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            One

         
 
         Sister Joan of the Order of the Daughters of Compassion sat bolt upright on her narrow bed and stared into the darkness. The dream had shocked her awake, something that rarely happened after six years in the religious life. During her novitiate there had been the occasional nightmare – usually about food, she remembered. Novices, while not kept on short commons, were fed on a diet of brown bread, vegetables, fruit and fish which was healthy but lacked the sensuality of cream cakes and the odd sherry. The food dreams had long gone and any kind of remembered dream was rare these days, which made this nightmare all the more unexpected and disturbing.
         
 
         She had been standing on a railway platform, waiting — for what? for whom? In the dream she’d had no idea. She’d just been waiting as train after train roared through, not stopping, belching smoke and flame. The smoke had been so thick that it was impossible to see clearly the faces of the passengers who crowded at the windows and then the smoke had cleared and she had seen Jacob, laughing at her, beckoning her. She had gestured towards her habit and he’d laughed more immoderately, the endless train rushing through his face at every window. And then she’d glanced down and realized that she stood naked, white skin blotched with soot, outlined with fire. And Jacob had gone on laughing.
         
 
         The darkness was disconcerting, images from her dream still hanging in it; Jacob with the lock of black hair falling over the high, clever brow; the long snake of iron; the windows with the black smoke billowing up from the wheels beneath. Usually after a gentler dream, when she tried to hold on to it after waking, it fell back into her mind in a tangle of grey cobweb, faint image, dying sound. This dream – nightmare – stayed vivid, disfiguring the dark.
         
 
         It was forbidden to light the lamp save in cases of grave necessity. Sister Joan drew up her knees under the thin blanket and considered the matter. She wasn’t in any danger of death or seriously ill and her sharp ears had caught no sound of an intruder. On the other hand her mind was quite gravely discomposed. If she turned over and tried to sleep again she might slip back into the nightmare.
         
 
         She decided upon a compromise, waiting until the shapes of the few pieces of furniture in the cell materialized dimly and then rose, slipping her bare feet into the pair of serviceable slippers at the side of the bed, reaching for the equally practical grey dressing-gown that hung next to her habit behind the door. Knotting the cord she was surprised to find that her hands were trembling.
         
 
         The door opened without creaking and she stood for a moment in the corridor, grateful for the dim bulb that burned in the light socket. Down both sides were the closed doors of the other cells. Five on one side, four on the other as the prioress had a larger space. Two of the cells were empty, the convent not having its full complement of Sisters. It was a complaint echoed by other houses in other orders. Too few suitable young women coming into the religious life. Of course quality was what mattered, Reverend Mother Dorothy said. There had been a period not too long before when the quality in this particular convent had fallen short – but that period was never mentioned. During the past year one postulant had joined the main community as a sister, not yet fully fledged as she hadn’t taken her final vows, but to all intents and purposes a full member of the little group of women who lived, worked and prayed in this quiet corner of Cornwall. Sister Teresa slept noiselessly in the cell between Sister Katharine who took care of the linen and Sister Martha who did most of the gardening. A nice girl, Sister Joan thought, dragging her thoughts deliberately away from the dream. Sister Teresa helped out where she was needed during her final year of preparation. She had fine grey eyes and a pleasant manner and seemed genuinely to enjoy the religious life. Of the other three novices who had shared her time of testing Rose had decided to leave; Barbara had chosen another order in which to train; Veronica had married.
         
 
         Thinking of Veronica helped to banish the nightmare. Veronica was exquisite to look at and had a nature to match. She had been sent home for a vacation and there married Johnny Russell.
         
 
         ‘Such a loss to the religious life‚’ Sister Hilaria had lamented gently. Privately Sister Joan had applauded the decision. Veronica and Johnny Russell made a handsome couple. They had sent a photograph of the wedding and small slabs of cake in fancy boxes. They were happy together, Sister Joan thought, and was glad for them both.
         
 
         The horror of nightmare was fading. She could have turned round and quietly gone back into her cell, but her mouth was dry and her hands still shook a little. She moved out of the corridor on to the main landing that overlooked the wide front hall.
         
 
         Cornwall House had been a private mansion belonging to the Tarquin family until its last owner had sold it cheaply to the Daughters of Compassion. Though it had the mingled scents of beeswax, soap and burnt-out candles that all convents seemed to acquire, Sister Joan could imagine it as it had once been, with the hall filled with well-dressed, chattering people, with curtains of scarlet and gold looped back at the long windows, with great bowls of gardenias spilling over the mirrored surfaces of the tables. She had no way of knowing if her fancies were accurate since she had been transferred here the previous year, ostensibly to help teach in the local school, in actual fact to help probe a disturbing situation that had turned out to be dynamite.
         
 
         Going down the wide stairs her hand touched the satiny wood of the balustrade with a gesture that was almost sensuous. Surfaces had always fascinated her; the soft prickly surface of fur; the round whorls of blue glinting stone; the roughness of plaster – sculpture had never been her main talent but it had excited her. To convey the texture of surface in paint had been an ever constant ambition. Her talent had not matched it, a fact that had made it easier for her to choose the religious life. She had not been sacrificing a brilliant career when she entered the convent.
         
 
         ‘Only me,’ Jacob had said, with his bitter, tender smile. ‘Only our life together.’
         
 
         It was the dream that had brought him back into her mind. Consciously she almost never thought of him, save now and then when Easter came round and she recalled the Passover dinner he had once cooked for her – the bitter herbs, hard boiled eggs, the shankbone of lamb, and little matzo dumplings floating in golden chicken soup.
         
 
         This was nonsense and she had better get a hold on her truant thoughts. She could have taken a cup of water from the bathroom upstairs. Nice, cold water. At that moment she felt a neat slug of good whisky wouldn’t have come amiss, and hastily poured it back into the bottle and substituted a mug of hot milk. It wasn’t easy to crave hot milk but it was probably better for the nerves.
         
 
         To her right as she stood at the foot of the stairs, double doors led into an antechamber beyond which lay the prioress’ parlour; to her left another pair of doors gave on to visitors’ parlour and chapel. At the foot of the main staircase a narrower door separated kitchen and infirmary from the hall. The lay Sisters slept at the back of the kitchen where two ground floor cells had been made out of pantry and buttery. At present only plump Sister Margaret who cooked for the community and did most of the shopping occupied the lay section, near  where   the   two  old   nuns   who  occupied   the infirmary, more by reason of age than sickness, spent most of their time.
         
 
         Sister Joan opened the door and padded into the short corridor lit by the customary low burning bulb. The infirmary door was ajar and the sound of a gentle snoring floated out like a litany. The next door opened into a small room where the official infirmarian, Sister Perpetua, held what she was pleased to call her surgery. Here she dispensed aspirin and liniment and strong cups of tea; here were the bottles of herbal remedies with which she tried, often very successfully, to stave off the necessity to call in the local doctor. A small refrigerator held milk and various lotions that needed to be kept cool. Sister Perpetua slept upstairs in the main wing, one ear supposedly cocked for the tap on the door from Sister Margaret to inform her she was required.
         
 
         There was no need to break rules by switching on the light. Sister Joan opened the refrigerator, took out the milk and poured some neatly into a beaker. It wasn’t whisky and she couldn’t be bothered to heat it up but it was cold and sweet and her trembling had ceased. The dream was assuming the normal place that dreams assumed, comfortably in the back of her mind.
         
 
         ‘Oh, it’s you.’
 
         Almost dropping the beaker in fright she swung about as a footstep and a soft voice sounded behind her.
         
 
         ‘Sister Gabrielle, what are you doing out of bed?’ Her voice had sharpened with alarm.
         
 
         ‘Finding out who’s out of bed,’ the other returned, not without humour. ‘Did you think I’d taken to getting up and trotting out to buy bread at three in the morning like a senile old fool?’
         
 
         ‘No, of course not.’
 
         At eighty-four Sister Gabrielle might be the biggest gossip in the community but she was very far from senile. Now her eyes bored through the darkness as she said, ‘Are you a secret milkaholic, Sister Joan?’
         
 
         ‘I had a nightmare and came down to get some milk.’
 
         ‘Without permission, I daresay. Well, never mind you may confess it at general confession tomorrow – later today rather. It must have been a bad nightmare.’
         
 
         ‘It was.’ Sister Joan drained the beaker and conscientiously rinsed it under the tap.
         
 
         ‘Not about last year’s business?’
 
         ‘No, not that.’
 
         The unpleasant business that had brought her to Cornwall House in the first place had been solved, neatly tidied up and sorted away in the method of convents.
         
 
         ‘Sometimes,’ said Sister Gabrielle, tapping her way to the table and sitting down on the chair there, ‘it helps to talk about things.’
         
 
         ‘This nightmare isn’t for talking about,’ Sister Joan said.
         
 
         ‘Then it probably concerns a member of the opposite sex,’ the old lady said. ‘In my young days the tribe caused me plenty of nightmares, I can tell you. It was a relief to be rid of the creatures. How old are you?’
         
 
         Age was not important when one was no longer in the world. One counted the years from the time one made one’s profession.
         
 
         ‘Thirty-six,’ Sister Joan said meekly.
 
         ‘Too young for the menopause and too old for girlish moonings,’ Sister Gabrielle observed. ‘An old lover, was he?’
         
 
         ‘We thought about getting married,’ Sister Joan said, aware that in talking of her secular life she was breaking another strict rule.
         
 
         ‘And he jilted you,’ Sister Gabrielle said.
 
         ‘He did not!’ Sister Joan’s dark blue eyes flashed indignantly. ‘He was Jewish and he wanted his children to be Jewish which meant that I’d have to convert or there wouldn’t be any marriage.’
         
 
         ‘A difficult choice.’ The old nun spoke with a genuine sympathy. ‘Judaism is a fine and strong faith. Otherwise I am sure Our Blessed Lord would have chosen to be born into some other tradition. So you parted.’
         
 
         ‘I found out that I had a different vocation,’ Sister Joan said. ‘I think that I was finding it out even before Jacob and I split up. It wasn’t a case of rushing into a convent to hide a broken heart.’
         
 
         ‘It very seldom is,’ Sister Gabrielle said dryly, ‘though to hear some people talk you’d imagine convents were stuffed full of broken hearted women – those that weren’t perverts, that is.’
         
 
         ‘Sister Gabrielle!’
 
         ‘Oh, how the old can shock the young when they speak their minds,’ the other mocked gently. ‘I was twenty-three when I entered the religious life and I didn’t spend all the years before wrapped up in cottonwool. Though we weren’t as frank about things in those days. So now suddenly you begin to dream about your young man.’
         
 
         ‘I was standing on a railway platform and an endless train was rushing past with Jacob’s face at every window,’ Sister Joan said. ‘I wasn’t wearing my habit, Sister.’
         
 
         ‘You mean you were naked. Don’t be mealy-mouthed.’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘In dreams trains can represent life itself moving on.’ Sister Gabrielle laced her fingers together over the Knob of her walking stick. ‘What happened to your Jacob after you split up?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. He went off and married someone else, I suppose.’
         
 
         ‘His life moved on without you. At your choice, but still –’
         
 
         ‘I was stark naked,’ Sister Joan said, blushing at the memory.
         
 
         ‘Without defences.’ The old woman pondered for a moment more, then said, ‘I think your subconscious is telling you something, something that frightens you, makes you vulnerable. Can you think of anything that’s happened recently to cause it?’
         
 
         ‘Not a thing.’ Sister Joan was frowning. ‘Everything is chugging along nicely at the moment. Even the children are being good – astonishingly so.’
         
 
         ‘A sure sign that something’s brewing. When you go into school on Monday have a closer look at your little angels. And pray for your old friend. Send him good thoughts.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Sister.’
 
         She would have liked to reach out and hold the old hand for a moment but physical contact was forbidden save on public, ceremonial occasions.
         
 
         ‘Now I shall go back to bed,’ Sister Gabrielle said, rising heavily. ‘Between us we have broken almost every rule tonight, I imagine – include the grand silence.’ She went out again, her stick slowly tapping.
         
 
         Sister Joan waited a moment, resisting the temptation to offer help that would be proudly rejected, and then went out herself into the hall. Sleep had fled, a rare occurrence since she generally slept like a log. A white night was best coloured in with prayer. She glided across the hall and opened the door which led into the chapel wing.
         
 
         Here was the antechamber with a door leading into the nuns’ half of the visitors’ parlour. At the other side of the grille was space for the visitor and a side door. A corridor with windows along one side led past the parlour into the private chapel. Dim lamps burned at intervals and in the chapel itself the sanctuary lamp glowed with a steady blue flame. At the side, steps twisted up to the library and store rooms above. Sister David was combining the jobs of librarian and sacristan at the moment, scurrying from one task to the other with her rabbit nose twitching, enjoying every second of it.
         
 
         Sister Joan went to her own place and knelt, fixing her eyes on the carved altar with its star-shaped monstrance, the twin candlesticks, and Communion-cup. The Tarquin family had been wealthy once, able to maintain their own chaplain. Now the chapel had come into its own again, lovingly polished by Sister David, with flowers arranged by Sister Martha whose delicate hands could not only work wonders with leaf and stem but also regularly wielded shovel and hoe and carted compost.
         
 
         Balance, thought Sister Joan, is the essence of normality: yin and yang; silver and gold; night and day; man and woman. The religious life, by its very nature, was not balanced. She lived in a female atmosphere with only old Father Malone to supply a dash of masculinity when he chatted briefly with the Sisters over a cup of tea after Mass or Benediction. And father Malone was no Rhett Butler. She bit back an irreverent grin and bowed her head, giving herself up to the silent companionship of the unseen that flowed through the quiet chapel. At least – at most there was always that to redress the balance, that sense of utter and undemanding love that transcended sexual needs.
         
 
         It was past four. Though her watch was in her cell she knew the time by the faint lightening of the sky through the stained-glass windows. In an hour the rising bell would clang as Sister Margaret clumped upstairs on her flat sensible feet. There was nothing other-worldly about Sister Margaret, unlike Sister Hilaria, the novice mistress, who floated through her days on a cloud of ecstasy. There had been grave doubts expressed about allowing her to remain as novice mistress.
         
 
         ‘A saintly soul,’ Sister Gabrielle had opined, ‘but not the type to knock all the romantic nonsense out of the heads of the postulants.’
         
 
         Reverend Mother Dorothy had, however, continued as before and Mother Dorothy was a sharply intelligent woman who presumably knew what she was doing. At any rate it was none of her business, she decided, and realized  that the companionship  had  faded  as  her thoughts had wandered. Not abruptly or angrily but softly like a lover who is content to wait until the beloved recollects again.
         
 
         A faint sound at the door made her turn her head. A plump figure, coifed and veiled, had entered and, genuflecting, seated herself in her own place, hands comfortably folded, broad face upturned as her lips moved silently.
         
 
         What in the world was Sister Margaret doing in the chapel before rising bell time? Did she too, beneath her placid exterior, suffer the devils of sleeplessness? Sister Joan finished her own prayers in a somewhat distracted manner and rose, glancing towards the other, who seemed unaware of her presence.
         
 
         It would be charity to wait, to find out if any human sympathy were needed. She moved to the Lady Altar and stood there uncertainly, noticing with some surprise that the vase at the feet of the Madonna statue was empty. Sister Martha was always very punctilious about keeping the vases filled even in winter, searching far afield for berried sprays and some hardy blooms, and this was spring.
         
 
         Sister Margaret was getting up, genuflecting, turning towards the door, giving a slight start as she noticed the other.
         
 
         ‘Sister, is anything wrong?’ She hesitated before she spoke, mindful of the grand silence, but obviously regarding the presence of Sister Joan as sufficient excuse for the occasion to constitute an emergency.
         
 
         ‘I thought something might be wrong for you,’ Sister Joan said.
         
 
         ‘Me? Oh no, Sister, I’m fine.’ Sister Margaret smiled with evident relief. ‘No, I like to pop in here before the day starts – just for a little chat with Our Dear Lord, you know. I don’t get much time for a heart to heart with all the cooking to be done – not that cooking isn’t a joy. But sometimes it can get a mite lonely with no other lay sister, so a bit of a chat works wonders.’
         
 
         She nodded towards the altar, her eyes serene in the plain, practical face.
         
 
         Odd, Sister Joan thought, feeling suddenly much smaller, but the idea of Sister Margaret having intimate chats with the Divinity had never entered her head. Sister Margaret was the convent mainstay, managing to produce two meals a day on a limited budget, constantly on the go, her large feet clumping along the corridors.
         
 
         ‘Do you mean He –?’ She paused, unsure how to proceed.
         
 
         ‘Visions and stuff?’ Sister Margaret looked amused. ‘Never a one. Why, I’d be scared out of my wits, I think. Not spiritual enough yet, I suppose. But we get along, He and I. Are you all right, dear?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, thank you, Sister.’
 
         And that’s not true either. I’m so puffed up with my own concerns that I feel an insulting astonishment that a lay sister should enjoy such intimacy with the unseen that she needs no ecstasy.
         
 
         ‘Then I’ll get on.’ Sister Margaret paused, looking at the empty vase. ‘Oh dear, what happened to the flowers – ever such nice daffodils they were. I remember thinking at Benediction how Our Dear Lady must be enjoying them. I’ll pop out later and put some more in. Sister Martha will be upset if she sees they’ve gone.’
         
 
         ‘Gone where?’
 
         ‘One of the postulants likely spilled the water and disposed of the flowers,’ Sister Margaret said, looking slightly uncertain. ‘While I’m about it I’d better jot down a note to buy more candles. Sometimes I think we must eat candles – they vanish so fast.’
         
 
         ‘Do they?’ Sister Joan cast a frowning look towards the box where the candles were kept and followed the lay sister into the corridor.
         
 
         ‘I do beg your pardon, Sister,’ the other said, pausing suddenly, ‘but I caused you to break the grand silence by talking to you. Happily there’s general confession this evening so I won’t have it on my conscience for too long. Just one other thing. I’d take it very kindly if you didn’t mention the little chats – I’d not want anyone to think that I was setting myself up to be singular or anything like that. So, now for the new day.’
         
 
         She clumped ahead, lifting the large bell from its hook by the door, beginning to ring it as she mounted the main staircase, her cheerful voice booming, ‘Christ is risen.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks be to God,’ Sister Joan responded automatically, following, closing the door of her cell behind her just as the scattered voices began to chorus their sleepy replies.
         
 
         She felt sleepy herself now but two hours’ prayer lay ahead before the night’s fast was broken with a cup of coffee, a slice of bread and a piece of fruit, eaten standing according to the rule. She sloshed cold water over her face, dried it on the small towel, cleaned her teeth, wriggled out of nightgown and dressing-gown and into the ankle length grey habit and exchanged the cotton nightcap for coif and short veil, marvelling as she always did that she could achieve perfect neatness without the aid of a mirror. During her postulence the art of doing that as efficiently as the professed nuns had seemed as impossible an ambition as learning how to levitate.
         
 
         When she re-entered the chapel she glanced at the Lady Altar and saw that the vase already held daffodils again, their golden heads drooping forlornly as if they knew that Sister Margaret’s chapped and unskilful hands had pushed them in.
         
 
         Saturday meant no school, no ride across the moor on Lilith’s broad back. Saturday meant helping Sister David to catalogue the library which was extensive and would take several more years to get into perfect order. It meant preparing her lessons for the following week, making lists of school supplies to be obtained. It meant the general confession at the end of the day – an ordeal at the best of times but doubly to be dreaded when she had so much on her conscience.
         
 
         The day went too quickly. Time always sped past when she was in the library under any circumstances and the sorting and cataloguing of the volumes bequeathed by the Tarquin family was an absorbing task.
         
 
         ‘Anything of an equivocal nature is to be set aside for my consideration,’ the prioress had said.
         
 
         ‘Out with Jackie Collins and in with Barbara Cartland,’ Sister Joan had murmured to Sister Teresa who had looked suitably shocked and then giggled, earning herself an icy look from Mother Dorothy.
         
 
         At 12.30 was the first real meal of the day – soup in winter, salad with cheese or fish in summer, two thick slices of bread and nice cold water with a spoonful of honey since Sister Perpetua believed in its youth giving qualities.
         
 
         In the afternoon she took herself back to the library armed with a pile of exercise books and a red pencil. The little local school where she taught had been endowed originally for the Tarquin family’s tenants whose children found it difficult in the era before buses to get to the school in Bodmin. It still remained, attended by the younger children of local farmers and intermittently by the Romany children when they weren’t off playing truant and poaching. Sister Joan enjoyed the work though she often wondered if anything she tried to drum into the heads of her pupils would ever be of the slightest use to them in after years.
         
 
         For homework during the week she had set them a short composition on their favourite flowers. The task had been completed and handed in by six out of her ten pupils, which wasn’t too bad when she remembered the groan the boys had sent skywards. Two of the entries could scarcely be classified as homework, however. One was smudged with so much ink that it was impossible to read; the other contained a statement of rebellion.
         

         I cant  make  up  stuff  about  flewers  becaus  I  am  NOT  QUEER,
         
 
         Yurs  respectful,
         
 
         Conrad  Smith.
         
 
         Conrad was thirteen and should have been sent regularly to school years before. He came from the less law-abiding branch of the large Romany family camped out on the moor, and only sat in her classroom now because of the threats of his mother who was sick of being chased by the school inspector. Conrad, thought Sister Joan, showed a pleasing spirit of independence, and turned with less enjoyment to Madelyn Penglow’s book in which she had carefully copied the over familiar lines by Wordsworth, apparently under the serene misapprehension that her teacher would regard them as her own invention.
         
 
         Two of the others had drawn pictures of rather stylized-looking birds – or perhaps they were meant to be flowers? The remaining piece of work was also about daffodils, which at this season was hardly surprising. What was surprising was its content.
         
 
         
            
               They  say  daffodils  are  trumpets.
               
 
                
               I  say  daffodils  are  strumpets,
               
 
               And  lads  are  bad  and  girls  black  pearl,
               
 
               And  little  roses  full  of  worms 
               

            

         
 
         Neatly written, properly spelt, and not from any poetry collection that Sister Joan had ever seen. Samantha Olive’s book. She was new to the district, her parents having just moved here. A slim child of eleven or twelve with bright green eyes in an otherwise ordinary little face. Sister Joan hadn’t paid much heed to her, deeming it better to let the child settle in before she started assessing her. The doggerel rhyme was not what she would have expected.
         
 
         She put the books aside, drew the copy of the timetable towards her and began to jot down ideas for the coming week – a nature ramble, a spelling bee, a talk about Philip Sidney to get across the idea that not all poets were effeminate – the bell for private study rang. Time to get out the journal that every Sister kept and note down her sins, her meditation thoughts, her private heart – all useful evidence in the unlikely event of the cause for canonisation being introduced for any of them in the future.
         
 
         I accuse  myself,  Sister Joan wrote neatly in the thick, black-covered notebook, of  having  dreamed  erotically  –  was a dream a sin? Had it ever been erotic? More frightening and embarrassing, she considered. Not erotically then. She inked out the work, apple-pied the offending letters as the prioress was sometimes constrained to do, writing the words ‘apple pie’ over parts of letters and books that might prove disturbing or unsuitable for more susceptible nuns to read.
         
 
         I accuse  myself  of  not  taking  sufficient  time  to  consider  my sins  and  thus  of  being  forced  to  cross  out  words,  wasting  space and  defacing  the  book.  I  accuse  myself  of  dwelling  overmuch  on a  nightmare  concerned  with  things  quite  irrelevant  to  my present  situation  –
         
 
         ‘I never thought I’d end up as an irrelevancy,’ Jacob said inside her head, his eyes tenderly mocking.
         
 
         She rubbed him out of her head and wrote on.
 
         I accuse  myself  of  having  left  my  sleeping  quarters,  gone  down  to  the  kitchen,  and  drunk  a  mug  of  milk  without permission  and  of  having  broken  the  grand  silence  and  of having  incited  two  of  my  Sisters  in  Christ  to  have  followed  my example – not strictly true since Sister Gabrielle had broken silence first, but she was old and might be excused on the grounds of forgetfulness.
         
 
         I accuse  myself  of  spiritual  pride  and  aridity,  and  pray  God and  you,  my  dear  Sisters,  to  forgive  and  understand  these  my faults.
         
 
         If, at some future date, the devil’s advocate came looking for reasons why Sister Joan wasn’t suitable to be raised to the altars he’d find lots of evidence here, she thought.
         
 
         The bell rang again. She picked up the journal and descended the stairs, sliding into her place as the rest of the community filed in, all except prioress and novice mistress clutching their books. The two senior members of the convent were excluded from general confession lest anything they felt constrained to say denigrate their standing in the eyes of the others. A prioress was elected for five years after which she returned into the body of the community and took her place at general confession with the rest. Sister Joan wondered if it was worth wasting any hopes on the unlikely chance of her ever being elected prioress or put in charge of any novices and decided not to waste her time.
         
 
         Mother Dorothy, hunched and plain, rimless spectacles perched on a nose that was nearly as sharp as her tongue, came in. Sister Joan, kneeling with the rest, wondered gloomily what penance this little lot was going to earn her. About two hundred Hail Mary’s and salt in her coffee for a month probably. Mother Dorothy belonged to the old school of discipline and hadn’t yet decided if she was going to accept Vatican Two.
         
 
         I accuse myself of levity and uncharitable thoughts about my dear Sister, Sister Joan thought, rising, beginning the Confiteor. She would save those two for the following week. A thin shaft of sunlight broke free from the prism of stained glass and dyed the daffodils in the vase on the Lady Altar a sinister red.
         
 
         Daffodils are strumpets, Sister Joan’s mind whispered the phrase as her lips shaped Latin.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two

         
 
         Monday morning had come as a relief. Usually Sister Joan cherished the slow, quiet hours of the Sabbath. On Sunday only the bare minimum of secular work was done; in addition to the two extra hours of prayer there were two hours of recreation instead of one, and stretches of spare time when it was possible to read and write letters.
         
 
         Sister Joan, however, had been constrained, after general confession, to spend the whole day in chapel.
         
 
         ‘With your faults so heavy on your conscience you will not wish to partake of the pleasures of the Sabbath‚’ Mother Dorothy had said. ‘Your meals you may take in the kitchen. I am sure you will want to spend the day fasting, however.’
         
 
         Sister Joan was equally sure that she wouldn’t want to spend the day fasting, but she controlled the rebellious flash of her dark blue eyes and bowed submissively.
         
 
         ‘What a treat,’ Sister Margaret whispered in passing, ‘to spend the whole day in chapel with no distractions.’
         
 
         Her own breaking of the grand silence had been met with shocked gasps from the two postulants and an icy lecture from Mother Dorothy. Sister Gabrielle had been told to set her own penance. That she would apply a harsh one to herself went without saying.
         
 
         The day had crawled on leaden feet, through the morning meditation, the mass, the long hours of solitude. Today the companionship of the Unseen was entirely fled; Sister Joan knelt alone, combatting cramp by making the Stations of the Cross at regular intervals, unhappily aware that true contrition still lay a long way off. Towards late afternoon her stomach had started growling discontentedly.
         
 
         No, it was a relief to wake up on Monday and start the week afresh. On Wednesday Father Malone came to hear confession and she would have to tell her sins all over again. Father’s penances, however, were light compared with those inflicted by Mother Dorothy.
         
 
         She had just mounted the placid Lilith for the ride to the schoolhouse when Mother Dorothy had appeared unexpectedly at the stable gate, her pinched face emphasized by the sunlight.
         
 
         ‘Good morning, Sister Joan.’ Her dry voice had held neither praise nor blame.
         
 
         ‘Reverend Mother Dorothy.’ Sister Joan hastily pulled down the skirt of her habit, apt to ride up when she was in the saddle.
         
 
         ‘I believe that it would be quite consistent with the rule if you were to wear a pair of – long trousers beneath your skirt when you ride to and from school,’ Mother Dorothy said. ‘More comfortable and less likely to give rise to scandal. I shall tell Sister Margaret to purchase two pairs in your size.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Reverend Mother.’ Sister Joan had smiled her gratitude.
         
 
         ‘I used to ride myself when I was a girl,’ Mother Dorothy said. ‘A most enjoyable exercise but only when suitably clad. Good morning, Sister.’
         
 
         ‘Good morning, Reverend Mother.’
 
         Sister Joan had watched the small, hunched figure turn and walk back towards the kitchen quarters. Generosity of spirit manifested itself in strange guises.
         
 
         Now, mistress of her own domain, she sat at the large desk in the single classroom that comprised the local school and let her eyes rove over her pupils. There were only ten who came now to the school on the moor, and at eleven or twelve years old they would move on into the State school at Bodmin, catching the bus every morning, returning at teatime. At least the farmers’ children would do that; the Romanies, she suspected, would find excuses to stay away.
         
 
         The farming children – represented by three boys and two girls sat in one block, in an instinctive drawing away from the gypsies that Sister Joan deplored but hadn’t yet succeeded in combatting. Madelyn and David Penglow sat together, faces scrubbed clean, fair hair and blue eyes making them look like twins drawn in a child’s storybook. The polite manners and pleasant smiles couldn’t really compensate for the fact that the Penglows were dreadful little prigs, Sister Joan thought. She had a softer spot for Billy Wesley who was as mischievous as a cartload of monkeys but had twice the Penglows’ intelligence. Next to him Timothy Holt was already fidgeting, his eyes wandering to the clock on the wall. Tim considered any lessons that didn’t have a direct connection with agriculture to be a waste of time. The odd one out in the ‘farming’ group, as Sister Joan thought of them, was the newcomer, Samantha Olive. She had been scarcely a month in the school and still sat slightly apart, shifting her desk slightly before she sat down in the morning as if to emphasize her isolation. A plain child, though not so plain that her face became interesting, only the cat-green eyes alive as they watched from a curtain of thick, pale lashes. Sister Joan realized there was something unnerving about that unwavering, eleven-year-old scrutiny.
         
 
         The Romanies sat across the aisle, though ‘sat’ was a relative word, since they preferred to slide down on to the floor or squirm their legs around their chairs as if they were poised for instant flight. For a wonder the five of them were present, even thirteen-year-old Conrad sitting upright with shining morning face. His sister, Hagar, jet pigtails touching the desk before her, sat next to him. Hagar ought to start going to the Bodmin school, Sister Joan thought. She was twelve and looked older, her breasts already well developed, a certain knowing look in her eyes that deepened when they were turned on any of the boys. Hagar, however, was devoted to her brother and certainly wouldn’t attend regularly at any establishment where he refused to go.
         
 
         The Lees, cousins and rivals of the Smiths, completed her small quota of pupils. Petroc sprawled at his desk, already yawning – the result, probably, of a night’s illicit rabbit snaring; Edith and Tabitha huddled side by side, looking like two of the rabbits that Petroc regularly hunted. At six and seven they were still greatly in awe of anything to do with education – a happy state of affairs that Sister Joan knew from experience wouldn’t last long.
         
 
         She drew the homework books towards her and gave what she hoped was an encouraging smile.
         
 
         ‘I asked you to write about your favourite flowers,’ she began, ‘and the work that was handed in pleased me on the whole. Petroc, you’ll have to copy yours out again, I’m afraid, because you got the inkwell muddled up with the paper. Conrad, it was thoughtful of you to explain why you didn’t hand in any work, but the explanation won’t do. This week I shall be telling you about Sir Philip Sidney who was a very brave soldier and a poet – also married. Madelyn, your work was very neat but you copied the poem from a book, didn’t you?’
         
 
         ‘No, Sister.’ The blue eyes were limpid. ‘David copied it and then he read it to me.’
         
 
         ‘You both copied the same poem? Then where is David’s work?’
         
 
         ‘We didn’t want to hand in two the same, Sister, in case you got bored,’ David said pedantically, ‘so I tore the pages out of my book.’
         
 
         ‘Logical, I suppose,’ Sister Joan said, ‘but in future I’d like you both to work by yourselves and try to compose something of your own.’
         
 
         The twins, unable to contemplate a separate mental existence, stared back at her blankly.
         
 
         ‘Timothy, your drawing was very good though it wasn’t quite what I’d asked for.’ Sister Joan nodded at the child pleasantly. He had drawn what he saw, neatly and unimaginably dully, but she had a soft place in her heart for those who expressed themselves in paint rather than words. Tabitha had also sent in a drawing – less neat and accurate but infinitely more colourful. Edith hadn’t sent anything in. She told her gently that she must try to do the homework, aware that any harsher scolding would bring the tears flooding to the little girl’s sloe-black eyes, and spoke rather more sharply to Hagar about her failure to do the set task, knowing that her words were making no impression upon the girl at all. Hagar merely smiled, one side of her full mouth curving in mute contempt, as Conrad said quickly and loyally, ‘Hagar don’t mean to be lazy, Sister. She has lots to do at ’ome – washing and cooking and the like, and she needs time to enjoy.’
         
 
         To enjoy what? Sister Joan thought, her eye measuring the jut of budding breasts. There was something in Hagar’s scornful little smile that hinted at pity for herself. She wanted to shake the child, to inform her roundly that the religious life didn’t unsex anyone, but Hagar wouldn’t have understood.
         
 
         ‘Try to enjoy doing a little homework occasionally,’ she advised. ‘Billy, one of these days you are going to astonish us all by actually doing some homework. Could you make it soon?’
         
 
         ‘Can we write about something else next time?’ Billy asked promptly.
         
 
         ‘This coming week you can all write – write not draw – a few sentences about the person you admire most – admire means wanting to be like them, Edith. Just a few words, of your own and not copied.’
         
 
         ‘Alive or dead?’ Billy enquired with as much interest as if he were actually going to do the homework.
         
 
         ‘Whichever you like,’ Sister Joan said. ‘Samantha, did you read the poem you sent somewhere in a book?’
         
 
         ‘No, Sister.’ The voice was neat and precise.
 
         ‘It was – unusual,’ Sister Joan said cautiously. ‘Nicely written and spelled, if a bit – morbid. Perhaps you should try to write happier pieces?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Sister.’ The green eyes held her own blue ones for a moment and then were lowered.
         
 
         ‘So!’ Mentally resolving to look more closely into the child’s home background Sister Joan spoke brightly, telling herself that cheerfulness was contagious. And that, she realized abruptly, was the trouble. Her pupils who generally exasperated her for half of the time were simply too quiet, too solemn, too attentive. She held the realization at the back of her mind while she outlined the week’s projects. One of her most difficult tasks lay in welding together a group of children between the ages of six and thirteen into a class following roughly the same curriculum. Nature walks, talks about events that the older ones would have read in the newspapers, opportunities for them to express themselves in drawing or singing, all these took precedence over formal lessons though she took care to include some of those too. Sister David who had helped out as her assistant was now full time convent librarian and there were times when Sister Joan missed her help exceedingly.
         
 
         She thrust aside the selfish desire for less work and talked on enthusiastically about the project she had dreamed up just before going to bed.
         
 
         ‘A history of the district with a coloured map and drawings of the animals and the plants that are found here and pictures of the houses, and then bits about the people who lived here long ago. We can make a series of folders or even an exhibition for your parents to come and see.’
         
 
         ‘For fifty pence‚’ David suggested.
 
         ‘Well, I’m not sure about that – we’ll see. Now we’d better do some arithmetic,’ she said firmly, and prepared to wrestle with the multiplication tables. Apparently nobody learned them these days but it was the only way she knew of fixing numbers in youthful heads.
         
 
         When break came she dismissed the children, a slight frown creasing her brow as she saw how obediently they rose, girls filing out ahead of boys. It was what she was always trying to instil into them but the lack of the usual scramble to the door was unnerving.
         
 
         ‘Conrad, one moment, please.’ Her voice and beckoning finger detained her eldest pupil.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Sister? The boy turned back, looking at her expectantly. Tall and broad for his age, she judged, with little of the wiry slenderness of the other Romany children. There were rumours that his mother had been less than particular about her partners and that Conrad’s father was not the thin, stooped Jeb Smith who had deserted his family some months before but a travelling man, a tinker with whom she’d briefly taken up in the years when she had still been pretty.
         
 
         ‘Everybody seems very good these days,’ she hazarded. ‘I was wondering why?’
         
 
         ‘Ain’t we supposed to be good then?’ Conrad demanded.
         
 
         ‘Yes, of course. Of course you are. It merely occurred to me that you were all being very good,’ she said, keeping the look of enquiry on her face.
         
 
         ‘Reckon we just caught it,’ Conrad said after a moment’s thought.
         
 
         ‘Well, if it’s only goodness that you catch then we ought to be grateful, I suppose.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Sister.’ He gazed at her steadily from under his cowlick of dark hair.
         
 
         ‘Yes, well – thank you, Conrad.’
 
         The dismissal, she knew, sounded feeble but she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Perhaps the unnaturally good behaviour, which she realized had been going on for some time, was merely a sign that they were growing up, becoming more responsible. She collected up the arithmetic exercises, wiped the blackboard and went out of the room, past the small cloakroom to the outside where neither wall nor quadrangle separated the building from the moor.
         
 
         The school had originally been endowed by the Tarquin family for the children of the tenants. It was still administered by a Trust that provided books and paid for the repair and upkeep of the building. But the number of pupils was steadily diminishing; in another year or two there would no longer be any reason to keep it open. She tried to explore her own feelings, to decide whether or not she would regret it. She wasn’t a trained teacher,   but   the   work   was   interesting   and   she’d established a rapport with some of the children. Too close a rapport, perhaps? There was always the danger of losing the detachment that was part of the religious life. These children were not her own children and the teaching was only secondary to her life, the modest salary paid out of the Trust going directly to the convent.
         
 
         The children were split as usual into two groups, Romanies and farmers’ offspring. Usually they scampered about, young voices echoing over the moor, but this morning the two small groups clustered together, talking quietly, eating the bags of crisps and sweets provided from home. One or two of the little ones had already started on their lunchtime sandwiches. There were no facilities for the provision of a midday meal apart from a kettle where one could boil water for a hot drink or a packet soup.
         
 
         Not all the children were joined into the groups. The new child, Samantha Olive, had wandered off a little way to where a solitary beech spread protecting branches over the mossy turf. She stood with her back to the others, staring out across the waves and dips of the moor.
         
 
         Sister Joan strolled towards her, attitude casual.
 
         ‘It is a lovely view, isn’t it?’ she said, reaching the child’s side. ‘When I am troubled I like to stand and look out over the grass and the heather to where the land meets the sky. It makes my own worries seem very small.’
         
 
         ‘Does it, Sister?’ A polite, indifferent little voice, the profile unyielding.
         
 
         Sister Joan sighed, saying, ‘You are still settling in here, I daresay. In a few weeks it will feel as if you’ve always lived here. Let me see. Your parents took over Farren Farm, didn’t they?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Sister.’
 
         ‘Do your parents like the district? It must seem very quiet after the city.’ The Olives weren’t farmers but had come originally from up north somewhere. The child still had the flat vowel sounds of Lancashire in her voice, though they were scarcely perceptible. She came from what might be termed an upper-class background, Sister Joan thought, remembering the slim, stylish woman who had brought Samantha to school.
         
 
         ‘My husband has a fancy to write a book or something of that nature.’ Mrs Olive had possessed a languid, die-away voice. Her eyes, green between mascara’d lashes, had held a tolerant amusement at the idea of her husband writing a book. Or that was how Sister Joan had interpreted it at the time, feeling a sudden sympathy for the absent Mr Olive. Now she wondered if Mrs Olive hadn’t been laughing at her, a woman the same age as herself but so differently clad in an ankle-length grey habit with short white veil and white wimple, her legs encased in black tights and sensible laced shoes, the narrow gold band on her left hand a symbol of her spiritual marriage. In contrast Mrs Olive wore a suit that was probably a Chanel with a green scarf that echoed her eyes, her long ash blonde hair coiled and folded like wings at the back of her sleek  head. Only her skin detracted from her looks, pitted with the tiny marks of severe teenage acne. Sister Joan had instinctively put up her hand to her own smooth, glowing complexion and then felt ashamed. Personal vanity had no place in the life of a Sister of the Order of the Daughters of Compassion.
         
 
         ‘It would be possible for me to take Samantha to the school in Bodmin but I like the idea of a little rural school,’ Mrs Olive had continued. ‘It will ease her more gradually into country life.’
         
 
         ‘She is eleven, isn’t she?’ Sister Joan had frowned slightly. ‘You know, she has to go to the State School when she’s twelve at the latest. We simply don’t have the staff or the facilities here to provide a complete senior education.’
         
 
         ‘A couple of terms will suffice.’ Mrs Olive had sounded more bored than ever. ‘Our au pair will be dropping her off every morning and picking her up in the afternoon.’
         
 
         Now, glancing at the child’s remote little profile, Sister Joan said, ‘Is everything all right at home, Samantha? Your parents are well?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, thank you, Sister.’
 
         ‘And you like it here? With the other children?’ Getting information was like wading through deep mud with heavy boots on.
         
 
         ‘I like it very much, Sister.’
 
         For the first time there was a lilt in the cool, dry voice, a quick flash of a smile.
         
 
         ‘You don’t have any brothers and sisters, do you?’ Sister Joan said.
         
 
         Samantha shook her head briefly.
 
         ‘Then it must be pleasant for you to have companions,’ Sister Joan said, wondering where to go from there. Was there, indeed, anywhere to go? There was no accounting for the direction a young imagination might take. She recalled that as a schoolgirl herself she had spent one whole summer copying the epitaphs from gravestones and lulling herself to sleep with pleasant fantasies of herself, suitably pale and beautiful, dying of a broken heart or sliding into a decline like Beth in Little  Women.
         
 
         ‘Oh yes, Sister,’ said Samantha.
 
         ‘Then perhaps we ought to start a game or something,’ Sister Joan said, conceding victory to her – ridiculous to think of an eleven-year-old Kid as an opponent. She reached out, took a small, limp, unresponsive hand and started back towards the others, saying in the loudly hearty tones of a particular games mistress she recalled from her own schooldays.
         
 
         ‘We’ll be indoors again soon enough, so let’s play rounders for a while. Conrad, go into the cupboard and bring out the stumps. Billy, you help him. We can mark out the ground with a bit of chalk.’
         
 
         To her relief something like childish enthusiasm returned to the children. For the next half hour they ran, hit out at the ball, argued scores like normal youngsters. Which, she reminded herself firmly, was exactly what they were. This unusual meekness was a phase and instead of worrying about it she ought to be thanking her stars that she had managed to instil the rudiments of good conduct into so diverse a group.
         
 
         ‘You were out that time, Samantha.’ She pulled her thoughts back to the present, waving towards the girl.
         
 
         ‘She was in,’ David said. ‘She was in, Sister.’
 
         ‘No, dear. She was definitely run out,’ Sister Joan said.
         
 
         ‘Was I?’ Samantha asked not her own side but the opposing side. There was the earnest desire to know on her small, plain face.
         
 
         The Romanies shifted their feet, hesitating. Then Hagar called, ‘In. Samantha was in.’
         
 
         ‘Out,’ said Sister Joan and was instantly engulfed in protest from both sides.
         
 
         ‘All right, all right. In, if you insist,’ she said at last in exasperation, ‘but if this is a ploy to spin out break time it won’t work because I’d already decided to make this a games period anyway.’
         
 
         And don’t forget to make a note of that for your next general confession, she advised herself silently.
         
 
         Samantha’s team won which was hardly surprising since Samantha herself was never run out even by the long legged Petroc, and her wildest swipes at the ball were all acclaimed as hits. Perhaps it was the children’s way of making a newcomer feel welcome, but Samantha had already been at the school for several weeks, and in any case Sister Joan had never before noticed any signs of excessive kindness to new pupils in any of the others. For the moment the riddle would have to remain.
         
 
         The dinner-hour and the rest of the afternoon passed. The children ate their sandwiches and drank the cups of tea that she brewed up on the table at the back of the classroom – it ought to have been milk, she supposed, and made a mental note to order more. She talked about Sir Philip Sidney with the uneasy feeling that despite her efforts most of the boys still regarded him as a bit of a sissy; set the older ones to labelling some blank maps while she gathered the little ones around for a simple spelling bee; reminded them about the project she’d mentioned earlier, and saw the hands of the clock stand at 3.30 with more relief than she’d have thought possible at the beginning of the day.
         
 
         ‘Time for the afternoon prayer, children.’ Her tone was joyful.
         
 
         ‘A simple morning and afternoon prayer, Sister Joan‚’ Mother Dorothy had instructed. ‘Not all the children are Catholics. Nothing unconventional or novel.’
         
 
         The children rose, virtue shining on their faces. Too much virtue for small souls to bear. She composed her own face, bowed her head, recited the short prayer and crossed herself, some of the children following suit. Samantha, she noticed, was not among them. There was no surprise in that since the Olives weren’t Catholic. All the Romany children crossed themselves though she suspected that they all forgot their Catholicism the moment they were out of the school door.
         
 
         Hooting from the track announced the arrival of the pick-up truck in which some of her pupils rode home. Further off a sleek car had drawn up. Samantha headed towards it, not running and tumbling but walking sedately. A nicely brought up child, Sister Joan reflected, and turned to greet the wiry dark man who jumped down from the truck.
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon, Mr Lee. I haven’t seen you in quite a while.’ She shook the hard, dark hand.
         
 
         ‘Been inside, ain’t I?’ the man said. ‘Three months of picking up something that the magistrates wouldn’t have paid ten pence for on a good day. Injustice.’
         
 
         ‘It fell off the back of a lorry, I suppose?’
 
         ‘Aye, something of that nature.’ He grinned, one rebel acknowledging another. ‘You know, Sister, I’ve told you before if you ever need anything cheap – cigarettes now –’
         
 
         ‘I don’t smoke.’
 
         ‘And quite right too, Sister. Nasty, unhealthy habit,’ he agreed. ‘But if you ever were to fancy a nip of whisky, say? Just tip me the wink.’
         
 
         ‘If I ever do I will,’ she promised, ‘but it’s doubtful. It’s very doubtful, Mr Lee.’
         
 
         ‘Well, if you do, let me know. Come on, kids. Home’s the word. Hope they’ve been good, Sister.’
         
 
         ‘Perfectly good‚’ Sister Joan said.
 
         ‘Then there’s mischief brewing‚’ said Mr Lee. ‘Depend on it, Sister.’
         
 
         He saluted her and turned to chivvy the Romanies into the truck. Further off Samantha had reached the car and ducked into the back seat. The au pair brought her and picked her up every day. Sister Joan had glimpsed blonde hair and a very short skirt and allowed herself to wonder briefly if Mr or Mrs Olive had engaged her. Not that it was any of her business.
         
 
         The other children went out, running and shouting. At least their docility didn’t carry on after school hours, she thought. Didn’t carry on once Samantha Olive was out of the way. Silly to think there could possibly be a connection.
         
 
         Tidying the classroom, wiping the board, took only a few minutes. She locked up, went to the lean-to shed to get Lilith who greeted her with a whinny of pleasure. She would ask for permission to visit the children’s parents, she decided. To call upon the Olives alone would be to pick out Samantha, focus attention on her. There was no need to lie to Mother Dorothy. The project she had envisaged might well lead to a small exhibition, a Parents’ Day, something of that nature, and the parents themselves might well be involved.
         
 
         Mounting up, thinking of the trousers that had been promised with renewed gratitude, she rode back to the convent. Around her the moors were quick and green, with the wild harebells that carpeted them already dancing in the breeze and the berries of the rowan tiny rubies against the darker green.
         
 
         The convent had been a stately home for the local squires. She never tired of that first gracious view of the mullioned windows sparkling in the grey, ivy clad stone, the high enclosure wall where honeysuckle hung its yellow-cream fingers with their tips of scarlet. Her Mother House, where she had done her postulancy, her novitiate, been received for first temporary and then final vows, had stood in a narrow street. From the garden at the back she had seen only the sky with no open vistas. With luck she would spend the rest of her life here, be laid finally to rest in the convent cemetery where other nuns slept their deep and dreamless slumbers.
         
 
         Dismounting at the main gates, always held hospitably open, she looped Lilith’s rein over her arm and walked up the drive, trying to attain the happy medium between unseemly haste and idle loitering. After her recent shocking transgressions it behoved her to move carefully. Her mouth quirked into an irrepressible grin as she recalled the shock on the other faces as she made her confession. Her faults had certainly put everybody else’s in the shade – which was certainly no cause for self congratulation.
         
 
         ‘Did you have a good day, Sister Joan?’
 
         The prioress again. Mother Dorothy, despite her age, was not the sort of woman who sat in her own quarters, and letting the even tenor of convent routine flow around her was clearly inimical to her nature. She preferred to bustle round with it – unless she had decided to keep a close eye on Sister Joan for fear she take it into her head to do something really scandalous.
         
 
         ‘A very good day, thank you, Mother Dorothy.’
 
         ‘Don’t forget to get yourself measured for the riding trousers.’ The sharp face peered up at her from between the rounded shoulders.
         
 
         ‘No, Mother. Thank you, Mother.’
 
         ‘They are for modesty’s sake,’ Mother Dorothy said severely, ‘not a personal indulgence.’
         
 
         ‘Of course not, Mother.’
 
         ‘Lilith enjoys her outings, I think.’ The other stroked the velvety nose. ‘Of course her name is most unfortunate – but then as she was named a long time ago I daresay she would not respond to anything new.’
         
 
         ‘She doesn’t always respond to her own name,’ Sister Joan said, with a grin. ‘This old mare can be obstinate when she’s a mind.’
         
 
         ‘Then you must suit each other very well,’ Mother Dorothy said, the dryness of her tone indicating a joke.
         
 
         ‘Mother, would it be possible for me to visit the parents of my pupils?’ Sister Joan took advantage of the momentary relaxation.
         
 
         ‘For what reason?’
 
         Sister Joan explained carefully about the project she had in mind.
         
 
         ‘Rather ambitious, don’t you think?’ The prioress frowned. ‘Will it advance their education?’
         
 
         ‘I believe so, Mother. To learn something about local history will make them use their eyes and ears more alertly, and of course as there will be some extra work involved – some of the children will require some help from their parents. And if there is to be a Parents’ Day, naturally I would appreciate the co-operation of the adults.’
         
 
         ‘If it doesn’t interfere with your religious life, Sister, then I have no objection,’ her Superior said. ‘In fact the idea appeals to me. So few children come to the school now and the value of the original Trust Fund has not kept pace with modern inflation, that within the year I may close the school altogether.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Mother Dorothy.’
 
         Though it was news she had expected she was unable to summon a smile.
         
 
         ‘We shall find some other useful occupation for you, Sister,’ the prioress said.
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Mother.’ Sister Joan led Lilith into the stable.
         
 
         Feeding the mare, rubbing her down, washing her own hands took up the next half hour. It was past 4.30. At this hour the Sisters were generally in their cells, examining their consciences. Sister Joan turned instead in the direction of the chapel. She hadn’t lied to Mother Dorothy about the reason she wished to visit the parents but she had certainly withheld a part of the truth, if it was truth and not merely her own overstrained imagination. Remembering her dream of the previous night she feared that some very odd things were going on in her subconscious.
         
 
         The chapel was quiet and sunlit. Slipping into her pew, kneeling with bowed head, she felt her own restless thoughts slow and mellow. Perhaps she had allowed her keen interest in the school to override her detachment. The dismay with which she had heard the pronouncement that it might close sooner than she had expected had been out of proportion to the effect it ought to have had on her. When the school closed the pupils would move on and quickly forget her, and she would be given work commensurate with her talents and the needs of the Order.
         
 
         But please not sorting the laundry, her lips moved silently.
         
 
         She raised her head to the sunlit altar and stared at the empty space on it. Not spiritually empty as it had seemed during her penance but physically denuded of the heavy silver crucifix that stood between the twin candlesticks. Behind it was the locked cupboard where the Host was kept. At mass Father Malone moved the crucifix to one side in order to unlock the door. Sister David cleaned and polished everything in the chapel twice a week – on Tuesdays and Saturdays. Today was Monday and there was no reason for anything to be missing.
         
 
         She rose from her knees and went rapidly across to the unlocked side door which gave access to the visitors’ side of the parlour and thence into the side yard through which one gained the bridle path beyond the wall. The doors were kept open from early morning until the grand silence. Though the Order was semi-cloistered any member of the public who felt the need to pray in the chapel was free to do so. Very few availed themselves of the privilege since the parish church was more conveniently reached.
         
 
         She would have to tell someone what had happened before someone else came in and discovered the loss. The thought that Sister Hilaria might have borrowed the crucifix while in one of her ecstasies occurred to her and was as swiftly dismissed. Sister Hilaria was delicately made, incapable of lifting anything heavy without help.
         
 
         She hurried back into the main hall in time to see the door of Mother Dorothy’s room close firmly. The merest whisper of voices reaching her through the oak panels reminded her that at this hour the prioress instructed the postulants who were escorted from the separate building they occupied beyond the disused tennis court for an hour’s spiritual consent. Nothing short of fire or sudden death was allowed to interfere with that. She stood irresolutely for a few moments, then turned back. The crucifix was missing and nothing was likely to make any difference to the situation if she waited an hour. An hour’s wait would also be good discipline for her. Sister Joan, who knew only too well that she was apt to rush in where no self-respecting angel would venture, drew a long breath and walked slowly the length of the chapel corridor into the chapel again, genuflecting to the altar, raising her head to see the sunlight beaming down on the large crucifix which shone as brightly as if it had never been missing at all.
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