak as if a chasm existed between his previous support of her work and this new and different stance. “Sister, I have stood by your excellent work, but now there is further evidence that calls for another action.” He tapped his thin fingers on the photographic papers now sitting on the manila folder.


Frances remained in stillness staring at the priest who had indeed supported her in the past. Molasses minutes passed before he pulled out the other papers. “Is this your work, Sister?” He turned over the sheet and placed it in front of her on the desk. She stared at the photo of a painting of a voluptuous woman hanging from the cross, a Christ figure.


Frances sat up taller, eyes widened and mouth dropped open, as her hands trembled. A strong pulse sent a shock down her spine to her feet, making her shoes feel much smaller. Here were photographic images of original paintings she’d done in the basement of the convent where she lived in Rome in her mid-twenties, before taking her final vows. How is this possible? She wondered. She remembered removing the three canvases from their stretcher bars, rolling them into a carpet tube, and sending them to the United States to her grandfather’s art dealer, thinking some day she would retrieve them. Had someone photographed them when they sat languishing in the convent basement in Rome?


“Sister Michael.”


“Yes, Father.” She waited sitting in silence, focusing on her rapid breathing and beating heart as if it could jump out of its sheath and shout at the betrayal she experienced. When she finally settled, she asked him where and how he had received photographs of her original art works.


He only responded by fingering the corner of the photographic paper, seeming to wait for her to explain herself.


“Father,” she said, “I never wanted to share these paintings. They are my personal prayers, a sentiment between me and my creator.”


“Nevertheless, they may be seen by the others as sacrilegious, irreverent.”


“The others?” Frances looked to his downcast eyes, wondering who these others were and why he hadn’t stood up for her as he’d done in the past. She wanted so much to know he would defend her, though the photo of her female’s nudity on the cross begged otherwise.


“These works are both sacred and religious to me.” Regaining her composure, she took the stance that Father Justin had once admired in her and continued to express her thoughts directly.


“Isn’t the sacred both agonizing and joyful? Look at our dear Christ.” She paused, waiting. When he did not respond, she tried another angle.


“This is what art is. It brings spirit and matter together to create wholeness. Like conunctio in our sacred readings, it brings together the dualities in a unitive way.”


“Your painting is irreverent and erotic,” he said, avoiding her eyes.


“Yes, it is. And art and creation are both erotic and irreverent . . . bring opposites together.”


“God is the Creator, Sister, and not a man or a woman.”


“Creative spirit is within you, Father Justin.”


They each sat in their own quiet contemplation. She no longer felt the safety she once felt with her mentor. Sadness and hurt crept inside her from his betrayal. He looked limp and crestfallen as his hands fluttered and his mouth drooped. She wondered if he felt shame at the exposure of a female Christ or disappointment in Frances.


“Father, why?”


“I’m sorry, Frances,” he said, kindly now, reverting to her given name. For a moment things felt as they always had. “But you will be dismissed nonetheless.”


Deep down she believed he didn’t want to dismiss her, but his hands were tied. He could not support her on this issue.
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