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What but a soul could have the wit
To build me up for sin so fit?
So architects do square and hew
Green trees that in the forest grew.

—ANDREW MARVELL,
 A Dialogue Between the Soul and Body

When such as I cast out remorse
So great a sweetness flows into the breast
We must laugh and we must sing,
We are blest by everything,
Everything we look upon is blest.

—W. B. YEATS,
 A Dialogue of Self and Soul
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1

When Blanche Melanson upset a dish of crab-apple jelly on Mother Superior’s pristine white tablecloth, Sister Agatha proclaimed it a sign. A sign of what, she did not care to say. But she was not pressed on this point, for of all those present in the convent dining room that December noon, only Felice Belliveau paid attention to the content as well as the form of Sister Agatha’s outburst.

All the others seated at the three circular tables looked outraged or amused, according to their general dispositions, when, after Sister Theodota’s reprimand of Blanche (which stained that girl’s pasty cheeks as red as the pickled beets upon her plate), Sister Agatha stood and, with her finger trembling like the gelatinous mass she pointed toward, cried, “A sign, Sisters, a sign.”

“Ridiculous,” Sister Theodota countered, with a volume that carried to the head table at the far end of the room. Mother Superior rose halfway from her chair and looked sternly toward the offender, while beside her the Abbé Sosonier, who appeared, seated amongst the black-frocked females, like a fly serenely caught in molasses, attended to his fish and potatoes as though nothing were amiss. The Doucette twins, dining at Mother Superior’s table by virtue of the pink good-conduct ribbons pinned to their collars, smirked. At Sister Agatha’s table Sister Claire looked worried, Sister Theodota’s brow lowered as threateningly as the Nova Scotia sky before a winter storm, the irrepressible Celeste Rouget giggled, and the novice Evangeline crossed herself. But no less than an hour later, when the young ladies worked at their needlepoint in the parlor and the nuns knelt in the chapel, most members of L’Académie du Sacré Sang had doubtless forgotten the particulars in the sequence of events that climaxed with Sister Agatha being unceremoniously hustled from the dining hall up to her room.

But not Felice. Permanently stored in her memory was the image of the aged nun rising from her place just across the table, pointing at the offending glob of jelly (had she raised her finger just six inches she would have pointed straight at Felice’s heart), and moistening her lips with a tongue that seemed too large for her mouth. Recalling the moment later, it seemed to Felice that she had sensed, an instant before Sister Agatha spoke, what the words would be. “A sign, Sisters, a sign”: Felice, months afterward, would imagine her lips moving in silent unison as Sister Agatha uttered that prophecy. And all her life Felice would remember the moment just after, when Sister Agatha’s eyes, wobbling and magnified behind thick spectacles, found her own face, focused and fixed there, the nun and the girl held together for one long, breath-holding instant before Sister Agatha was rudely jerked down.

Felice had always been attentive, even before her Uncle Adolphe had deposited her at the convent school on the western coast of Nova Scotia about a year ago. But in this harsh and unfamiliar climate—the dank halls, the classrooms so cavernous as to swallow up her timid, reciting voice, the dormitory, where she lay looking up into the dark, willing back tears—here Felice’s powers of observation were greatly heightened. Conversation, glances, the inclination of a head or hand, the juxtaposition of objects in a room, the shapes of clouds gathering above the bay, the language of the waves that spanked the cove just below the cliff—everything she saw and heard, and even that which she tasted, smelled, and sensed—everything Felice collected as evidence. As evidence of what, she had no clear notion; the collection was itself random but thorough, impressions stored up in much the same way Mother Superior saved bits of string, scraps of cloth, candle-ends, material that might be useful later.

Yet it was not only this general penchant for close observation that caused Felice to notice and to mull over all particulars of Sister Agatha’s behavior. Much of the attraction lay in Sister Agatha herself, whom Felice had watched from across the table three times a day (except on fast days, when she watched her in the chapel, or on the days of Sister Agatha’s illness, when the girl tiptoed up to her cell and asked if she could be of service); it was Sister Agatha, her sad and powerful and mysterious presence, who was particularly compelling to Felice.

When eating, Sister Agatha sat poised like a bird of prey, her attention fixed on the dark pottery plate, bowl, and cup below her with such an intensity as to seem vengeful. Once upon a time, the kitchenmaid Soukie told Felice, Sister Agatha had eaten from Mother Superior’s prized Haviland china like everyone else; when she began to mistake the roses patterned on the plates for morsels of food, Mother Superior had ordered the black dishes for her. Stark against the white cloth, these dishes were now the only objects on the table her eyes could distinguish in the gray flicker of her visual world. All the more wonder, Felice thought, that Sister Agatha had pointed exactly at the jelly; but then, as the nun had often warned her students before her forced retirement, her ears had eyes, and, as she had once confided to Felice, her bridegroom Jesus sometimes caused her to see everything suddenly illuminated in one great glorious burst of light.

Sister Agatha had been at the convent forty years, long enough for a body of legend to accumulate about her. Felice spent a good deal of time trying to reconcile the extant version of Sister Agatha’s younger self—lovely, bright-eyed, and intractable—with the decrepit figure she had become. When as a young woman Sister Agatha (the former Catherine Comeau Starr) had come to the convent from Cape Breton—leaving behind, it was said, a broken-hearted privateer who wanted to take her back to his native Barbados—she had painted, in rich tones of sienna, gold, and scarlet, the stations of the cross in the outer chapel and the frescoes on the walls of the classrooms and halls. It was said that she had done the first painting (sinuous figures in a lush Eden) on the wall of her own cell without prelude, without permission, just after taking the veil. Some years later she had transformed the second-floor corridor with a painting of the martyrdom of Saint Agatha, the virgin’s breasts being borne away on a huge platter by Roman soldiers while Agatha hid her loss beneath her arms and her doubled-over torso. It was one of the school’s stories—slightly revised by each generation of students—that Sister Agatha’s own breasts had been torn from her chest with hot tongs by the priest who had discovered her first painting. Felice’s contribution to the legend was that her persecutor had been the Abbé Gerard Sosonier, though that mild-mannered man would have been but a child during Sister Agatha’s early, troubled conventical years.

Though most of the girls chose to see Sister Agatha as comic, Felice perceived her as unutterably forlorn, mistreated, abandoned. The wrinkles in her almond-shaped face all pointed down, except when one of the gleeful smiles Felice watched for illuminated her face. In contrast to the other nuns’ lips, which seemed uniformly trained in tight lines, Sister Agatha’s mouth often worked like a child’s about to cry. Even her black habit looked abject. Her skirt and veil were not starched, as were those of the other sisters, but lay wilted on her thin frame, and did nothing to disguise the slight hump of her back nor the protuberance of her belly. The glazed bonnet of the order, looking on the other nuns like cheerfully burnt pastries, was in Sister Agatha’s case green-tinged and misshapen with age. The rosary that hung from her waist was of wide-spaced, silent urine-colored beads. The other sisters had rosaries of silver that looked, as they clicked busily down the halls or across the grounds, like glinting crossed knives in the depths of their dark skirts.

Felice had been in Sister Agatha’s Latin and English literature classes last spring, the nun’s final term of teaching. Sister Agatha’s favorite textbook authors were Catullus, Herrick, Marvell, and Donne, but she also liked to quote the recently published Gerard Manley Hopkins; he was, she told Felice (whom she had chosen to read the verse aloud to her after classes), her spiritual brother.

Mother Superior was said to disapprove of the students’ being exposed to modern poetry; she was also displeased that Caesar and the Gallic wars, supposed to occupy a major place in the Latin curriculum, had been almost entirely supplanted by the love poems of Catullus. And although she was, in general, a supporter of Sister Agatha, Mother Superior did not particularly admire the evolution of the nun’s teaching style, which had come to consist almost entirely of student and teacher recitations. Mother Superior offered to mark written tests for her, but Sister Agatha clung to the oral examinations in which the girls were asked to name their favorites of a given group of poems or poets, the highest marks going to those students whose tastes matched her own. Good marks on final exams, therefore, were easy to come by, but the recitations—also part of the cumulative grade—were more difficult. Sometimes the girls had been tempted to refer to a surreptitiously opened text to help them through, but this was done only in the most extreme emergencies, for it was felt that Sister Agatha—even though she did not say so—somehow knew of these transgressions. Sister Agatha could not only recite each poem word for word, but her hands could find, almost miraculously, it seemed, where each lay in the book. But often she had left the book, and her desk, to recite an impassioned verse while swaying about the platform, so that the suspense of whether she would step too far engrossed the students at the expense of Catullus or Marvell. The image of Sister Agatha at the brink of the platform was inextricably bound with Felice’s memory of the love poems, and the plaintive, hypnotic voice in which they were recited.

Last May Mother Superior had informed Sister Agatha that it was time for her to retire from teaching. In protest, the aging nun had risen during the next day’s mass and stood cruciform before the statue of the Virgin Mary. The spectacle of Sister Agatha trembling before them, her arms outstretched as though in penance, caused such rustlings in the sisters’ pews and commotion in the girls’ section—where Felice was one of the very few not to giggle—that it had been necessary to escort the nun out. Soon thereafter she had initiated her practice of spontaneous speeches during meals, a situation that, Sister Theodota had been heard to observe, simply could not much longer be tolerated.

One day near the end of the term, Felice had been drawn aside by Sister Agatha in the hall and bestowed with the title of “My favorite student, in all these many years.” Not long after, when Felice had carried a bowl of gruel to Sister Agatha in her cell, where she was enduring the monthly illness that had abruptly resumed on the day of her retirement (and which condition was not only a sham but likely to disgrace them all, most of the sisters agreed), the nun whispered, “O child, hold this secret: I am not unclean, it is only from my hands that I bleed, only from my hands.” And she lifted the hands, pale and trembling, toward heaven before lowering them and taking the girl’s hands into her own. “God gave me one last year of teaching,” she told Felice, “so that I might know you, and light your way.”

Each of the students at the convent had a particular favorite among the nuns, a paragon whose mannerisms and acts were carefully observed and then compared, in friendly rivalry, with those of the other girls’ ideals. In this sub rosa contest that continued year after year, Mother Superior, Sister Constance, and Sister Claire were perennial favorites. Mother Superior’s following had greatly increased since she had expressed the opinion—out in public, where even the Abbé could have heard her—that female suffrage, recently approved in Canada, was not only commendable but morally correct. Sister Constance, with her small oval face, her features as perfectly formed as those of a wedding-cake figure, and her short, square teeth perpetually framed by a smile, had long been the standard of female beauty at the convent, but was considered by the present generation of students to be a bit too sweet. Sister Claire, the good-natured music teacher, remained popular even as she aged; Felice, who was considered her best piano student, was officially the current leader of Sister Claire’s claque. But, privately, Felice had shifted her chief allegiance in recent months to Sister Agatha, who, other than her protégée Evangeline (lately become a novice, and therefore no longer considered a girl), had among the girls only detractors.

Thus it was not only because of her custom of attentiveness that Felice fixed every detail of that December luncheon so vividly in her memory. It was also as Sister Agatha’s self-appointed champion and protector that she memorized each utterance, gesture, and expression, and in this Felice herself displayed foresight; weeks and then months later she would be able to recapture this day for a circle of admiring friends, and to bask in the shared glory of Sister Agatha’s vision.

After Sister Agatha’s outburst, though all observers attempted to appear scrupulously disinterested, Felice sensed the congealing of tension in the room, a tension binding them all in an uneasy union. Felice noted how Sister Theodota’s left hand, the same one that had grasped Sister Agatha’s skirt and pulled her back down to her seat, lay for a moment upon the table, still fisted. She saw the glances exchanged among the nuns, and ceasing to eat, she watched Sister Agatha’s struggle against tears. As Sister Theodota made short work of the jelly cleanup—scooping it up in her napkin and setting the napkin at the edge of the table for Soukie—Felice observed the nun’s lips, pursed so severely that they nearly disappeared. At the same time Felice was also aware—as the other diners, preoccupied with the cleanup, were not—of the light dawning behind Sister Agatha’s face and gradually suffusing it, a light which caused her to lay down her fork and to lift her eyes toward the crucifix on the wall.

When Sister Agatha chanted, “Gloria in excelsis Deo,” Felice was expecting a speech; Sister Theodota, who was not, jumped, jabbing her fork into her lower lip.

“Lay out the waxed linen cloths, Sisters, my beatification is at hand.”

Sister Theodota glared at Sister Agatha, then said in a strangled, saccharine voice, “Yes, dear, we know.” Turning her face about the table like a searchlight, the nun focused on Blanche, who cringed, and then on Celeste. “Mademoiselle Rouget, I believe it is your turn to clear?”

Celeste rose, and with an ironical glance toward Felice, lifted the tureen of cod and potatoes and carried it toward the kitchen.

Felice carefully averted her eyes from Sister Agatha, who was smiling in her direction; though the smile was meant to be tragic, it was rendered pathetic by the nun’s traitorous upper lip, which retreated high on the shore of her gums, leaving a naked pink expanse above the tea-stained teeth. Felice looked instead at Celeste’s curly head, which bobbed up and down as she walked; her deportment was the despair of Sister Theodota, who periodically had the girls glide back and forth across the parlor floor, urging them to move “Like swans, Mademoiselles, like swans.” Celeste, Felice decided, looked more like a duck; her feet pointed out when she walked, and with the strain of carrying the heavy dish her elbows pointed out too, forming V’s at her sides.

Felice could see from the corner of her eye that Sister Agatha had begun to roll pellets of bread under the fingers of her right hand. When Celeste returned with dessert the nun crossed herself, leaving a bit of bread clinging to her forehead.

“Stewed apples again,” Sister Claire reported, peering into the dish Celeste set before her.

“Sisters!” Sister Agatha fairly shouted, causing a hush to fall across the room. “Jesus has given me his ring of betrothal…” She held out her hand as though to admire the ring, while bread crumbs snowed from between her fingers. “…all diamonds and pearls. My time of glory is nigh, Sisters.”

“Such amazing news,” Sister Theodota began, in her most acid voice.

“Sisters and girls,” Sister Claire interrupted, in a deliberately conversational tone, “did you know that we had a record harvest of Gravenstein apples in Nova Scotia last year? Isn’t that interesting? More than one million and a half bushels, I understand, and a quarter of that for export.”

Sister Theodota, who considered Sister Claire’s outlook altogether too worldly, made a great show of rearranging her rosary in her sucked-in lap before receiving the dessert dish.

“‘Is the shipwrack then a harvest?’” Sister Agatha intoned in English (which made most heads turn, as French, mother tongue of the Acadians, was ordinarily spoken at the convent). “‘Does tempest carry the grain for thee?’”

“Rubbish,” Sister Theodota said, and turned to look at Mother Superior, who was, at the moment, engaged in conversation with the Abbé.

“No,” Sister Agatha said, “not rubbish. Gerard Manley Hopkins, the great Jesuit poet.” Sister Agatha’s lips turned upward in a little triumphant smile, Celeste snickered, and Felice, as reader of the poems, felt included in this small victory.

“One day,” Sister Theodota warned, her voice so low and menacing that all the girls (but especially Blanche, already agog) shivered. “One day, Sister, you will go too far.”

“There is evil in this convent,” Sister Agatha hissed, turning her head toward Sister Theodota. “Evil, nursed here like the asp in Cleopatra’s bosom.”

“That’s it. You’ve gone too far.” Sister Theodota rose, pulling Sister Agatha upward with her, and cast another look toward Mother Superior, who stood, dabbing her lips with a napkin, and started toward them. Sister Claire and the novice Evangeline rose simultaneously, with twin looks of alarm, as though following stage directions.

“Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” Sister Theodota gave Sister Agatha’s shoulders a gratuitous shake as she arranged her in her grasp. “Making a scene before the young ladies!”

The young ladies at all three tables, Felice noticed, were not only attentive but positively delighted. No one but she, Felice thought, saw the pathos in the nun’s submissiveness, nor the grace in her outstretched, upcurved hand, the hand like that of a young and beautiful virgin martyr being led away to her bonfire.

That hand brushed Felice’s shoulder as Sister Agatha was led through the human corridor that had rapidly formed. And as Sister Agatha turned her head over her shoulder, struggling for a moment at the door against Sister Theodota’s and Mother Superior’s double grip, she called back, “Persecution! Glory! I have given up my bosoms for the glory of Jesus. The Micmac Indians came in the night to steal away my virginity but my bridegroom…” Here Sister Agatha flung her head away from Sister Theodota’s hand, which attempted to cover her mouth. “…my bridegroom allowed me to suffer this glorious sacrifice instead.”

Sister Agatha was pulled through the door and out of sight, but her cries of “Persecution! Glory!” could be heard echoing against the corridor walls and then, more faintly, in the stairwell.

“Quiet, ladies!” Sister Constance had positioned herself in the doorway, her chin raised as though to make herself appear taller than she really was. “Calm yourselves. Perhaps we could ask the Abbé for a prayer?”

The Abbé, who had remained seated, quietly studying the hem of his sleeve, flinched. But he rose smoothly, made a large sign of the cross over the girls and nuns—whose hands descended to their rosaries—and murmured soothingly in Latin. Another sign of the cross from him, and Sister Constance directed the girls to the parlor, “And with composure, Mademoiselles, if you please.”

Celeste’s fingers dug into Felice’s wrist as they exited. She held her just outside the door until Anne joined them and, drawing the three of them into a circle, whispered, “I heard something just awful about Sister Agatha—tell you later, after confession.” Then the three marched, arms linked, to the parlor; Felice, at the center, could feel the others’ suppressed mirth, giggles welling up like slow bubbles in a pot about to boil.

The girls entered the parlor, found their needlework baskets, and arranged themselves in their customary places on the brown-and-yellow–striped sofa. They sat in a circle with the other girls—nineteen altogether—with the dark-eyed, inscrutable novice Evangeline at one end, in a straight-backed chair. Evangeline began the reading, taking up at the third chapter of Brave Souls: True Tales of French Acadians in Exile, as the girls worked on separate squares of needlepoint that, stitched together, were to form the new parlor rug. Mother Superior hoped the project would be completed by the time of the Bishop’s visit next Easter.

Felice punched her needle through the cloth, but she did not really see the slow accretion of purple stitches that were extending the petal of an iris, nor did she hear—beyond a rhythmic rising and falling—the heroic story Evangeline was reading. She could think only of Sister Agatha. She imagined the nun in her cell, lying disappointedly uncanonized on the narrow bed, still wearing the black shoes neither Mother Superior nor Sister Theodota had thought to remove. Above her, the vibrantly fleshy Adam and Eve, lightly clad in diaphanous garments, would look out from the green paradise on the wall, their expressions not changed in the slightest since Sister Agatha painted them there some forty years before.

A tear rolled down Felice’s right cheek, the side away from Celeste, and fell into her needlework, soaking into the purple flower. She stared down at the rows of stitches, her fingers, the needle, holding herself still, for behind the dam of her held breath was a torrent of sadness. She was remembering her first day at the convent, when she had felt as isolated, and misunderstood, as Sister Agatha in the lonely confinement of her cell.

         

It had been nearly a year ago—December 8, 1920—that Felice had come to L’Académie du Sacré Sang. As Uncle Adolphe’s wagon reached the top of the rise at Nevette, she had her first view of the dark-stone, turreted convent building. It had seemed to Felice like a dungeon in a very bad dream, and she was sure that Mama would not—did not—want her to go there. At the thought of Mama looking sorrowfully down upon her dear little daughter, Felice felt rings of sobs rising from her stomach. “Quiet, Felice,” Uncle Adolphe had said through gritted teeth, as his nails bore into her arm. “Be a good girl.” He couldn’t whip her then, he said, but he promised to make up for it later if she didn’t behave herself. After a short tour of the convent building, Uncle Adolphe and her brother Philippe were gone, on their journey back up the rutted highway called the Chemin du Roi to Wolfville, where Philippe would attend the Acadia University and help in the shop. Felice was led by Sister Theodota into the small white chapel, where they had knelt before a statue of the Virgin Mary and said an interminable rosary in celebration of her safe arrival and the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. Having lost track of the prayers, Felice looked at the nun’s heavy profile, her closed eyes bulging behind their lids, and at the square, unfamiliar fingers counting the beads. Looking at her own small hands, Felice felt her chest begin to ache.

Later that afternoon, as soon as she could escape, Felice had run away from the convent and the nuns, whose skirts made a cold, windy sound when they walked, to the edge of the bay. She clambered over the low rock wall and scrambled heedlessly down the cliff and cried, leaning against a boulder at the end of the cove, her head against the unyielding rock, remembering the warm curve of her mama’s breast as she rocked Felice before the fire and read “La Belle au Bois Dormant” aloud, her voice vibrating against Felice’s ear. She remembered, with terrible longing, her papa busy at his desk with the leather-bound account books and the smell of cold as Philippe banged and clattered through the front door and chucked a log on the fire, making sparks fly out, while she watched from the circle of her mama’s arms.

The convent handyman, Jacques, had found her there on the rocks that night, she trapped by the long Bay of Fundy tide, and carried her up to the convent on his back, his lantern swinging a moon of light on the path before them. That night Felice sat in Mother Superior’s lap and wept against her black pleated bosom. Mother Superior had always been especially kind to her—Mother Superior’s heart bled for the unanchored souls of this world, which is why, it was said, she refused to have Sister Agatha sent to the sisters’ retirement home in Halifax—though sometimes, Felice had found, the superioress’ intentional acts of kindness left her feeling more lonely than ever. For instance, Mother Superior had Felice sit beside her at the teacher’s desk in history class during her first weeks at the convent school, a practice that increased Felice’s difficulty in making friends; it was only after she made a face back at Celeste Rouget, while Mother Superior was safely occupied at the board, that their friendship had begun. It had been—it cheered her to think of it now—a magnificently grotesque face, eyes crossed, tongue extended, as startling an expression as that on any of the gargoyles on the convent’s outer walls, and it had inspired appreciative laughter from the girls. When Mother Superior swiveled back, Felice’s face was as innocently blank as a freshly gessoed canvas, a transformation that aroused further laughter and admiration from her classmates, but no censure—beyond a faintly suspicious frown—from the superioress.

Mother Superior’s most recent kindness had been to arrange a Christmas holiday in Wolfville for Felice. When Felice, shifting from foot to foot, said, “Oh, but I’d rather stay here, or go home with Celeste,” Mother Superior looked confused and a shade disapproving. “But your uncle, your grandmother, your brother—don’t you want to see them? I know they would be terribly disappointed if you didn’t come.”

Felice had nodded, trying to smile, and, bobbing a curtsy, said, “Thank you, Ma Mère.” But she had been aware as she went down the hall, her footsteps painfully loud, that Mother Superior was watching her go and wondering, shaking her head.

What Felice could not tell Mother Superior, what she tried to barricade from her thoughts—and remembering them now, she pricked her finger with the needle and, unconscious of the tiny red stain spreading into the white patch of her needlework, sat gripping it tightly—were Uncle Adolphe’s whippings. Uncle Adolphe had whipped her for what she could not help, for crying about Mama and Papa. Sometimes she still woke in the night, crying after a bad dream; that was awful enough at the convent, when only fierce imaginings of Mama looking down kept the dark from swallowing her up. But it had been worse at Wolfville; when she cried there, Uncle Adolphe had switched her bare bottom, she bent over his lap, and then he rubbed her with slow, wintry hands. It was a part of her body that had never been exposed otherwise; at the convent, the rule was to bathe in underwear, reaching beneath to scrub, and to dress under a nightgown. Thinking of the rubbing made Felice’s stomach go queasy with fear and guilt; when Sister Theodota abruptly entered the room and announced, “Time for confession, Mademoiselles,” Felice jumped.

She looked down at her needlework and noticed with horror the red stain upon it. For a second—before she realized that her index finger was throbbing—its appearance seemed mystical. As Sister Theodota approached on her round of inspection Felice rolled her square tight and stuffed it into her basket, praying that the nun would not ask to see it. When Sister Theodota had passed, leaving her unscathed, Felice looked down at the offending finger and thought of Sister Agatha’s words: “A sign, Sisters, a sign.”

When the other girls filed out the door and turned left, on their way to the outer chapel, Felice’s feet took her in the opposite direction, toward Mother Superior’s office. She hardly thought what she was doing, even after her short knock on the door, Mother Superior’s response, and her breathless announcement, rushing in, “Mother Superior, I am going to be a nun.”

Mother Superior’s eyebrows angled above her spectacles. Her pen halted. “How came you to this decision, dear?”

Felice studied her shoes. Mother Superior didn’t really believe in her, never had. To gather courage, she thought of Sister Agatha; Sister Agatha’s plan for Felice was much grander than mere nunship. Sister Agatha had whispered one day in her cell that Jesus had singled out the convent for two canonizations. “I saw this truth in a dream. Mark my words, heed the signs.”

As a saint, she could join Mama in heaven; they could have tea together, just as they used to, but at a golden table. As a saint, she could work miracles; she could freeze Uncle Adolphe’s hands, as they reached greedily across the table for petits fours, into claws for everyone to see.

“Are you certain?” Mother Superior was saying. “God calls us individually to this rigorous vocation.” Mother Superior was all straight lines: the veil, the severe white edge of her cheek, the fingers, the pen. Felice looked beyond the superioress to her shelf of reference books: the brown leather Catholic Encyclopedia, the writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas, the many-volumed Lives of the Saints by Alban Butler.

“Yes,” Felice said stoutly. “I am certain. God has called me. And I want to stay here at Christmas to strengthen my soul. Someday,” she continued quickly before Mother Superior could interrupt, “I want to save my Uncle Adolphe. He is—I hate to say it, Ma Mère—not only an alcoholic, but an, an—atheist.”

“Really?” Mother Superior cast her such a personal and interested look that it gave Felice a pleasant bodily shock of warmth. She looked down at Mother Superior’s rug, at the blue and brown rings linked together like snakes. “How do you know he is an atheist, Felice?”

“When Mama and Papa died,” Felice said, lifting her eyes and looking squarely at Mother Superior, “he would not say the rosary with me and Philippe. And I have never seen him pray, Ma Mère,” her speaking voice rose to drown out the inner one which was reminding her that neither she nor Philippe had thought of saying the rosary either, that terrible day.

“You’ll have to change your ways.” Mother Superior’s intonation made her statement sound half question. “You’ll have to avoid the detrimental influence of girls like Celeste Rouget.”

“Yes, Ma Mère.” And before the nun could add further reservations, Felice said, “I’d better go to confession—don’t want to be late.”

But after Felice hurried down the hall, through the kitchen where she had left her cloak, and out the kitchen door (where Soukie, examining the sky and polishing the lip of a crockery bowl with a dishcloth, said dolefully, “Pleurisy weather, Mademoiselle”), she went first not to the chapel, but to the rock wall beyond the orchard.

Along the wall was a row of pollarded willows, gnarled by age and buffeting winds from the bay. The trees had been planted there, it was said, by the first group of Acadians to resettle the French coast of Nova Scotia after the British-imposed exile of 1755. The girls called them the Evangeline Trees after the Acadian heroine who had made her parting vow to Gabriel beneath the willow trees of Grand Pré.

Felice’s particular favorite among these trees, the last and largest in the row, filled the inner elbow of the wall. The tree had a large hollow into which Felice could look at the cracked and faded painting of Our Lady of the Willow, nailed there years ago by Sister Agatha. The Madonna’s downcast, forbidding gaze was appropriate, Felice thought, for a protectress.

After crossing herself before Our Lady, Felice swung from a low willow branch up to the wall, where she stood looking out at the Bay of Fundy. She gazed long at the water, forcing herself to take in the complete sight of it, as she often did, like a long draught of bitter medicine. The bay was so wide that she thought of it as infinite, and its fierce forty-foot tides as part of her earthly trial. At high tide, standing here, she could hear the waves boom into the rock cave at the foot of the cliff and then suck back out again. Presently, however, the tide was dead low and silent. This afternoon the water was flat and iron-colored, like the lid of a casket, except near the horizon, where the sun had begun to drop below the clouds, throwing upon the water a shallow, unconvincing sheen that looked like amateurishly applied silver plating.

Finally allowing herself to shiver, Felice drew the heavy woolen cape more tightly about her and, dropping to her knees, huddled by the willow. She thought for a moment of Mama weaving the soft material for her, the shuttle flying back and forth through the dark purple threads while Felice played with her doll, bending its knee joints to make it walk across the hearth.

Then she reached into the secret compartment deep inside the tree hollow—its inconspicuous opening was just inches from Our Lady’s right elbow—and drew out, one by one, her treasures. There was an iron fitting from a ship, a piece of sea-glazed green glass, various smooth cobbles that had caught her fancy, and her chief prize, a scrap of heavy red brocade she had found buried in the sand—this was cloth, she liked to think, from some lost lady’s dress. She fondled each object reverently, touched the brocade to her lips, and then replaced everything, in the usual order, back in the secret hole.

Felice stood up again and, leaning against the willow, looked out at the bay once more, staring at the half-wafer of sun poking down from the gray mat of clouds until it went out of focus because of the mist in her eyes. Then she jumped down, landing ankle-deep in snow, and ran—late, as usual—through the orchard to the outer chapel, the branches slapping at her face like little whips.
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Felice had been plunged into a new world on November 22, the Day of Saint Cecilia, for whom her mother was named. To the cruel irony of that coincidence, Felice later assigned various interpretations: evidence of her own sinfulness, heinous enough to warrant this punishment from God; an indication that her mother too was a saint, and taken straight up to heaven; a sign that Felice herself was to be a saint, and this her first real trial.

On the morning of that day, Felice had been snuggled deep under the eiderdown comforter, dreaming about a game she and Mama were playing with brightly colored bits of glass, when Seine jumped onto the bed and settled on her neck, purring loudly.

“Oh, Seine, how did you get in here? I was dreaming.” Felice shifted him to her chest and stroked his silky gray fur. His yellow eyes stared into hers, then closed half shut in delight. He purred and arched his back under her hand.

Seine was Grandmama’s cat, and her closest companion at Uncle Adolphe’s house. Philippe, four years older than she, was treating her with an older-brotherly scorn that had become more pronounced since their coming to Wolfville. He was forever going off to the Gaspereau River with the blacksmith’s son, who claimed there were monsters’ tracks frozen in stone there; when she tried to go along, Philippe was furious. “Go on back to Uncle’s house. Why can’t you make your own friends?” Once on the way back from the tutor’s house Philippe had pushed her and she’d fallen in a ditch and gotten her best skirt muddy. All because she just teased a little about that prissy Amy Eaton. She planned to tell Mama and Papa about how awful Philippe had been when they came back. Because she wasn’t in regular school it was hard to make friends. There was Prue, who lived on the corner in the yellow house that smelled funny; Grandmama made her spend some afternoons there, playing with silly Prue and her dolls. Where she wanted to go was to the Eaton girls’ house—Abigail was her age and had a pony—but Philippe didn’t like her to go there, and he was the only one who was formally invited.

“Felice?” Bette’s white-capped head appeared at the door. “I’ve been calling and calling you to breakfast. You’d better hurry—you know how your uncle is when you’re late. I gathered the eggs for you—now, get up.” And she disappeared, with a rustling of skirts.

Felice tossed Seine to the floor; he landed with a comfortingly solid sound. She looked in the wardrobe at the dresses hanging there. “Who wants to be worn today?” Felice asked out loud. At one end of the closet was a brown dress that she didn’t like; it seemed to cry out that she never wore it. “Oh, all right,” she said, “you’re dull, but you can’t help it, and you don’t have many buttons.”

There wasn’t time to replait her hair. She looked at her reflection in the oval mirror—the glass was so small she could not see all her face at once—and brushed the top of her head as best she could. She hated the color of her hair, plain brown; if only it were blond, or even red like the Eaton girls’. She studied her face, fitting together the whole from the partial sections she could see. It was an acceptable face: clear blue eyes (Papa said that’s where the stars stay in the daytime), a nose she thought must be Roman, and, thank goodness, a smooth skin. Suzanne Perin, her neighbor in Yarmouth, had begun to get great red bumps on her face.

“Fe-lice,” Bette called from the bottom of the stairs, “breakfast is getting colder and colder.”

Felice ran down the steps, skimming her hand along the banister. When Uncle Adolphe was in his shop and couldn’t see her, she sometimes slid down the long, gleaming curve. Once Grandmama had emerged from the hall shadows just as she slid into the newel post’s high carved pineapple. “Goodness, child, try to act civilized!” she had cried, but without heat.

In the dining room, Grandmama was sitting with her hands folded in her lap. She nodded her head as Felice entered. Philippe was staring at the ceiling. Uncle Adolphe sat in his padded armchair at the end of the table and drummed his fingers upon the mahogany. He glowered at Felice as she walked to her chair.

Elaborately silent, Uncle Adolphe broke open his muffin and applied a thin layer of marmalade to each half. Bette, rustling around the table, poured tea from the Limoges pot.

They ate their herring and eggs without conversation. The only sounds were Bette whistling in the kitchen and Grandmama’s juicy chewing noises.

Felice looked past Philippe, who made a face at her, to the naked cockatoo in its cage against the wall. It had pulled out all its feathers after the journey with them here on the train from Yarmouth. Its skin was mottled and raw.

“Grandmama, maybe Pip needs a wife,” Felice said.

“You had no business bringing that bird here in the first place,” Uncle Adolphe began. “Why you couldn’t leave it with neighbors is more than I can comprehend.”

“Maybe we’ll have a letter from your parents today,” Grandmama said quickly, looking at Felice and then at Philippe. “Wouldn’t that be grand?”

They both nodded, and Felice fell to thinking of the muff and fur-lined coat Mama had promised to bring her. They had been gone five days now—four days since leaving Felice and Philippe in Wolfville, and one day since boarding the ship in Yarmouth. Felice had marked off the days on one of Papa’s business calendars that read “Belliveau’s Marine Products, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia” at the bottom of each tear-off month. Papa often went to faraway places like New Brunswick and Paris on business, but this was the first time Felice could remember Mama being away from home. Papa had taken her on this trip to Boston so that she could consult a doctor, a specialist in female ailments. They should be home in three weeks; Felice could hardly wait. The plan was to take the train back down the coast week after next with Bette and have the house ready when they arrived.

“That’s that,” Uncle Adolphe said, rising from the table and taking his heavy gold watch from the small pocket of his waistcoat. “The shop will open late today,” he added, letting the full weight of his glare fall on Felice, “thanks to you, Mademoiselle Belliveau.” He picked his way across the Turkish carpet with high-kneed steps. If she could have been one of the Greek ladies in the wallpaper Felice would have laughed at him—he looked like a long-legged heron with a round stomach.

“You mustn’t mind him too much, Felice dear,” Grandmama said after Uncle Adolphe had disappeared from view and gone to the front of the house to the jewelry shop. “He doesn’t understand children—but he does care for you.” Grandmama blinked at her. “You know he cares for you, dear?” Grandmama had to have peace, Papa said, and he warned Mama of it before every visit—Mama was prone to disagree for the fun of it.

“Yes, Grandmama.”

“Well, you run along, then,” she said, mollified. “Don’t be late for Monsieur Langouste.”

         

When Felice and Philippe returned to the house at noon, Doctor McConnell was walking down the front steps, leaning on his gold-headed cane. They ran from the top of the hill, reaching him just as he had untied Carrot and was climbing into the buggy. The doctor looked down at them with rheumy eyes. He fumbled in his bag—it was stamped with his initials, in gold—for peppermint sticks.

“So you’ve not heard the news?” he asked, handing each of them a striped candy.

Felice and Philippe shook their heads no.

“Your grandmama has taken a spill and pulled her hip,” Doctor McConnell said. He paused. “She’ll be up and about in no time,” he added in a soft voice, but he shook his head sadly as he looked above their heads toward Cape Blomidon.

He jumped to the buggy seat, agile for such an old man, flicked the reins, and clattered down the street behind Carrot.

Felice and Philippe ran into the house and up the stairs to Grandmama’s room. Felice had her hand on the knob when Philippe grasped her arm, holding her back. “Listen,” he said.

Felice stopped the rushing in her head and inclined an ear toward the door. There was the sound of moaning, punctuated by the strident voices of Bette and Uncle Adolphe, who seemed to be disagreeing about something.

Uncle Adolphe opened the door suddenly and stormed out, colliding with Felice. She felt the rough wool of his waistcoat and the bulge of his watch beneath her cheek for a moment. He stood back, surveying them. His face twitched peculiarly.

“Come along, then, children,” he said, touching their shoulders and ushering them down the steps.

“I am not a child,” Philippe protested. “Charles Troop was working in the smithy when he was fourteen.”

“True, true,” Uncle Adolphe mumbled. He locked the front door to the house. Felice and Philippe watched openmouthed as he went into the shop, asked the Misses Pudsey to kindly return at a later time (he never turned away customers!), locked the door, and pulled the blind across it.

Then he pointed to his study behind the shop.

“You children go wait for me in there,” he said. “I want to talk with you.”

They walked through the shop, past the gold bracelets and watches gleaming on dark velvet inside the glass cases. Felice, her heart beating fast, wondered if Uncle Adolphe had discovered the missing cameo ring. He had a whole jar of them, and she hadn’t thought he’d notice the temporary absence of just one. She had borrowed it to try on in her room, and once had worn it to Prue’s house. Had Prue told her mother?

“Oh, Philippe,” Felice said, sinking onto the horsehair sofa. “I feel awful.”

Philippe sat next to her and, breaking his peppermint stick in two (Felice had dropped hers), offered half to her.

“Poor Grandmama,” he said.

They sat sucking their candies, Felice thinking of her room and Grandmama’s room.

“I wonder if she’s dying,” Philippe said.

“Grandmama?” Felice felt a pang, thinking of poor Grandmama, her fingers morosely stitching a quilt top. Papa had said to be nice to her, and to be obedient. What if she got gangrene like Grandpapa did and lost her toes one at a time? Felice snapped off a huge piece of peppermint at the horror of it.

Uncle Adolphe loomed at the door. His mouth was pinched, as though he had eaten something sour. He pulled a crumpled paper from his trouser pocket, smoothed it, and, after folding it into a small square, tucked it into his watch pocket, all the while studying the floor.

He gave a preliminary cough. “Children, I am not skilled in speech.” Felice knew then it was not about the ring. She felt a dizzy spot in her head.

Her uncle was silent a long, terrible time. Felice stared at the indentation in the wrinkled flesh around his left eye, the print of the jeweler’s loupe.

“Children,” he said finally, “Philippe, Felice,” his voice cracking like tiny bones, “you are alone.”

Felice felt a shock of cold as Uncle Adolphe pulled the telegram from his pocket. “Regret to inform you,” he read, “Jean Philippe Belliveau and wife Cecilia drowned in early hours November twenty-second. Ship Triomphe caught in hurricane outside Boston harbor. No survivors.”

Philippe sucked in air as though he had been punched in the stomach.

“Where are they, then?” Felice said, rising as if to go there. “Where are they?”

“Dead,” her uncle said, his face seeming to resound like a long, mournful bell. “They are dead—no survivors.” Felice fell back stunned, remembering her mama lying on the parlor floor, bright red flooding from between her legs, and Mama crying, “Ma petite, ma petite, c’est perdue.” Felice had felt a blow of dark nausea then, thinking her mama was dying. And now she was really dead, she and Papa.

“No bodies or effects recovered,” Uncle Adolphe read. “Sincere regrets, Charles A. Matson, chief clerk, Lyon Lines.”

Felice looked at Philippe, who was biting the back of his hand, at the gloomy face of her uncle before her, and beyond, at the columns of darkness marching upon her. “But where are they?” she cried. “Where are my mama and papa?” She lodged her face in the corner of the sofa, rubbing her cheek against the rough horsehair to keep back the great stabs of pain, but she could not prevent the crying that wanted to burst her body apart.

“Now, Felice, stop,” Uncle Adolphe said. “Your mama and papa are in heaven.”

Where was heaven? Felice reached out blindly for Philippe and fell, wailing, onto his shoulder. It felt too young and thin.

“Young lady, stop this, stop this.” Uncle Adolphe shook her arm. “Look at Philippe—he’s not crying. Felice, stop—you’re acting like, acting like—After all, he was my brother—I am grieved too, but Felice, they are…”

Felice hit at him with her fist. The room was blackened. She could not see his face.

“…all I can bear of this…the limit,” Uncle Adolphe was shouting, “get a long switch to you…lady…” when the darkness rolled in like a wave and covered her.
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By the time Felice reached the outer chapel, most of the sisters and girls had already confessed. Sister Agatha, she was glad to see, had been released for the sacrament and was kneeling in a pew in the far corner of the church. Sister Agatha’s arms were on the pew before her and her head was buried in her arms, but whether from fatigue or a state of deep contrition, it was impossible to tell.

Felice slipped into a back pew beside Celeste, who had, she whispered, just arrived herself. “We were up in the dormitory—where were you?” And she proceeded to whisper—a buzzing noise frequently interrupted by her and Anne’s high-pitched giggles (all of which occasioned warning glances from nuns attempting to say their penances in the front pews)—the story that Felice had missed: how Sister Agatha had reached beneath the chemise of a Doucette twin as that girl sat in the bathtub. This because, Celeste ended with a hiccup that would have been, out of doors, a whoop, “she has nothing of her own there.”

Felice, sensing Sister Theodota’s eyes upon her, muttered, “Going to say the stations.” And she slid out of the pew, genuflected, and began a voluntary round of the stations of the cross, a self-imposed penance to clear her mind for confession.

The stations of the cross, fourteen chronological scenes of Christ’s agony for the sinner to meditate upon, had been painted on the walls of the outer chapel by Sister Agatha in the style, she liked to say, of Botticelli. Sister Theodota regarded the figures, with their elongated limbs and their skin grown more sallow with the passing years, much too ugly for edification; in this, Soukie had told Felice just last week, Sister Theodota had the support of the Abbé, now of a mind to replace the paintings with something more conventional before the Bishop’s visit. Felice, who had meant to scrutinize her own soul, found herself thinking of Sister Agatha as she faced the first station. She imagined Sister Agatha spread-eagled across her rendering of the hollow-eyed, scrawny Christ, the nun jerking her head side to side, as though enduring the rhythmic lash of a cat-o’-nine-tails. She envisioned herself leaping forward out of the crowd, shackling her wrist to Sister Agatha’s, and fixing upon their persecutor—a priest with the eyes of Uncle Adolphe—a look so noble that the chapel sang with light.

Shuddering, Felice moved on to the second station and stared, unseeing, at it. As she walked to the third station, Jesus staggering beneath the cross, she hugged her arms against the sides of her chest, under her cloak, to feel that her plum-sized breasts were still there. She glanced down at the Saint Cecilia medallion gleaming between them, just above the barely perceptible swell of her black serge uniform. If Mama had worn the medallion faithfully, it would now be at the bottom of the ocean; no, she corrected herself quickly, in heaven, about her soft white neck. God had given Mama another medallion, though, a matching one, but of finely hammered gold. And a dress of sky-blue silk, cut in the old-fashioned, puffed-sleeve style Papa preferred.

It was more difficult to imagine Papa in heaven; not that he wasn’t deserving, but it was hard to think of him staying put anywhere for long. Felice had to strain her mind’s eye to find him, a vague form at the edge of paradise, as if he were just arriving from, or departing on, a business trip.

When she said her rosary, Felice devoted all the Paters to Papa and the Aves to Mama; thinking of Papa now, she realized that she had forgotten to say the prayers at each station.

“Pater noster,” she began, looking at the painting of Jesus, his mouth an oval lozenge of pain, “qui es in caelis.”

Jesus’ face writhed. A convergence of plaster cracks in His forehead made it look as though He were exploding from within. The cross bore into Jesus’ puny back. A ball of mud thrown by the still-outreaching hand of a boy had splattered his straining thigh. How could God allow this torturing of His only begotten son? Felice pushed back her doubt about God’s kindness by superimposing the Yarmouth church’s version of this scene over Sister Agatha’s painting of it; in the picture at Yarmouth, the sky was blue and Jesus looked already full of gathered glory, even beneath His cross.

The church at Yarmouth, where Felice had attended mass intermittently with her family, shone with joyful ruby and gold lights reflected from the stained-glass windows. This chapel was shadowy and dank even in summer—a haven for spiders—and there was sometimes ice on the walls in the winter. Today it was so cold, in spite of the woodstoves, that Felice’s breath made puffs of fog. The austere Abbé was partial to the outer chapel, which he seemed to regard as more his province than the warmer, shell-white Chapel of the Virgin Mary in the convent building; he insisted on holding not only confession here, but every other Sunday mass, Mother Superior’s warnings about the girls’ taking colds to no avail. He had not even seemed the least ruffled when, one Sunday last winter, the Precious Blood had frozen during communion, and the nuns had been required to scurry to the kitchen for hot cloths to wrap about the chalice. The waiting Abbé had resembled a sculpture of a priest, his hands folded in prayer so long that they looked like two halves of the same finely chiseled stone. It was said that the Abbé had once swallowed an ant that had fallen into the chalice during a summertime mass rather than allow any drops of Precious Blood to fall in casting out the insect. Felice wondered if he had swallowed it live, and if it had tickled going down.

Now, stop this immediately, Felice reprimanded herself. She thought how it must look to observers in the pews, she not only daydreaming but grinning.

As she moved on to the next station she glanced sideways to see who might be watching. The nuns, she was surprised to observe, had all left, and there was only uninhabited, dusky air, and the wooden pew-tops glimmering beneath the faint light of the wall sconce.

Felice turned to the fourth station and said a short, fervent prayer for Sister Agatha, who was perhaps at this moment making her way back to the main convent building or going along the corridor to her cell, moving through the unseen world with the silence, and the certainty, of a ghost.

When Felice went to the next station she saw the confessional door open to release Anne, whose long blond hair, washed earlier in the day and still unbraided, hung about her face like a glowing veil. Anne started up the aisle toward the altar, and Celeste, the last but Felice to confess, went inside the upright wooden box, banging the door behind her.

Felice began to hurry from station to station, rolling off the Ave Marias and Pater Nosters inside her head, fingering her beads, and moving as quickly as seemed decent past Christ’s red hands, the dark purple sky behind the mountains, and the grieving, blue-robed women beside the rock-plugged cave.

Felice reached the confessional just as Celeste emerged. Her friend walked pigeon-toed up the aisle, her head bowed in a convincing show of reverence. Felice entered the dark box and eased the door shut behind her. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” she began, and then hesitated. She’d forgotten to gather up any sins to confess. They had to be bad enough to be taken seriously, yet not so grievous as to occasion a heavy penance. The Abbé coughed; Felice saw him shift behind the barred window of the confessional.

“I talked back to Sister Theodota once. I was late for meals four times.” The Abbé’s head did not move; it looked bored.

“I almost doubted God’s heavenly goodness,” Felice said, thinking of the picture of Jesus. “Oh, Mon Père,” she continued, inspiration returning, “I have hatred in my heart—for my Uncle Adolphe. It preys on my soul like a hungry snake. He is an atheist, and a mean man, Mon Père, and I don’t want him to go to hell—just purgatory—but I do hate him.”

“What has he done to make you hate him, my child?”

“He speaks against God. But,” she added, her voice dropping lower, “I am going to save him. I am going to be a nun—Mother Superior thinks so too.” At this Felice twisted her rosary tight about two crossed fingers, praying for the Abbé to preserve, as was his sacred duty, the sanctity of the confessional.

The penance was three Aves and one Pater. Kneeling before the altar at the prayer bench, her elbows propped comfortably on the armrest, Felice whispered the prayers. She walked out into the failing light of day feeling purified and lighter.

Celeste and Anne ambushed her on the path.

“What took you so long?” Celeste demanded, falling in step.

“Yes—” Anne, Celeste’s perpetual echo, said, “what took you so long?”

Felice shrugged, looking beyond Celeste at Anne without returning her conciliatory smile. Anne, she decided, looked about a hundred times better in chapel light than she did out of doors; her neck was thin and gawky, like that of an adolescent water bird, and her small pale eyes seemed lost in the length of her face. Because of her anxiety to please both Celeste and Felice, Anne’s face was now oddly contorted by conflicting expressions that worked out to be, in sum, a sort of leer.

That, and the peremptory way Celeste guided her by the elbow, irritated Felice. She pretended not to listen to their chatter about an upcoming oyster roast at Anne’s house, where, Celeste declared, she was going to be kissed by a handsome stranger.

Celeste, who had been leading them along the rock wall toward the orchard, made an abrupt detour for the woodpile, where Jacques was stacking wood for the stoves.

A sailor’s son who feared water, Jacques Ondy had begun consoling himself with rum when only a boy. When Mother Superior—then known as Sister Marie Thérèse—had come to Nevette fifteen years ago, she had persuaded Jacques to stop drinking and to attend mass, a conversion that marked the first step of her rise in prominence in the convent. Jacques now did all the heavy work about the grounds, tended the chickens and cow, which were kept in a shed beyond the orchard, and in summer managed the garden. He rarely spoke, and when he did his voice sounded creaky, as from disuse.

“Hello, Jacques,” Celeste and Anne said in unison. Though making Jacques talk was a game Felice had invented, she remained silent now.

“Good afternoon, Mademoiselles,” Jacques finally said, tipping his hat. He smiled, but sidewise, in a futile effort to conceal his uneven, cormlike teeth.

Celeste bolted, pulling the other two girls with her toward the orchard. “Race you to the Evangeline Trees,” she shouted, and dropping hands, they ran across the crusted snow, ducking between the apple trees, to the willows.

Celeste and Felice, panting against the wall, both claimed victory; Anne came in a clear third, the fault, she said, of a branch that caught in her hair.

“You know what?” Celeste said when she had regained her breath. “That man’s in love with me.” She hopped up on the wall, sitting with her knees drawn up to her chest.

“Jacques? I really don’t think we ought to tease him,” Felice said. “He’s a very sad person, you know.”

“What is the matter with you today?” Celeste craned her neck down. “You sound like Priss-Face.”

Priss-Face was Antoinette Mouton, an older girl being groomed for the novitiate; she would be, they all agreed, a Sister Theodota-type nun.

“Priss-Face,” Anne simpered, a little too late for effective timing, and pulled herself up on the wall beside Celeste.

“Oh, shut up,” Felice said, resisting an impulse to twist Anne’s ankle. They were both, she decided, too stupid to understand anything. They certainly wouldn’t be able to comprehend the importance of the decision she had come to today. So she said, looking past them at the sun, now blood-red and wobbling on the rim of the horizon, “I just don’t feel very well.” And she didn’t, she discovered, she really didn’t; she drew her cloak tight against her body.

“Well, let’s go down to the beach,” Celeste said. “A walk is what you need.”

“It’ll be dark soon.”

“We won’t stay long. And we’ll have,” Celeste whispered to tempt her, “a conference.”

Felice looked at Celeste’s gypsylike face. Celeste was fourteen, a year older than either Felice or Anne, and the source of dark knowledge: menstruation, the nighttime activities of married people, and the sexual martyrdom of local saints, those women in the village of Nevette whom Celeste identified as having been forced into wedlock against their wills to burly, hard-drinking fishermen.

“A conference about what?” Felice asked.

For answer, Celeste darted out an arm to Felice’s chest and tugged at one of
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