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PART ONE







  
  
  CHAPTER I

  
  




Mary held onto the solid oak doors. Chips of old wood fell from them when she gripped her little fingers around the pockmarked edges. She had always been fascinated by the monastery, and now she was peering into its stained glass belly.

Entering the cross-shaped part, she passed under the rood, startled by her own shadow even though she was already eleven and no longer afraid of monsters under her bed. Still, the air was stale in here and the dark limestone walls made the belly so dark.

There were four-foot-tall tapestries of men who fight for the Good. The monastery echoes this cry to be humbled, frightened, and awed by something “other.” Mary’s soul feels unquiet, as if there was a certain level of anxiety bubbling up from below. She looked up at the Mother Mary draped in blue and holding onto her child, Jesus. And beneath her is the Man himself hanging from the cross—nails pounded into His flesh. His head crowned in thorns fell over to the right shoulder. Mary watched other people bending down on their knees to release somehow the guilt that they have found gripping their hearts. She felt small and disgusting standing there underneath such depicted sorrows.

For a long while, Mary stood in front of the altar, studying the bleeding wounds of Christ until the fear and agony no longer held her interest. Her taste for the macabre started young when she was first told by the preacher that she was born with the original sin Jesus took away. But before His sacrifice, she was born filthy, destined to mess up in many ways. Mary was told to grovel at the feet of the Lord who saved her from even more suffering upon this earth, even though she was not really sure why she should feel guilty before she had done anything wrong. In fact, life had been good to her, and she was happy. She never felt sinful before. Rather, she felt free. Yet, here in this monastery, she was made to feel ugly for the first time in her life.

Trying to escape the uncomfortable feelings the space brought out, Mary often enjoyed hiding herself among the small cruxes of the monastery, usually where there were little enclaves off the side to pray. Sinking down on the burgundy velvet cushion, Mary kneeled like the other people she had seen, waiting for some kind of sign. But nothing ever came.

She got up with a child’s fervor and ran down the south aisle of the interior, her footsteps echoing quite loudly for such a small-framed girl. But Mary came to a halting stop, covering her hand over her mouth to scream when she suddenly came face-to-face with a grotesque-looking gargoyle. It sat atop a column staring straight at her with its lolling tongue and grinning mouth full of sharp teeth and eyes that resembled a cat’s. Her nerves twisted even tighter when she breathed in the musty cloud that another person had recently kicked up from the floor.

It was so hard to see through the cloud of dust that Mary felt trapped, trapped in this large place that was so cold and dark it made her heart freeze. Still, to scream out in that place was probably the most embarrassing thing she could imagine doing. No one made a sound in there. Surely, if she screamed at all, she would be beaten by one of the monks.

The monks there all looked the same: they all wore white robes, many of them with a black scapular over their habits; they were all men who were bald or balding; most of them had the palest of skin; and most of them wore glasses. Mary could tell if a monk was approaching simply from the sound of their footsteps, which were always slow and measured. Even the old people visiting the monastery never walked as slowly as these monks.

They were frightening people to young Mary, for they always had a serious look on their faces and wrinkles that formed around their brows from all the contemplating they did here in this tomb.

Someday, maybe when she was older, she would come to understand what it was they were always contemplating. What exactly were they looking for? she wondered. For now, Mary scurried off away from the scary gargoyle to the other side of the nave to look at the rood screen. The screen was made of wood and was intricately carved, so intricate that it must have taken a million years to carve out all of those parts, Mary thought. Her parents told her that in the Middle Ages, the carved wooden screen would separate the altar and choir from the nave. It was the separation between the outside pilgrims wandering around and the inner space of true worship.

The altar where Mary and Jesus hung was the most sacred place in the monastery. Oh, how Mary longed to reach up and touch Jesus’s wounded foot to see if some of the magic would rub off on her. But those items were too high for her to reach, plus she knew a monk would catch her in the act in an instant, so to compensate, she turned to touch the pews, the cushions, and the pillars of the monastery instead.

She pretended that the armchair-carved animals were her pets and that the portraits could hear her when she spoke to them. The monastery began to feel like a living, breathing thing. To Mary, the most gorgeous part of the place was the stained glass rose window at the center of it all. The circular eye illuminated the inside of the otherwise dark stone walls brilliantly with its red and blues. The limestone pillars absorbed the light that came from every sunrise and sunset. Every new day brought with it a rainbow of colors for the monks to glorify. Living here must make it easy to find beauty in every corner, thought Mary, as she turned back around to figure out where her parents went.

She turned down another aisle in the nave and stopped before completely passing by another image of Jesus crying, memorialized by stained glass, with His ribs sticking out of His sallow flesh. Beside him were Mary and Joseph crying for their sacrificed son as all the others gazed up into the Heavens for Jesus’s salvation. The gold paint and stained glass relate to the other stories of the Bible and all of them say, “You, child, are dirty.” Mary’s own bones told her that.

She had experienced this feeling before after attending church one day. Her parents went to a Protestant church where its congregation only went Sundays, sang some songs, greeted one another with their “peace be with yous,” and then forgot about godliness until the next Sunday morning. But even in this looser world of religion, there was the art and the songs and the sermons that told Mary she was dirty. Songs hit her especially hard because the melody opened her heart up while the words gutted her. One day after church, Mary remembered going to take a bath and trying to scrub her own skin off with her mother’s loofah. Unfortunately, it only irritated her skin, and she did not deglove any of it as planned.

That day in the tub, Mary looked at her own skin in a new light. She did not have sickly, yellow skin like the Man depicted on all the walls. She could not discover what caused her to shiver when the blood of Christ fell on her from the sky above. Her flesh was innocent and new, but Christ’s was not. Churchgoing was growing into more of a burden for Mary as she grew older and began to understand the words of the songs she was singing and the prayers she was miming.

How many of the people in her church were true believers? How many were sincere? The questions remained in her head even now as she walked around the hall of this enormous monastery. Mary’s parents were here visiting with their church community to see if they could assist in their apple orchards and gardens over the spring. Her parents always thought that community was the best part of being with a church.

Pushing the imposing oak doors open, Mary found her parents outside, talking with a group of monks and other church members. They all smiled and laughed in the sunlight. The grass never looked so green after emerging from that dark abyss of the monastery. If I was a monk, I’d live outside all day, Mary thought, skipping down the stairs and running toward her family.

“Hey, there darlin’,” said one of the church members. He rubbed her head too roughly and Mary ducked down to avoid his hand. One of the monks saw the aversion and said, “You must respect your elders, you know.”

Mary wanted to defend herself, but the monks all seemed so imposing that she decided against saying anything at all. Only a slight pout of the lip would do.

The outside of the monastery commanded praise for its height alone. How could people have made such an intricate and heavenly building? Did the power of religion give them superhuman abilities? Mary squinted, trying to look up to see the pinnacles of the tower, but the sun would not let her. The furthest up she could see was where the rose window was in its multi-colored glory. A bit below the window stood the entrance doorway with an elaborate Creation scene carved into the limestone edges. The lower columns surrounding the entrance adorned two gargoyles which appeared much less intimidating in direct sunlight. Still, Mary found them cruel and devious creatures, to which she felt the need to stick her tongue out at them in protest.

As soon as her tongue popped out of her head, a monk appeared in front of her.

“Children of God do not make vulgar faces to match the gargoyles. Besides, gargoyles are often misunderstood creatures. They are there to ward off any evil spirits from the church while also serving the practical purpose of directing rainwater away from the church. You see, the French word for gargoyle is actually gargouille meaning “throat.” They are downspouts where the rain comes out through their throats. See? Now, do you think they deserve your disdain, little one?”

Mary had never been given a history lesson while being scolded before. She was so in shock and embarrassed that she turned and hid behind her mother like a child, never answering the monk in return.

“I am so sorry. I will make sure my daughter never does something like that again. She knows better than that and I have no idea where her tongue went now,” said Mary’s mother.

“Perhaps she swallowed it,” laughed her father.

“Children of God are quick learners, I think she realized the wrong she has done,” answered one of the other older monks.

“Let’s go back to the gardening, shall we?” said one of the church members. She was a little old lady with the permed white hair that every old woman seemed to don. Her back bent over like a candy cane and Mary was unsure how she could do anything to help with the monastery’s garden.

The adults continued their idle chatter while Mary wandered off again. She found herself constantly waiting, bored stiff, by the church community. She should have known better than to believe that this meeting would only take an hour. Before the adults knew it, the sun would set without even having figured out a schedule to meet for the gardening work.

With a deep sigh, Mary walked away, trying not to bring down any more monks on her head. She decided to see the monastery’s garden for herself. It must be around here somewhere…, she thought. Walking all the way around the building, right by its side, was a stairway that descended slightly into the magnificent garden. 

Upon descending the stairs, the very first thing that Mary saw was a bamboo gate separating her from the rest of the garden. She pushed it open with ease and saw a koi pond tucked away to her left. The little fish swam vigorously without ruining the silence of the brilliant garden. She watched their vibrant orange bodies dart underneath the very surface of the water, their little mouths gaping and closing in unison. Coming closer, she squatted down on the stones surrounding the little pond and formed a shadow over the water, scaring all the koi fish away.

“Oh, sorry, little ones, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Mary said, quickly backing away from the stone ledge. The fish resumed swimming where her once black shadow had been moments ago.

“That was very kind of you,” said a voice behind Mary. Mary swiveled around on her feet at the sound that cut through the silence. It was one of them—a monk. But he looked young and had his hair and did not have glasses. In fact, Mary may have even thought he was handsome for being a monk.

“I really didn’t mean to scare them. I just wanted a closer look. It’s not every day that you get to see fish,” Mary said, feeling silly as she said it. She backed up a little in order to resume her exploration through the garden and end whatever conversation this may turn into between herself and this monk.

She turned right, away from the monk who stood looking at the fish, and walked down a little path of stepping stones that were surrounded by moss. They led her past a beautiful row of trees and she could see in the distance a rose garden laid out next to the kitchen garden and other herbs being grown further away. Mary decided she would get to those after she distanced herself from the monk.

The stones led her directly to what looked like a little hut. Even though she was eleven, Mary still pretended that the stones beneath her feet were the only safe spots while the rest of the ground was hot lava that she had to avoid. So, she jumped from stone to stone rather ungracefully and, in an irreligious fashion, pulled open the door to the hut.

Inside was nearly empty. There were these beige mats on the floor, a couple of small tables, and a biblical quote hanging on the wall. Why was there an empty hut here off to the right side of the garden? Mary walked back outside and found a plaque hanging by the door that she had missed earlier. It said, “In Memory of Father Dominic, 1849-1923. Thank you for your service to the Lord and for glorifying Him with this Tearoom.”

So, this was a bit of the Eastern flavor mixed in with the Western tradition, Mary thought, how strange. Mary went back inside searching for a teapot and cups, but everything must have been locked up in the chest that sat there in the room. A naturally curious person, she decided to go over and see if the chest was actually locked. To her surprise, the lid opened and a beautiful cast iron teapot sat there surrounded by four little cups without handles. She dove right in to pick up one of the cups, but before she could even touch it that blasted monk from the pond said, “Please don’t touch that. The tearoom is only used at a certain time of the day and everything must remain pure for the ceremony. We rinse everything with fresh well water before we even begin such a sacred ritual.”

Mary stood there horrified that she had been caught doing something dirty, naughty, daring. She had tried to touch something that was not hers. She felt the same knot in her stomach that she felt in the monastery when she watched Christ crying for us all. A red, irritating, burning sensation rose to her cheeks as she carefully lowered down the lid to the chest, keeping her back caved in and her face away from the open door until she could calm her reddened face back down to its normal hue.

“I’m sorry I am bothering you again, but I can tell that you have an impish spirit. You must be visiting here today, I presume?”

Mary really started to find this man irritating. Who did he think he was? Just because he was a monk, he was still a man underneath the title, Mary thought. He was just a man. There was nothing to be afraid of, she kept reminding herself as she answered him in the affirmative: “Yes, my parents are part of the local Protestant church here and they wanted to help you in the garden this spring. So, I wanted to see what the garden looked like for myself.”

“Ah, I see. That is very thoughtful of them to do the Lord’s work of tending to the garden. You know, getting your hands dirty again like when you were a child brings you closer to God and immerses you in the beauty of His creation. It is wonderful work for the soul. That’s why I love to spend my days out here in the garden whenever I can, contemplating God’s words, while I work with my body to prune the flowers or pluck the weeds to water the garden or feed the fish. Anything the Lord calls me to do that day, I follow His commands.”

Mary did not want to sit through another sermon today, so she walked around the monk and jumped from stepping stone to stepping stone, making her way toward the roses. They were gorgeous even in their bud phase since winter was just starting to close its eyes for another season. The monk was left again, looking at the interior of the tearoom, seemingly in no hurry to continue his conversation with Mary.

He must know by now that I do not want to talk to him, Mary thought, as she made her way closer to the roses. She could see their prickly thorns easily since much of the garden was still frostbitten and bare. But the growing going on in the garden was palpable. It flowed through her veins, and she was growing still along with nature. Maybe there was something to what the monk said about being in God’s beautiful creation. Mary loved noticing all the life, all the movement commencing in the silent garden. There was no human voice or commotion, yet there was an overwhelming buzz of movement as the flowers grew and the fish swam and the birds came back to roost.

The flowers in the garden made Mary feel much better as opposed to the gargoyles and wounded Christ figures strewn around the monastery’s interior. Outside, the flowers could not make her feel guilty; all they could do was grow and face their leaves toward the sun. They had one sole job which was to survive. But for the images inside the monastery…what were their jobs? Mary wondered. Were they meant to cause pain and guilt? Were they meant to force people down on their knees? Were they there to bring money to the religious community or else to make people beg for forgiveness to atone for their sins? Mary could not shake the sense of something being wrong with the inside of that building and being outside right now made it clearer.

Taking in a deep, refreshing breath, Mary stuck her nose right into one of the beautiful wildflowers. The name on the stake in the ground said they were “Baptisia australis” flowers, also known as the “wild indigo” plant.

“Huh, maybe that’s where my name came from,” Mary mumbled to herself.

“That is a very pretty name,” said a familiar voice behind her. It was him again. The very persistent monk.

Mary did not turn around this time, saying, “Yes, my name’s Mary Baptisia. I guess I didn’t realize that there was a plant by that name too.”

“My name is Brother John Abelard, but most of the monks just call me Brother John. Although Abelard probably came from Peter Abelard, who was a medieval French theologian, among other things. Do you know the story of Abelard and Heloise? It’s a tragic medieval love story that was actually real.”

Brother John’s blue eyes burned brighter with each word. They were all very carefully mouthed and clearly thought about over and over again in his own mind before he spoke. How many times had he told the story of Abelard and Heloise to someone? Mary thought. Still, on the cusp of childhood, Mary was innocent enough to not feel the need to shy away from his engaging eyes. They seemed to bore right into the core of her being, but she did not flinch.

Mary’s friends always said that she had the green eyes of a snake. Could Brother John trust her? Mary let him search her eyes for any deception and, in true childhood fashion, they came to a mutual understanding of trust.

“No, I have never heard the story,” said Mary.

“Well, for children I always tell the story this way: Heloise’s uncle found her a teacher to fulfill her intellectual curiosity, but soon the teacher and his student become inseparable and fall in love with each other. However, once the uncle finds this out, he attacks Abelard and separates the lovers. The two realize they cannot be together in this lifetime, so Abelard becomes a monk and Heloise becomes a nun until the two shall meet again in Heaven. That’s a very truncated version of the story, but someday you can read their letters and learn more about it for yourself.”

“I thought it was a sin to even think about sex,” Mary said, gently touching the wild indigo petals in front of her.

Brother John looked startled for a moment, clearing his throat before saying, “I did not use that word when telling the story, you know. And yes, we are celibate in every way. But I believe that love in its purest form can be felt without the need to have sex.”

The image came to Mary of when she would hide in her mother’s arms when she was afraid of something—the feeling of a warm chest against her cheeks and two arms protecting her from the world—that was true love. It seemed you could love without sex.

“Do you ever miss home?” Mary asked.

Brother John nodded slowly and solemnly. “I do miss my brothers and my parents now and then, but I also remember that this is the life I chose. I want to be here.”

“Did you ever fall in love before coming here?” Mary asked, hoping that this question was not too personal, as she bent forward a bit more to pet a sleepy bumblebee on its furry back.

The monk stayed quiet for a moment too long. A minute passed, then two, when she glanced back behind her and could see the monk’s set face, lost in thought. He was carefully crafting what he wanted to say. His face was pale from being in the monastery walls most of his days, trapped in there with his nose in the Bible. His full lips twitched and his brows furrowed as he actively thought about how to reveal a vulnerable piece of himself to this strange young girl.

“Yes. I loved a woman once in the purest way. She is still my one and only love, my soul mate. But, like Abelard, I cannot be with her if I am to find any semblance of peace on this earth. I want to be happy, though she is certainly my deepest regret and pain…”

Now, this monk was becoming interesting, Mary thought. He was here voluntarily, but he had a life before this one…a normal life with a woman, and maybe he could have even had a family one day.








  
  
  CHAPTER II

  
  




“What happened?” Mary asked, assuming that if she got this far with him, then maybe he would reveal even more.

“I did not want children. I wanted to live a life of contemplation, a life of hard work, and a life of pursuing the Truth. The rituals I have built up at this monastery have guided me on a path to happiness.” Brother John only sounded half-convinced to Mary’s ears, but when she looked at him, she could tell that he had confirmed this with himself every single day since he had made the decision to leave.

“Maybe I’m too young to understand, but I think I would feel awfully lonely and unhappy if I had to live under that roof every day,” Mary said, pointing toward the gloomy monastery.

Brother John chuckled. “I suppose the mood fits me well. Though, I agree, the monastic life is not for every soul.”

“I mean, I do feel spiritual here, but my gut feels better outside with nature and other people than in there worshiping statues and tapestries from long ago. Do you know what I mean?” Mary asked, quite earnestly, as it had been a topic on her mind all day. Why did her gut tell her that something was deeply wrong in there?

Brother John watched a bird bringing a delicate bundle of twigs over to a new nest, to help strengthen it against predators. The bird’s beak stuck right through the side of the nest with the bundle and when he pulled his beak out again, he left the sticks behind. Somehow, magically, the little bird knew how to make his own shelter.

With a mysterious air of confidence, Brother John only said: “When you form rituals, you focus less on the objects around you and more on the inner life, which is teeming with spirituality. So, it becomes easy to forget the tapestries and the statues when life becomes the daily practice of internal contemplation.”

“I suppose it is like when my parents buy a new piece of furniture which everyone avoids for a while because they don’t want to mess it up, but eventually they stop seeing it as new and shiny. They start to sit on it regularly and enjoy it for its utility and not so much for its looks or newness anymore. Is it like that?” Mary asked.

“Yes, very similar to that feeling. You are only visiting here today, Mary. All the opulence and awe brought by the power of art strike the fear of the Lord in you. It can make anyone uncomfortable, but if you lived here, you would not feel the same way.”

“Well, I can’t say I’d want to be a monk, not just because I’m a girl, but I don’t think thinking all day is all that fun and exciting. Plus, a nunnery sounds even stricter than a monastery does.”

A burst of robust laughter pealed from the monk’s mouth to the point of being almost jolly. What did she say that was so funny? Being a nun does sound soul-sucking and scary, Mary thought.

Brother John wiped his teary eyes with his robe sleeve and then made a head nod for her to walk with him up to the kitchen garden area.

Mary followed obediently. This monk was a real person; he seemed as down-to-earth as she was in many ways. He was not like the other monks.

Stepping over some sticks, much too big for a bird’s beak, Mary ducked under a bush, believing that the monk may follow her there. Would God see them in a more secretive space of the garden? Maybe Brother John could reveal more of his thoughts to her, away from God’s eyes and ears. She kept moving further in when she came across the bones of a bird, all of them still perfectly in order from when the bird exhaled its last breath.

“Oh!” Mary said, spooked. She averted her eyes just as suddenly as when she discovered the bones belonged to a bird. But her own morbid curiosity made her look over again and take in more of the scene. How did a bird get here? she wondered. Perhaps the bird knew it was sick and wanted to die in peace, away from the commotion in the trees and the open ground. Mary thought, I could understand wanting to be hidden when I am at my most vulnerable. Poor bird, its world ended when it closed its eyes, and no one probably even noticed it here until me.

“What are you doing down there?” asked the monk.

“I found a dead bird. Poor thing,” said Mary.

Shocked, Mary heard the monk kneel and scurry underneath the bushes to where she was cooped up, keeping his eyes open for the bird. She had to remind herself that he was not old enough yet to be unable to bend down and crawl on the ground still. In fact, he was rather quite athletic and graceful in the way he approached.

“See? There the poor bird lay, all alone, until I found him,” Mary said.

“Ah, yes. When we monks are outside weeding, we often find birds that have died in secrecy like this,” said the monk.

“Why do they seem to hide?”

“Why do most animals hide when they are wounded? It is to stay away from predators while they try to recover or pass on.”

“That does not sound very religious of you.”

Brother John smirked but said nothing.

Mary was starting to rethink bringing them both here out of God’s prying eyes. “I think we should probably leave the bird here in peace. Or do you think we should bury it?”

The monk looked at the bird intensely and for too long before agreeing to leave it behind the way they had found it.

“Goodbye, Mister Bird. I hope someday we meet again,” Mary said, only after saying it aloud did she realize how childish she sounded. But her heart meant the well-wishes. 

The two moved on to actually looking at the herbs in the kitchen garden. The monks grew their own organic basil, rosemary, mint, and thyme. Mary kneeled to smell the leaves and the fresh fragrances they each produced. “It is truly amazing that this world can provide us with so many wonderful varieties. How could anyone ever tire of living?” Mary said.

“I know that I certainly will never tire of it. But I think you are special in that you, as a young person, can already savor the small things. It takes true contemplation to put a microscope to life and appreciate it for all of its divine details. I always loved science for that reason. Science allows Man to examine things on a minute level to understand truly how they function. And once we figure it out, then its existence is all the more awe-inspiring. Looking closely at everything takes a lifetime and understanding it all takes an eternity. I will never know the answer to everything…and it may sound silly to you, but that makes me sad. I wish I could know and understand it all.” Brother John wiped his teary eyes, which were no longer teary from laughter but sadness. His entire mood had changed.

No longer was there a man full of life beside Mary but the shell of a man trying to find answers. His frame reflected the shells of the other monks Mary saw walking around the monastery. So that is why they looked so sad and solemn…maybe they just wanted more and more knowledge that they could never have on this earth. Why, that could make anyone sad…to never accomplish their dreams while still alive. That seems awful, thought Mary.

“Brother John, may I ask how long you have been here and where you are going? You seem very young still,” Mary asked.

The monk’s eyes sparkled once more, thinking about his future. “Well, Mary, I am pretty new here. I am twenty-seven and only joined the monastery nearly half a year ago. At first, I began as a Candidate, meaning that I spent several weeks joining the monks for choir and working beside them in the garden and such. But I was made to sleep in the guest house, apart from the other monks. It was a lonely time for me and there were many interviews with the abbot and other senior monks about my intentions.

“After six weeks, I was finally asked to participate as an Observer, which is where I am now, though my time is almost over before I can ask to become a Postulant. As an Observer, I am taught all about the history and spirituality of monastic life and I take part in the day-to-day life of the community. So now I can basically eat, sleep, and work beside my fellow brothers.

“This is my sixth month of being an Observer, and by the end of this month, I will ask to become a Postulant, then after at least another six months a Novice, then after two years a Professed Monk until death.”

“You mean you want to stay here doing the same things until death?” Mary asked, her mouth agog at the level of commitment he was prepared to make. “Why? What about wanting to travel and see the world?”

“In my old life, I saw enough of the world and its people to know that I no longer want to be a part of it. I do not want to be distracted and constantly running around without aim or purpose in my life. I chose to come here for the silence that the monastic life brings. Did you know we cannot even go back home for funerals? We have cast off our old lives entirely and opted for new ones. I have escaped the rut of normal life and exchanged it for one shrouded in silent contemplation about how the entire universe functions. I have no need for global travel,” said Brother John. His face was set and cold as he said this. It was a topic that he had no doubt engaged with on many occasions inside his own head and he was, again, quite sure of himself.

“You are certainly different from other people,” was all that Mary could get out, as she was feeling particularly foolish for thinking that travel was something everyone wanted. But did she even really want it? This conversation was starting to make her second-guess everything she thought was universal.

The pair walked together through the ancient boxwoods and hollies, past the main sundial and various birdbaths, past a wayside cross, and up to the center of the entire garden.

Brother John said: “This is a medieval baptismal font and the small garden surrounding it is called the Hortulus, or ‘little garden.’ There are circular beds surrounding the font and they are planted with the same types of herbs that the medieval monks grew, like tarragon and sage. The top is marble, and the pedestal is made from limestone, much like the material that our monastery is made from. I come here often to contemplate and watch the water inside the font ripple when it rains.”

“It is beautiful. May I touch the font?” Mary asked, already sticking her hand out to feel its gritty sides.

“You may. I am sure that God won’t mind.” Brother John smiled as he, too, touched the sides of the large baptismal font.

“It’s funny, but I always thought my last name was more from the word baptism anyhow than a plant type,” said Mary.

“It could still very well be,” added the monk.

“Maybe I fit in here more than I initially thought.” Mary and Brother John laughed a big, hearty laugh before they felt a heavier, more uncomfortable silence fall between them.

Mary piped up first: “Well, perhaps I should go back to find my parents. I’m surprised they are still yapping and not taking in the sights of this magnificent garden.”

“Yes, they will learn more about themselves here than amongst themselves. I am happy that you came out to see it in all its glory today,” said the monk.

“I may see you again soon when summer starts and I can join my parents working out here in the garden. Right? Are you allowed to have pen pals?” Mary naively asked.

“Unfortunately, we cannot communicate with the outside world, as I mentioned before, even in letter form. But yes, I am sure to see you if you work in the garden this summer,” Brother John said, smiling as he did so.

“That is a bummer. I don’t have very many friends, but I will be sure to look for you in the garden. Anyway, it was nice meeting you, Brother John.” Mary awkwardly curtsied as she was unsure whether he could touch another human hand, and she turned around to exit the garden the way she came—up through the bamboo gate, ascending the stone steps, and walking around the side of the monastery back to the front entrance where her parents were still chatting. 

Mary crept up beside her father, but the move was moot since her parents barely even noticed her absence. The group was still contemplating how they would schedule out their days in the garden with the monks. Everyone had their phones pulled out and were absorbed in their calendar list of things to do.

I hope that my life will never look that busy, thought Mary. All they do is run from appointment to appointment or from errand to errand. I will never be an adult if I have to live that way. I would rather weed the garden or read all day or walk around the monastery for miles. Mary got lost in her own thoughts until her mother tapped her on the shoulder and told her it was time to leave.

Following her parents back to the car, she got in and noticed that Brother John was watching her leave from the parking lot. She looked back, wondering if he noticed her watching him until he was just a little speck in the background.

***

Brother John sighed. He was left alone again to battle with his own thoughts. He turned around once he could no longer see his new friend’s car. But she was an outsider, a sinner, stuck in the world out there of chaos and failure. He wished to save her, but she still seemed to find joy out there in the loud world and a true worshiper must approach the religious lifestyle voluntarily.

He imagined Mary in a nun’s robe and veil. She looked so peaceful and whole, kneeling there in front of an altar of Christ and reading His Good Book. Mary would make bread, the body of Christ, in the kiln with her sisters, laughing and talking about how grateful they all were to be here, apart from the world outside. When she sat down to write letters to the only man she knew, her Husband, she would tell Him all about her day and pray for another one that was just as good. The surrounding community all wished her well and she would appear more youthful as she aged. Brother John wanted her to stay as holy as she appeared today before him, but he knew that the longer she lived on the outside, the more cynical and wizened she would become, like the other women who were part of the chaos. His heart ached.

If she left behind her world at the end of her teenage life, then she could work on saving her childish self. The child was closer to perfection than an adult will ever be, thought the monk. And although nunneries were open to reforming even the worst of our kind, like prostitutes or criminals, Brother John never wanted Mary to fall that low. She had a pure soul. I could sense it, he thought.

He closed his eyes as he took in a deep breath, allowing the breeze to move the tiny hairs on his face to and fro. Tears formed wells in his eyes that found nowhere to travel but down. The rivers ran down his face as he envisioned her beauty as she took up painting in a nunnery. She could learn so quickly with her intelligence that learning to paint would take her but a season, and she could make Michelangelo cry with her images of Jesus and His followers. Mary’s brushes would be cared for with the softest touch to avoid distorting the bristles made from the finest horsehair. And she would never let her paints go dry, always ensuring to wipe the lids off old paint and securing them on tightly. Her works would only be known inside the nunnery, never to be exposed to the outside world because they could not understand or appreciate her holy work. It belonged in the most sacred of spaces.

Brother John had felt this way before. He frequently felt this way about his previous love. He would never speak her name again because he no longer deserved to speak that name. But she was also childlike in her nature, pure of spirit, full of soul, and dangerous in her intellect. Much like Heloise, her alabaster skin and beautiful face did not cure her of her constant yearning to learn. She always desired more as did I, thought the monk, and yet, she could not rid herself of the sensual. Her need for touch was too great, too tremendous to put her in a nunnery, where she told me she would wilt and die. She knew herself well enough to know that all of her creativity flowed from touch and living amongst virtuous people. She could not rip herself from the
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