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She told me nothing, yet I understood everything.

Alphonse Ratisbonne

All things are filled with day, even the night.

Victor Hugo






18 July 1830

The convent is silent. No rustling habit stirs the hallways. The nuns in their cornettes have forsaken the cloisters and the galleries. As they do every evening after Compline, the Daughters of Charity have retreated to their dormitory without a word; for silence, too, is prayer. The windows are open. The air is still warm. Out in the gardens, an owl stirs on its lofty branch and looks about for rodents. A distant echo of hooves serves as a reminder that the town is just outside the convent walls; landaus clatter along the Rue du Bac, drawn by horses that trot past the Mother House. Not a breath of wind cools the July night. Suddenly, from deep within the convent, there comes a clamour as the steeple bell tolls eleven o’clock. The chapel bell marks the rhythm of a time that does not belong solely to the profane. The sombre note echoes through the dormitory, hangs in the air, yet does not make the beds stir: the bodies lying beneath the sheets sleep on. Nothing will wake them. The order teaches the sisters not to allow themselves to be distracted by worldly things.

‘Sister Labouré!’

Catherine, a young novitiate, opens her eyes and peers out through the white curtains that surround her bed. There is no one. She listens intently to the hushed dormitory. A few faint coughs. The drone of regular breathing. No one called out her name; she has mistaken her dream for wakefulness. She pulls the sheet around her shoulders and closes her eyes once more. Ever since she entered the Convent of the Daughters of Charity, she has had no trouble falling asleep, drifting off with the serenity of those embarking on their apostolic life.

‘Sister Labouré!’

She sits bolt upright, holds her breath. This time she knows she heard a voice call out her name. Soundlessly, she leans forward to part the drapes that curtain off her bed. Her hand freezes in mid-air. A young boy is standing there, calmly staring at her, as though this is normal, as though his presence here in the sisters’ dormitory at this late hour is unremarkable. The motionless novice studies the boy waiting by the foot of her bed; this child is Light.

‘Sister Labouré, come to the chapel; the Blessed Virgin is waiting for you.’

All around, the bedsheets are still and silent; she alone has been woken by this boy. Without questioning the child’s words, Sister Catherine glances towards the door: the old wood creaks the moment it is pushed, a disagreeable sound that hinders all attempts at discretion. It would be unwise for her to leave the dormitory; she would surely wake the others. Hearing her thoughts, the boy smiles.

‘Have no fear, they are all asleep. Come.’

Then, without waiting, he turns on his heel and walks away. Sister Catherine jumps out of bed, hurriedly pulls on her habit; not for a moment does she yield to doubt, since there is no merit in doubting the miraculous. She puts her wimple over her hair and slips out of the dormitory.

Outside, the night seems startlingly bright. Every star that spangles the cloudless sky is as visible as it would be in the heart of the countryside, the waning moon silvering the rooftops of Paris. The blue glow that streams through the windows disperses the shadows of the hallway. Without pausing to marvel at the night, Sister Catherine moves through the convent, her footsteps feverish. The slightest sound causes her to catch her breath and peer into the gloom; at any moment, she might be surprised by the nuns who take over the watch at midnight. On her left, the boy walks on serenely, knowing they will encounter no one, confident that his halo will ward off all things contrary to his will. His whole body, from his curly locks to his bare feet, is enveloped in a soft glow, and Sister Catherine refrains from wondering about its source. Truth be told, she does not question anything: this is the surest way to remain calm.

At the foot of the stairs, the chapel is closed. Without slowing his gait, the boy touches the door with one finger, and it opens. When she reaches the threshold, the young novice stops, frozen; the tiny chapel is illuminated by hundreds of candles. A vigil. She has forgotten. She will have missed the opening liturgy, and her tardy arrival will disturb the silent prayer. Such carelessness will surely warrant a sanction from the Mother Superior. She glances around the nave, looking for novitiates at prayer. But the pews are empty. The altar is deserted. From the doorway to the chancel, the chapel flickers with countless flames, but there is not a living soul within. Sister Catherine sees that the boy is standing next to the sanctuary, waiting for her. She moves to join him. The floorboards creak beneath her feet. The chapel is spartan, devoid of all embellishment; only the sisters of the Mother House worship here.

Tonight, as she steps into the chantry, she once again remembers the dream that first called her to the faith some years ago, when she was still a laywoman: on that night, a face appeared to her, the face of an old man wearing a black skullcap, a white collar highlighting his wrinkled face, his warm and selfless smile. ‘One day, you will be happy to come to me. Almighty God has great plans for you.’ Shortly afterwards, she happened upon a portrait of Saint Vincent de Paul and recognized the face, the black skullcap, those eyes devoid of pride or scorn: the priest of whom she had dreamed was the founder of the Company of the Daughters of Charity. Dreams were never anything other than encounters.

As she reaches the foot of the altar, Sister Catherine looks around and, seeing the child, hopes that he will say something – yet like the statues, he utters not a word but simply contemplates the empty nave. Not knowing what to do, Sister Catherine kneels before the altar. She listens. The groan of the ancient wooden balconies. The crackle of an altar candle as it slowly gutters out. The whisper of a draught beneath the door. Suddenly, the bell tolls, a rumbling that fills the chapel like a thunderclap. Twelve peals announcing midnight. The last echo fades, and once again the night is silent. The novice counts the minutes. Her eyelids droop only to flick open again. Her body wavers, tips forward, rights itself in a struggle against weariness that seems lost before it has begun. Her eyelids close once more. She is about to yield to the night when, close by, she hears the boy whisper:

‘The Blessed Virgin is at hand.’

Sister Catherine feels herself stiffen. Her clasped hands fly to her chest. Her breath is suspended. From behind her, a swishing sound. A mantle. Unmistakably the rustle of fabric drawing nearer. Sister Catherine presses her hands more tightly to her bosom; she can feel a presence next to her: here, on the altar steps, a silken flash of a white unlike any she has ever seen, whiter than a snow-shrouded winter landscape or the marble interior of some fine lady’s dressing room, a white that seems incongruous here on earth – and this immaculate silk is covered by a mantle of blue, yet this is not the blue of sea or sky, but an azure that summons another world, something that she has been striving towards ever since she postulated with the Daughters of Charity.

Having ascended the altar steps, the figure sits upon a velvet chair.

‘Behold the Blessed Virgin.’

The child’s voice provokes no reaction. Surely, the Queen of Heaven could not arrive in such a simple fashion, as if she were just one of the nuns from the convent, sitting down on this dusty, threadbare chair amid the tremulous glow of candles. Sister Catherine studies the stranger’s face, vainly searching for some feature, some sign by which she might recognize the figure to whom she has prayed since her childhood. Her bewilderment seems to vex the child, who takes a step closer to the chancel and, in a voice that is no longer a boy’s but the grave, commanding tone of a man, proclaims:

‘Behold the Blessed Virgin.’

The booming echo shakes the novice. Suddenly, as though until this moment she has been blinkered by her own fear, she sees. The face beneath the diaphanous veil. The halo that adorns the figure. The grace of her mere presence. She feels herself being thrust forward. Her legs, no longer numb with tiredness, propel her to the place where the noble figure sits enthroned. She feels her pulse pounding in her temples. Instinctively, she lays her hands on the hallowed knees, rests against this act of grace that has been granted her. She looks up into the smiling face bent over her.

She recognizes the vision now. The faithful always recognize her.




I



A HOLY SISTER




The present day

Gulls wheeled high above the old port. It was the last ferry of the day: already the skies over Roscoff had begun to grow dark. Winter was quick to sound the hour and summon people home. A traveller walked slowly along the quay towards the main road. The curve of a backpack above the shoulders, a hat shielding the face from the wind. The figure walked on, hands gripping the straps of the bag, past groups of children larking on the sand, peering into rock pools and pointing at the crabs’ legs and oyster shells left by the tide. Their grandparents had warned them, had reminded them that Man could not fall where he was born, for though the sea had once been his cradle, his home was now on dry land.

The traveller walked across to the bus stop, set the rucksack down next to the empty bench, arched his back and stretched, oblivious to the sound of approaching footsteps.

‘Do you have a light?’

The traveller turned. In front of him was a little woman of advancing years, wearing the blue habit of the Daughters of Charity. She raised her cigarette and, intuiting what he was thinking, she said:

‘Even we nuns have our vices.’

The traveller rummaged in his pockets and took out a lighter. Gripping her wimple to avoid it being whipped around by the wind, Sister Delphine lit her Gauloise, thanked the man, then walked over and leaned against the harbour wall. Above her, the scudding clouds were tinged a blazing pink that proclaimed the bitter cold of late winter. From her coat, Sister Delphine took a sheet of paper which she unfolded:

Delphine, my dear Sister in Christ,

I hope that by the time you receive this letter, your grief will have abated somewhat. All of us here at the Mother House are still mourning Sister Bernadette. In calling her to Himself, the Almighty must have felt that her mission here on earth was complete. It is this thought that consoles us.

I am pleased to inform you that soon you will have company in your lonely mission. One of our most devout sisters is going to join you on the first day of the winter holiday. Sister Anne Alice has been with us at the Mother House for more than twenty years, but her story goes back further still: at the tender age of thirteen, she came to our chapel to pray to the Blessed Virgin. In a way, this house has always been her home. I should perhaps point out that Sister Anne Alice has never ventured beyond the convent on the Rue du Bac, so this mission will be her first. It was she who insisted on going to work alongside you in Roscoff. Perhaps the call of the sea prevailed over humdrum city life! I feel she will be a great asset to our community and your mission.

I entrust her to your care, and I remember you both in my prayers.

Sister Françoise


In the distance, the headlights of an approaching bus shimmered on the wet road. It pulled up at the stop, the doors opened, and the first passengers alighted. Among them was a woman wearing a blue wimple. Sister Delphine tucked the letter back into her pocket and folded her hands in her lap.

‘Hear my prayer, oh Lord, please let her not be a prude or a prig.’

Tossing her cigarette butt to the ground, Sister Delphine straightened up and waved. The other nun eventually noticed her and, picking up her suitcase, left the gaggle of travellers. She did not seem unduly tired after the long journey from Paris: she walked briskly, keeping her eyes on the road, and had no trouble carrying her luggage. She was one of those figures people would notice, though she did not seek attention, still less seem to enjoy it.

‘Hello, I’m Sister Anne.’

She took Sister Delphine’s hand in hers. It was a warm, affectionate gesture. A few crow’s feet lined the corners of pale green eyes that were gentle yet perceptive, inspiring trust and affection. Her veil neatly framed her perfectly proportioned features, but for an unruly lock of chestnut hair that fell across her forehead. Looking at her, one scarcely noticed the dark blue material that symbolized her faith, the white collar that signified a life of self-abnegation, the formless shift that marked her out as one committed to the service of the poor: Sister Anne wore her habit as if it were a second skin.

‘I was much saddened to hear about Sister Bernadette.’

Few things saddened Sister Delphine less than her recent bereavement, the dearly departed having been the most sanctimonious madam she had had to put up with for the past two years. She casually crushed the smouldering cigarette with her shoe.

‘Oh, I have shed many a tear. Shall we go?’

She turned on her heel and headed towards the historic centre of the town. The dark granite facades of the buildings were dotted with strange figures: an angel carved above a wooden door; a saint perched on the corner of an alleyway; gargoyles, shipwrights and dragons peering down from the rooftops of this ancient port where pirates and corsairs had once plied their trade, a city frozen in time for five hundred years that only seemed to rouse itself now that night was drawing in.

As they came to the crossroads, Sister Delphine pointed to a squat ancient building with a small clock tower.

‘That’s the old chapel dedicated to Saint Anne. You’ll see her name everywhere here. Bretons are very attached to their patron saint.’

Glancing over her shoulder, Sister Delphine saw that no one was following her. She was completely alone.

Sister Anne had walked across to the quay and was gazing out at the ancient harbour, her suitcase at her feet. Her eyes scanned the jetty, searching among the moored boats for the vision Sister Rose had foretold a fortnight earlier. One morning, shortly after Lauds, as the other Daughters of Charity were silently making their way to the refectory, Sister Anne was lagging behind, still lulled by the dawn prayers, when a gnarled hand gripped her arm: ‘It came to me in a dream last night – you’ll witness an apparition of the Blessed Virgin in Brittany.’ Turning, she had seen Sister Rose smiling at her, as she always did when night presented her with intimations of the future; as she always did when time proved her predictions to be correct. In her hoarse, gravelly voice, she whispered: ‘I saw it as clearly as I see you standing here.’ When they reached the refectory, the two women fell silent and did not speak of the matter again. Three days passed. Then news of a death in one of the provincial communities had reached the convent: Sister Bernadette had been called to God, leaving only one holy sister, who could not cope alone. A volunteer was urgently needed. The community in question was in Brittany, at the northern tip of Finistère.

‘Sister Anne.’

Looking round, she saw Sister Delphine – teeth chattering and visibly annoyed – beckoning her to follow, so she headed back along the quay. Great looming clouds, coal-black and threatening a storm, now blanketed the harbour and the granite city. It came to me in a dream last night – you’ll witness an apparition of the Blessed Virgin in Brittany. Clutching her suitcase, Sister Anne glanced back at the harbour one last time, as though the promised vision might appear at any moment. I saw it as clearly as I see you standing here. A soft roar cleaved the darkness; a pleasure cruiser coming in to moor alongside the jetty. Dozens of white shapes bobbed and dipped in the harbour, a ballet of ghosts upon the dark waters. The cruiser cut its engine and became one more phantom among a host of others. Night called all things back to land, and all respected its law.

Reluctant to keep the other nun waiting, Sister Anne hurried back up the quay under the glow of the streetlamps.




‘Do you have any plans for the holidays?’

His mother plunged a plate into the sink and scrubbed at it with a dish sponge. Next to her, drying the glass she had just handed him, Hugo gave an amused smile.

‘I haven’t signed up to a gym, if that’s what you’re wondering.’

‘It would do you good to take a little physical exercise. There’s the football club in Saint-Pol-de-Léon. Or you could play basketball.’

She took the plate from the water, rinsed it under the hot tap. Plumes of steam rose, leaving a mist of condensation on the tiles; outside the window, the winding island paths merged in the darkness.

‘Well, if you don’t want to go running around after a leather ball, why not take up a martial art? Judo, maybe? That’s something you might enjoy.’

Glancing over her shoulder, she was unsurprised to see her son’s sardonic smile. Dimples creased his chubby cheeks. The dark peach fuzz that shadowed his upper lip did little to change his boyish features. Some days earlier, Hugo had turned sixteen; he seemed to be coasting through his adolescence, without any need to challenge authority – or resort to the cliché of teenage rebellion – to find his identity. Some rebels found their cause in books.

‘Any sport, it doesn’t matter. It would make your father happy.’

The phone ringing in the next room startled her: she was not expecting a call for at least two days. Hurriedly, she turned off the taps, handed the wet plate to her son, and struggled to remove the rubber gloves as she heard her husband calling out from the living room:

‘It’s Mathias on the phone!’

‘Coming.’

Hugo dried the plate, indifferent to the flurry of excitement created by these phone calls: since leaving home, his elder brother had managed to turn his absence into a virtue.

His mother tossed the gloves into the sink.

‘Can you finish up without me?’

Hugo nodded tolerantly. His mother stepped over and ran her fingers through the thick dark hair that was so like her own.

‘Just make an effort, Hugo. It might bring the two of you closer.’

She turned and left the kitchen. The room was silent. Hugo opened the cupboard door and stacked the plate on top of the others. He had sometimes wondered whether his brother did it on purpose; whether he deliberately telephoned just after dinner so that Hugo would be forced to do the dishes by himself, a reminder that he could wind his little brother up, even from a different continent. He instantly regretted the thought; he was pitted against his brother too often by other people to want to do it himself. The window was covered with thick condensation. He reached out, wiped the glass and stared at the darkness shrouding the coast: there were no clouds now, and stars blazed in the night. A smile lit up his face and he quickly
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Footnotes

I: A HOLY SISTER

fn1 A caravel is a type of ship.


fn2 Breton word for a ballad or a lament.

III: A MIRACLE

fn1 A drink like mead, common in Brittany.

fn2 Ankou is a servant of death in Breton, Cornish and Norman French folklore.

fn3 A Breton folk instrument like a shawm or oboe.
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