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The groan, long and loud, startled Sister Margaret. She kept her eyes resolutely closed, fingers firmly gripping the third bead of the second decade of the Rosary. But as she continued to recite the Hail Mary, her mind wondered about the sound. 

Where had it come from? What was it? The creaking of a window as the summer breeze pushed it open? Or the ancient wooden chapel door scraping against the cold stone floor as someone entered the chapel? 

But no corresponding footsteps sounded on the floor, even though Sister Margaret strained her ears to the utmost. She listened intently for the sound of a kneeler being pulled down and the weight of a body shifting as it eased itself onto the hard wooden bench.

Nothing. She was still alone in the chapel.

No sooner had that realization come, when the groan sounded again. Louder and longer. More like a moan.

Sister Margaret was on the seventh bead of the second decade now. Her lips moved silently, reciting the well-remembered words of prayer. But her mind was on the awful sound she’d heard.

Thus had poor Jacques Allard, the old painter, groaned as he gave up the ghost. A loud, long cry that seemed to have been wrenched from his tired lungs. His watery blue eyes had widened, gaping as his head lifted up from its pillow and then sank back down again.

He had not seemed at peace, poor man, Sister Margaret thought. And yet, as far as she knew, few people had led a more blameless life than old Jacques. Until he took sick, he had never missed a Mass. And he had spent long hours in Adoration, gazing at the Monstrance with deep devotion from his kneeler.

Sister Margaret was about to move on to the Glory Be when an icy finger seemed to brush lightly against her ear.

She shuddered, barely stifling a scream. Holy Mary, Mother of God, what was that?

An instant later, a hand came to rest on her shoulder, its weight palpable through the thick folds of her habit. It too was icy. 

Sister Margaret tried to scream, but the sound caught in her throat. It took an effort of will to open her eyes and an even greater effort to turn to her left, where she could still feel the weight of the ghostly hand upon her body. 

The vast stone interior of the chapel stretched cool and dim before her eyes, completely devoid of any creatures other than herself. 

Yet the weight of the mysterious hand remained on her shoulder.

“Sister Margaret?” The childish voice was accompanied by a long shaft of light as the chapel door creaked open. “Sister Margaret! It is I, Michel.”

“Michelet!” Sister Margaret sighed in relief as her gaze fell on the child, a tow-haired boy of eight. “Come in, child.” She beckoned him in.

The boy tripped forward, genuflected lightly, and joined her on the kneeler.

Sister Margaret put an affectionate arm around his thin shoulders. “What ails you, Michelet?” He looked terror-stricken. “Did you forget your chores again?”

Michel, an orphan boy the Bishop had temporarily entrusted to the Poor Clares until a more suitable accommodation could be found, was to assist the novices in their daily duties: sweeping the guest rooms; peeling turnips and potatoes; gathering firewood, and the like.

The boy liked to daydream and more often than not forgot his chores while he dreamed of knights and adventures. For this negligence, old Sister Agathe read him many stern admonitions; her rebukes and her grim descriptions of hell and purgatory and the suffering souls who found themselves there frequently reducing the poor orphan to tears.

Michel shook his head.

“No, but . . .” He faltered, lips trembling. 

Sister Margaret squeezed his shoulder encouragingly. “But what, child?”

“I cannot do them on my own.” His lips trembled again. “It’s not that the work is hard. It’s just that . . .”

“Yes?” Sister Margaret gazed kindly at the child as his voice trailed off.

Michel swallowed. “It’s just that—”

The groan Sister Margaret had heard twice earlier erupted near their pew again.

With a frightened squeak, Michel threw his arms around Sister Margaret.

“There’s a ghost in Old Jacques Allard’s room, Sister Margaret. I ran away from it. But it’s followed me here.”
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“It must be the water gurgling through the pipes,” Sister Margaret reassured Michel. Behind the wooden panels, narrow bronze pipes climbed up the brick walls, carrying water to the latrines on either side of the hall above. 

Clay pipes fed the vast marble and jasper fountain in the sacristy as well. And heaven alone knew what other pipes the wooden panels and stone floors concealed. 

But an hour later when Bernard, the middle-aged cloister steward, had diligently examined every clay and bronze pipe, including the ones that carried water from the nearby stream to the cisterns in the cellar below, the courtyard fountain, and the baptismal font, the source of the mysterious groaning had still not been found. 

Bernard had even checked the roof rafters for good measure. 

“Mayhap, a bird has built its nest there. Or God forbid, we should have a hive of bees or even wasps.”

But these nuisances were fortunately absent as well. 

“Then, Michelet,” declared Sister Margaret briskly when Bernard had communicated this news to them, “it must have been our imaginations playing tricks on us. 

“So it must have been,” Bernard confirmed as Michel directed his doubtful gaze first at her, then at the middle-aged steward. It was true the howling moan had not sounded as long as the steward had been with them. 

Nevertheless, Sister Margaret’s mind was already gravitating toward a different explanation. Indeed, a suspicion of it had entered her mind when they’d first heard the groan. 

But it was a matter to be discussed with the Prioress. No point troubling the poor child’s head with it, she thought, gazing thoughtfully at the boy. He’s frightened enough. 

She took him by the hand. 

“Come, Michelet. We must make ready Jacques’s room. By tomorrow afternoon, it will be Madame Montagnard’s. She means to dwell with us for a while, you know.”

The young nun tugged on the boy’s hand, ready to march him forward, but he drew back.

“And the ghost?” He objected, his lip trembling.

“I would rather encounter a ghost than face Sister Agathe’s fury if the room is not prepared,” the nun replied matter-of-factly. 

Michel’s eyes widened as he assented with a quick nod. A ghostly moaning was nothing compared to Sister Agathe’s scoldings.

***

In Jacques’s room, Sister Margaret kept her eye open for anything untoward as she and Michel hastily swept the floor, polished the window panes, and spread fresh linen on the bed. 

They had just finished plumping up the goose feather pillows when a prolonged, rumbling moan resounded through the room. Michel squeaked and Sister Margaret felt her heart jump momentarily within her. 

She recovered herself quickly enough, however. 

“It’s the ghost,” Michel squealed. “No, it’s not,” Sister Margaret said firmly. 

She listened intently. Now, where had the noise come from?

From the closet, as best she could tell. Was there an animal trapped within? 

Determined to put an end to the nonsense once and for all, she marched to the closet and pulled open the doors. 

The dim interior was empty save for an old chest resting on the wooden floor. Jacques’s chest. 

Sister Margaret frowned. Why hadn’t Bernard’s daughters removed it when they’d cleared the closet of the old painter’s belongings? She bent down, tugging on the brass handles. But the chest was unaccountably heavy and no amount of effort could persuade it to budge.

She pursed her lips, annoyed. Bernard or one of his sons would have to be called in to drag the old, dust-covered thing out. Why hadn’t Martha and Elyna sought their help? 

Sister Margaret’s gaze swept the space, growing increasingly more irritated. Cobwebs hung near the rafters and dust motes seemed to be suspended in the air, illuminated by the shafts of light that penetrated the closet from the window on the wall behind her. 

What had Bernard’s daughters been doing? Weren’t they supposed to be dusting the closet and clearing it of all traces of its previous occupant?

A disapproving clucking beside her alerted her to Sister Agathe’s presence. The elderly nun shook her head. 

“Martha and Elyna grow more slothful by the day. I will have Bernard send them in again. Everything must be ready for Madame Montagnard. She’s a sensitive soul. Recoils from the slightest trace of dust and easily scared by the slightest sound.”

“Then this room won’t do for her.” 

The words were out of Sister Margaret’s mouth before she could recall them. 

“We have none other, Sister Margaret,” the older nun immediately retorted, staring sharply at her.

The young nun winced. 

She had intended to bring the matter up privately before the Prioress. Instead she’d blurted out her thoughts unthinkingly, and here was Sister Agathe staring at her as though suspecting her of insubordination.

“I—er—only meant that the recent death in this very room might . . .” Aware of Michel’s pale features and wide staring eyes upon her and unwilling to encourage further thoughts of ghosts, Sister Margaret was hesitantly stammering out the explanation when Sister Agathe interrupted.

“Might discompose one so sensitive as Madame Montagnard?”

Sister Margaret nodded, scarcely daring to breathe. 

“You’re right, we should bring this matter to the Prioress,” Sister Agathe decided. “Michel, fetch Martha and Elyna. They are to remove the chest and dust the closet. Thoroughly this time, you hear?”
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That night Sister Margaret kept a lone vigil in Jacques Allard’s room. Her eyes were fixed on the closet, alert for the slightest sign of . . .? She knew not what exactly. 

A poor soul in need of prayer, that much was certain. But how such a one would reveal itself to her other than through the awful groans they’d been treated to earlier in the day, she knew not. 

It was to prevent just such an unceasing noise that Sister Agathe had resolved they should keep the closet door open. Every time they’d tried to close it, the noise had started, louder than ever before. 

“If our prayers—and yours, Sister Margaret—don’t set his soul at rest, I know not what will. Best keep the closet door open rather than raise undue alarm.”

Martha and Elyna—Bernard’s daughters—had already threatened to leave. In Sister Margaret’s presence they’d dusted the cobwebs and swept the dust away from the closet—for a second time as they’d grumblingly informed her—only to have the selfsame cobwebs and dust motes reappear an hour later. 

“It’s a ghost, is what it is,” Elyna had said while Martha nodded knowingly.

“What else could it be?” Martha chimed in. “Unless it be a demon.”

Poor Michel had yelped in terror at the thought of demons in the convent and clung to Sister Margaret’s side. 

“Hush! No demons dare invade our convent,” Sister Agathe insisted. “It’s
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