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				They were sisters
						once.

				In a more innocent time, three
						girls enter the convent. Angelina, Kathleen and Joanna come from very
						different backgrounds, but they have one thing in common—the desire to join
						a religious order.

				Despite the seclusion of the
						convent house in Minneapolis, they’re not immune to what’s happening around
						them, and each sister faces an unexpected crisis of faith. Ultimately Angie,
						Kathleen and Joanna all leave the sisterhood, abandoning the convent for the
						exciting and confusing world outside. The world of choices to be made, of
						risks to be taken. Of men and romantic love. The world of ordinary
						women....

				 Debbie Macomber illuminates women’s lives with truth and with
						compassion.

				In
					Changing Habits,
					she proves once again why she’s one of the world’s
						most poppular writers of fiction for—and about—women.



				 “Macomber offers a very
						human look at three women

				who uproot their lives to
						follow their true destiny.”

				—Booklist

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for #1 New York Times
					bestselling author
Debbie Macomber’s Changing Habits

				Changing Habits was a USA TODAY
						Summer Read Pick,
in its original year of
						publication (2003). 

				“Macomber once again
						masterfully takes readers into a world most know nothing about and
						immerses them in the lives of her characters. She magically weaves
						historical events from our recent past into the tale, and the result is
						simply captivating.”
—RT Book
						Reviews

				“Debbie Macomber has written
						a compelling book that is absolutely unputdownable…one of the most
						compelling books I’ve read in a very long time. This book is very highly
						recommended not only for its interesting subject matter but also for
						the compassion with which Macomber tackles controversial
						issues, as well as her trademark poignancy.”
—The Best Reviews

				“Macomber covers familiar
						emotional ground in an unusual setting, giving readers a glimpse of life in
						a Minneapolis convent. In the early 1960s, three young women find
						themselves taking vows…. [Her] historical research…is seamlessly woven
						into the story.”
—Publishers
					Weekly

				“Another winner…Macomber’s
						talent for vivid characterization and storytelling help make Changing Habits a great
						read.”
—ReaderToReader.com

				“[Macomber’s] depictions of
						women who lived the cloistered life and who returned to live full and
						satisfying lives as wives, mothers, and successful business women is
						realistic, warm and enlightening.”
—Wichita Falls, Texas Times Record News

				“Macomber offers a very
						human look at three women
who uproot their lives to follow their true
						destiny.”
—Booklist

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Friends,

				This book was first published in
						2003, and I’m delighted to see it released again. 

				The premise for Changing Habits came
						from my cousin Shirley, who is a former nun. Almost thirty years ago, she
						was a Sister of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary. She made the
						difficult decision to leave the order and underwent the transition from
						religious to secular life. Shirley inspired me, as did some of her friends,
						also former nuns. They showed real courage, facing the world after all those
						years behind convent doors.

				Like Shirley, I was raised
						Catholic and attended parochial school. My best friend in high school,
						Jane Berghoff, entered the convent following graduation but after three
						years she, too, decided to leave. For a time, I’d also considered the idea
						of becoming a nun—but I discovered boys, and my interest in the religious
						life was soon a distant memory.

				And now, dear reader, thanks to
						Shirley and her friends, you’ll meet three women who each responded to the
						call. For the sake of their vocations, Angelina, Kathleen and Joanna
						abandoned the lives they’d led. Later, after Vatican II and the radical
						changes within the Church, their safe
and secure world starts to
						fray….

				I devoted a great deal of time
						and effort to research. I read many books, from sociological studies to
						personal memoirs, interviewed nuns and former nuns and visited a monastery,
						all to prepare for writing Changing
						Habits. I am indebted to Shirley Adler,
						Sheila Sutherland, Jane McMahon, Diane DeGooyer, Theresa Scott, Mary
						Giles Mailhot, OSB, and Laura Swan, OSB, for their assistance.

				I hope you enjoy Angelina’s,
						Kathleen’s and Joanna’s stories.

				Warmest regards,
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				To my cousin Shirley Adler
Who lived the life
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				1973

				

Kathleen waited in the cold rain of a Seattle winter as her brother placed her suitcase in the trunk of his car. She felt as awkward and disoriented as she probably looked, standing there in her unfashionable wool coat and clumsy black shoes. For the last ten years she’d been Sister Kathleen, high school teacher and part-time bookkeeper for St. Peter’s parish in Minneapolis. Her identity had been defined by her vocation.

				 Now she was simply Kathleen. And all she’d managed to accumulate in her years of service was one flimsy suitcase and a wounded heart. She had no savings, no prospects and no home. For the first time in her life, she was completely on her own.

				 “I’ll do whatever I can to help you,” Sean said, opening the car door for her.

				 “You already have.” Tears stung her eyes as her brother backed out of his driveway. She’d spent the last two months living at his house, a small brick bungalow in this quiet neighborhood. “I can’t thank you enough,” she whispered, not wanting him to hear the emotion in her voice.

				 “Mom and Dad want you to come home.”

				 “I can’t.” How did a woman who was nearly thirty years old go home? She wasn’t a teenager who’d been away at school, a girl who could easily slip back into her childhood life.

				 “They’d never think of you as a burden, if that’s what you’re worried about,” her brother said.

				 Perhaps not, but Kathleen was a disappointment to her family and she knew it. She didn’t have the emotional strength to answer her parents’ questions. Dealing with her new life was complicated enough.

				 “You’re going to be all right,” Sean assured her.

				 “I know.” But Kathleen didn’t entirely believe it. The world outside the convent was a frightening place. She didn’t know what to expect or how to cope with all the changes that were hurtling toward her.

				 “You can call Loren or me anytime.”

				 “Thank you.” She swallowed hard.

				 Ten minutes later, Sean pulled up in front of the House of Peace, a home run by former nuns who helped others make the often-difficult transition from religious to secular life.

				 Kathleen stared at the large two-story white house. There was a trimmed laurel hedge on either side of the narrow walkway that led to the porch. She saw the welcoming glow of lamplight in the windows, dispersing a little of the day’s gloom.

				 Still, she missed the order and ritual of her life. There was a certain comfort she hadn’t appreciated: rising, praying and eating, all in perfect synchronization with the day before. Freedom, unfamiliar as it was, felt frightening. Confusing.

				 With her brother at her side, Kathleen walked up the steps, held her breath and then, after a long moment, pressed the doorbell. Someone must have been on the other side waiting, because it opened immediately.

				 “You must be Kathleen.” A woman of about sixty with short white hair and a pleasantly round figure greeted her. “I’m Kay Dickson. We spoke on the phone.”

				 Kathleen felt warmed by Kay’s smile.

				 “Come in, come in.” The other woman held open the door for them.

				 Sean hesitated as he set down Kathleen’s suitcase. “I should be getting back home.” His eyes questioned her, as if he was unsure about leaving his sister at this stranger’s house.

				 “I’ll be fine,” she told him, and in that instant she knew it was true.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part One 

				THE CALL

				The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.

				— Matthew 9:37

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Angelina Marcello
1948 ~ 1958

				“Angie, come here,” her father called in heavily ac- cented English. “Taste this.” He held out a wooden spoon dripping with rich marinara sauce.

				 Obediently Angelina put her mouth over the spoon and closed her eyes, distinguishing the different spices and flavors as they met her tongue. “Not enough basil. You should add fresh chopped parsley, too.”

				 Her father roared with approval. “You’re right!” He tossed the spoon into the restaurant’s large stainless steel sink. Then he reached for eight-year-old Angie and lifted her high in the air before hugging her tightly. It was 1948, and Angie’s world revolved around her father and, of course, the family-owned business, the restaurant named after her. It was a well-known fact that Angelina’s served the finest Italian food in all of Buffalo, New York.

				 Unlike other children her age, Angie’s first memories weren’t of being plopped on Santa’s knee in some department store for a candy cane and a photograph. Instead, she recalled the pungent scent of garlic simmering in extra-virgin olive oil and the soft hum as her mother bustled about the kitchen. Those were the warm years, the good years, during the big war, before her mother died in 1945.

				 Sometimes, late at night, she’d heard giggles coming from her parents’ bedroom. She liked the sound and cuddled up in her thick blankets, her world secure despite all the talk of what was taking place an ocean away.

				 Then her beautiful mother who sang her songs and loved her so much was suddenly gone; she’d died giving birth to Angie’s stillborn brother. For a while, any hint of joy and laughter disappeared from the house. A large black wreath hung on the front door, and people stopped, stared and shook their heads as they walked past.

				 Only five years old, Angie didn’t understand where her mother had vanished, nor did it make sense when strangers crowded into her home. She was even more confused by the way they put their heads together and whispered as if she wasn’t supposed to hear. A few wept openly, stopping abruptly when she entered the room.

				 All Angie understood was that her mother was gone and her father, her fun-loving, gregarious father, had grown quiet and serious and sad.

				 “You’re going to be a good Catholic girl,” he told her soon after her mother’s death. “I promised your mother I’d raise you in the Church.”

				“Sì, Papa.”

				 “Use English,” he insisted. “We live in America.”

				 “Yes, Daddy.”

				 “I’ll take you to Mass every Sunday, just like your mother wanted.”

				 Angie listened intently.

				 “And when you start first grade you’ll attend St. Gabriel, so the nuns can teach you.”

				 She nodded; her father made this sound like a promise.

				 “It’s just you and me now, Angelina,” he whispered.

				 “Yes, Daddy.”

				 “You’re going to be a good Catholic girl,” he said again. “You’ll make your mother proud.”

				 At that Angie smiled, even though she dreamed of being a cowgirl when she grew up so she could ride the range with Hopalong Cassidy. Her hero didn’t look Italian but she made him so in her dreams and he ate at her father’s restaurant and said it was the best food he’d ever tasted.

				 In 1948, by the time Angelina entered the third grade, she wore her thick black hair in two long braids that her father dutifully plaited each morning at the breakfast table. He put down the newspaper, giving his full attention to her hair, and when he’d finished, he carefully inspected his daughter. It was the same ritual every morning. Awaiting his approval, Angie would stand tall and straight, arms held stiffly at her sides. She wore her blue-and-gray-plaid school uniform with the pleated skirt and bib front and anxiously awaited her father’s nod, telling her she’d passed muster.

				 “Smile,” he instructed on this particular day.

				 Angie obediently did as he said.

				 “You’re as beautiful as your mother. Now eat your breakfast.”

				 Angie slipped into the chair, bowed her head and made the sign of the cross before and after grace, which she said aloud. Then she reached for her spoon. She hesitated when she noticed her father’s frown. Studying him closely, she wondered what she’d done wrong. The worst thing she could imagine would be to disappoint her father. He was her world and she was his—other than the restaurant, of course.

				 “It’s nothing, bambina,” he reassured her in gentle tones. “I just hope your mother forgives me for feeding you cold cereal.”

				 “I like cold cereal.”

				 Her father nodded, distracted by the newspaper, which he folded back and propped against the sugar canister while Angie ate her breakfast.

				 “I want to leave early this morning,” she told him, struggling to hold back her excitement. “Sister Trinita said I could sing with the fifth- and sixth-graders at Mass.” This was a privilege beyond anything Angie had ever been granted. Only the older children were permitted to enter the choir loft at St. Gabriel’s, but Sister Trinita, the fifth-grade teacher, was her special friend. She chaperoned the children who attended Mass at St. Gabriel’s every morning before school—children who rustled and fidgeted and talked.

				 Angie knew it was important to show respect in church. Her father had taught her that and never allowed her to whisper or fuss during Mass. She might not understand the Latin words, but she’d learned what they meant, and she loved the atmosphere of the church itself—the lighted tapers, the stained glass windows and shining wood, the Stations of the Cross telling their sacred story. Sister Trinita had commented one morning, as the children streamed out of the church and hurried toward the school, that she was impressed with Angie’s respectful behavior.

				 That first time Sister had spoken to her, Angie knew she’d found a friend. After school the same day, she’d visited Sister Trinita’s classroom and volunteered to wash the blackboards. Sister let her, even though Angie was only in third grade.

				 After that, Angie used every excuse she could invent to visit Sister Trinita. Soon she was lingering in the school yard after classes until she saw Sister leave. Then Angie would race to the nun’s side so she could walk Sister back to the convent house, which was situated across the street. Sister Trinita looked for Angie, too. She knew, because the nun would smile in welcome whenever Angie hurried toward her. It became her habit to walk Sister Trinita home. 

				 “You’re going to sing with the choir?” her father asked, raising his eyes from the newspaper.

				 Angie nodded, so excited she could barely contain her glee. “I like Sister Trinita.”

				 “Good.”

				 His curt nod told Angie that he approved.

				 Scooping up the last of her Cheerios, she set aside her spoon and wondered if she should tell him that she’d started waiting for Sister Trinita outside the convent door each morning. She walked Sister to the church and then slipped into the pew where the third-graders sat.

				 “Sister Trinita says I’m her favorite.” She hesitated, waiting for her father’s reaction.

				 “Who is Sister Trinita?” her father asked unexpectedly. “Tell me again.”

				 “The fifth-grade teacher. I hope I’m in her class when I’m in fifth grade.”

				 He nodded slowly, obviously pleased with her acceptance by this nun. Pleased, too, with her daily attendance at Mass—even though he himself didn’t like going. He went to Mass on Sundays because he’d promised her mother he would. Angie knew that. He’d made a deathbed promise to the wife he’d so desperately loved. A man of his word, Tony Marcello faithfully escorted Angie to church each and every Sunday and on holy days.

				 At night when he returned from the restaurant and sent the housekeeper home, he drilled Angie on her catechism questions. And on the anniversary of her mother’s death, they knelt before the crucifix in the living room and said the rosary together. At the name of Jesus, they would bow their heads.

				 This morning, her father smiled as he drank the rest of his coffee. “Ready?” he asked. “If my little girl’s going to sing in the choir, then I’ll have to get you to church early.”

				 “Ready.” With her braids flapping against her navy blue uniform sweater, Angie grabbed her books, her Hopalong Cassidy lunch bucket, and reached for her father’s hand.

				 For two years, Angelina Marcello walked Sister Trinita to and from the convent each weekday. It broke her heart when Sister was transferred to another school in 1950, the year she entered fifth grade. Angie had turned ten.

				 After a while Angie stopped thinking about Sister Trinita, but she never forgot the nun from the order of St. Bridget’s Sisters of the Assumption—the woman who had lavished her with attention when she’d most needed it.

				 In the summer of 1953, her father enrolled her in St. Mary’s School for Girls. She would always remember that he sang “That’s Amore” as he drove her home following her interview with Sister St. George.

				 “Your mother would be proud of what a fine young lady you are,” he told her, stopping at the restaurant on the way home.

				 At age fourteen, Angie was waiting tables during the summer and cooking with her father, along with Mario Deccio, the chef. She knew the recipes as well as she did her own name. The restaurant was her life—until her senior year in high school.

				 Everything changed then.

				 “You want to do this?” her father asked, reading the se- nior class permission slip for the annual retreat. He looked at her carefully. “You want to travel to Boston for this retreat?”

				 “It’s just for the weekend,” Angie explained. “Every graduating class goes away for retreat.”

				 “At a convent?”

				 “Yes. Sister St. George said it was a contemplative time before we graduate and take our place in the world.”

				 Her father read over the permission slip again. “You know your place, and that’s right here next to me at Angelina’s.”

				 “Everyone’s going,” Angie protested.

				 “All the girls in your class?” He sounded skeptical.

				 “Yes.” She wasn’t entirely sure that was true, but Angie wanted to be part of this retreat. After attending twelve years of parochial school, she was curious. Convent life was so secretive, and she didn’t want to lose this one opportunity to see it from the inside.

				 “All right, you can go,” her father reluctantly agreed.

				 He was right, of course; her future was set. She would join him at the restaurant and cook or wait tables, whatever was needed. The restaurant was the only life she knew, and its familiarity a continuing comfort.

				 Early that June, St. Mary’s School for Girls’ senior class left by charter bus for Boston and the motherhouse of St. Bridget’s Sisters of the Assumption. It was three weeks before graduation. The first thing Angie felt when the bus pulled up to the convent was a sense of serenity. The three-story brick structure was surrounded by a tall fence and well-maintained grounds. While traffic sped by on the busy streets surrounding the convent, inside the wrought-iron gates there was tranquility. Angie didn’t know if her friends felt it, but she did.

				 Friday evening the sisters served dinner.

				 “They aren’t going to eat with us?” Sheila Jones leaned close and asked Angie. Sheila and Dorothy French were Angie’s two best friends.

				 “Haven’t you ever noticed?” Dorothy whispered. “Nuns never eat with laypeople.”

				 Angie hadn’t noticed, hadn’t thought about it until then.

				 “I wonder if they’ve ever tasted pizza,” Dorothy said.

				 “Of course they have,” Angie insisted. “They eat the same food as everyone else.”

				 “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Sheila murmured.

				 Angie wondered. She couldn’t imagine life without pizza and fettuccine Alfredo and a dozen other dishes. These were the special recipes her father had entrusted to her care.

				 Later that evening, Angie was intrigued by the Spartan cell she’d been assigned for the weekend. The floors were bare, as were the walls, except for a crucifix that hung above the bed. One small window took up a portion of the outside wall, but it was too high to see out of and only allowed in a glimmer of sunlight. The single bed had a thin mattress and the bed stand could hold a lamp and a prayer book, but little else.

				 That first night when Angie climbed into bed, the sheets felt rough and grainy against her skin. She’d expected to fall asleep almost instantly, but her mind spun in ten different directions. This was holy ground, where she slept—holy ground on which she walked. Women who had dedicated their lives to the service of God had once slept in this room. This wasn’t something to be taken lightly, she realized. She finally fell into a deep sleep sometime after midnight.

				 The second day of the retreat included an hour of solitary prayer. Each girl was to spend time alone to assess her calling in life. No talking was permitted, but they could speak to one of the sisters if they desired. Angie took pains to avoid her friends because it would be too easy to break silence.

				 “Angie!” Dorothy French’s loud whisper echoed through the chapel as she loped down the center aisle.

				 Angie cringed and ignored her.

				 Undaunted, Dorothy slipped into the pew next to her. She rattled her rosary as she lowered her head and pretended to pray. “I’m going to bust if I have to go another minute without talking.”

				 Angie glared at her friend.

				 “What about you?” Dorothy pressed. She stared at Angie. “Don’t tell me this silence doesn’t bother you, too?”

				 In response, Angie shook her head, slid past her and left the chapel. She’d been deeply involved in saying the rosary and resented the intrusion. Fearing someone else would distract her, she walked out of the building and decided to do the Stations of the Cross. The fourteen stations, which illustrated the stages in Christ’s journey to crucifixion, followed a path that meandered through the lush grounds. The air was warm and perfumed with the scent of spring, and Angie felt an unmistakable surge of well-being.

				 It was at the fourth station, where Jesus met His mother on the road to Calvary, that Angie came upon an older nun sitting on a bench, her head bowed and her hands clasped in prayer. Not wanting to disturb the other woman, Angie decided to leave.

				 Just as she was about to turn away, the nun glanced up and as she saw Angie, a flash of recognition came into her eyes.

				 Angie took a second look. No, it couldn’t be. “Sister Trinita?” she whispered.

				 The nun smiled. “Is it really you, Angie?”

				 “Yes…oh, Sister Trinita, I’ve thought of you so often over the years.”

				 “I’ve thought of you, too. Are you a high school senior already?”

				 Angie nodded. “St. Mary’s School for Girls.”

				 “The years go past so quickly.” Sister smiled gently. “I can hardly believe you’re almost grown-up.” She moved farther down on the bench, silently inviting Angie to join her.

				 “I was so disappointed when you were transferred,” Angie told her. “I looked forward to fifth grade for two years.” After her mother’s death, Sister Trinita’s departure had been the second big loss of her life.

				 “It was difficult for me to accept that I wouldn’t be your teacher, but it was for the best. The decisions of the motherhouse always are.”

				 Angie didn’t agree. Sister Trinita’s transfer, her disappearance from Angie’s life, had seemed so unfair. “You had no choice?”

				 “No, but that’s not the point. When I became a bride of Christ, I promised obedience in all things.”

				 “I could never do that,” Angie told her. She didn’t like admitting to such a weakness, but it was true.

				 Sister Trinita laughed softly. “Of course you could. When God asks something of us, there’s no thought of refusing.”

				 Sister sounded so calm and certain, as though there was never any question when it came to obeying God, never any doubt. Angie was sure she’d turned God down any number of times.

				 “You’ve grown into a fine young woman,” Sister Trinita said, her eyes soft with affection. “I imagine your father is very proud.”

				 Angie shrugged. “I suppose so.”

				 After another moment she asked, “You’re assigned to the motherhouse?”

				 Sister Trinita smiled, but she hesitated before she answered. “For now.”

				 “Oh.”

				 There was a long silence, or maybe it only seemed long to Angie. Just as she started to speak, Sister Trinita rose slowly to her feet, tucking both hands in the capacious sleeves of her habit.

				 “It’s been good to talk to you,” Sister said.

				 “You, too.” Angie wasn’t ready to leave, and it seemed she was being dismissed. “Sister,” she said, “could I ask you about being a nun?” It was the only question she could think of that would prolong the conversation.

				 Sister Trinita sank back onto the bench. “What would you like to know?”

				 Angie clasped her hands and gazed into the distance. It was so peaceful here in these gardens. The sound of traffic was muted by the many trees throughout the property. “When did you first realize you had a vocation?” she asked.

				 “Not until after I graduated from high school.”

				 That surprised Angie. “So late?”

				 Sister smiled. “I was nineteen.”

				 “But how did you know?”

				 Sister Trinita glanced down at her hands, which she’d removed from her sleeves. “That’s not easy to explain. I felt it in my heart.” She brought one hand to the stiff white bib of her habit. “I longed to serve God, to follow Him wher- ever He led me.”

				 “Even if that meant not marrying or ever having children?” This was the most difficult aspect of a vocation for Angie to understand.

				 “It was what God asked of me.”

				 “I couldn’t imagine living without a husband,” Angie confessed. “I’m sure I’d feel incomplete.”

				 “I’m married to Christ, Angie. He is the one who makes me whole.”

				 Angie didn’t think she could ever feel the same. It wasn’t as if Christ was here on earth. She wanted the same things in life that her friends did—a husband, a real flesh-and-blood husband. One who would hold her close and talk with her and…and kiss her. She wanted children of her own, too.

				 “Has your father remarried?” Sister asked next.

				 She shook her head. Her father never would. There was no room in his heart for another woman. No room for anyone other than Angie.

				 “Do you think your father is incomplete?” Sister asked. “He’s lived all these years without a wife.”

				 “Not at all,” Angie said quickly, aghast at the suggestion. Her father was content. He owned a thriving business, had his friends—he bowled one night a week with his cronies—and focused his hopes and dreams on her.

				 “Neither am I,” Sister said. “You see, with obedience comes joy, and there is no greater joy than serving our Lord.”

				No greater joy, Angie repeated in her mind. It was at that moment that the idea sprang to life.

				 “Sister,” she whispered, her voice trembling with excitement. “I think God might be speaking to me.” It frightened her to admit it, to actually say the words aloud.

				 “Do you, Angie?”

				 “Yes, Sister.” She exhaled sharply. “Oh, no!”

				 “No?” Sister asked with a gentle smile.

				 “My father—he won’t like this.” God was calling her. Angie felt the desire to serve Him gaining strength in her heart, becoming more real with every minute. When she’d first sat down with Sister Trinita, she’d had no idea where the conversation would take her. God had brought this special nun back into her life at exactly the right moment. It was His way of speaking to Angie and revealing her vocation. As always, God’s timing was perfect.

				 “I have a boyfriend, too,” Angie murmured, thinking of the obstacles she had yet to face. “He works part-time at the restaurant and he’s cute, but…”

				 “Are you and this young man serious?”

				 “No…we’re not going steady or anything.” The truth was, Ken was more of a friend than a boyfriend. They’d gone to her school prom together and they talked on the phone once or twice a week, but it wasn’t anything serious. Ken would probably understand if Angie announced that she wanted to become a nun. But her father never would.

				 “Might I suggest you keep this matter to yourself for now?” Sister said.

				 Angie blinked back tears of joy. “I don’t know if I can. I feel like my heart’s about to burst wide open.” She hurriedly wiped her eyes. “I really think God’s calling me to be His bride. What should I do now?”

				 “Pray,” Sister said. “He will lead you. And if your father objects, God will show you the way.”

				 Shortly after she returned from Boston, Angie realized how right Sister Trinita was. She should’ve kept the call to herself. Instead, she’d made the mistake of telling her father she wanted to enter the convent.

				 “No! Absolutely not,” Tony Marcello bellowed at his only child. “I won’t hear of it.”

				 “God is calling me.”

				 Her father slapped the kitchen table with such force, the napkin holder, along with the salt and pepper shakers, toppled to the floor. His unprecedented violence shocked them both, and they stared at each other, openmouthed. Her father recovered first. “What did those nuns say to you while you were in Boston?”

				 “They didn’t say anything.”

				 “You’re not entering the convent!” he shouted. “I won’t allow it.” His face had gone as red as his famous sauce and he stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind him.

				 Tears pricked Angie’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Sister Agnes, Mother Superior of St. Bridget’s Sisters of the Assumption, had warned the girls that if any of them had vocations, they might encounter resistance from their families. She’d said it was common for parents to have questions and doubts.

				 Angie had known her father wouldn’t be pleased, but she hadn’t expected him to explode. In all her life, her father had never even shouted at her. Not until the day she announced her vocation.

				 Two weeks after graduation, Angie broached the subject a second time.

				 Her father was in his restaurant office doing paperwork when Angie walked tentatively into the room. She closed the door, sat in the chair beside his desk and waited.

				 Her father glanced up and seemed to know intuitively what she’d come to discuss. “The answer is no, so don’t even think about asking.”

				 “I want you to talk to Mother Superior.”

				 “Why? So I can get even angrier?”

				 “God is calling me to serve Him,” she said simply.

				 Her father glared at her. “Your mother, God rest her soul, asked me to raise you as a good Catholic. I promised her I would—but I never agreed to this.”

				 Angie’s voice trembled. “Please, just talk to Mother Superior.”

				 “No. Your place is here with me. This restaurant will be yours one day. Why do you think I’ve worked like a slave all these years? It was for you.”

				 Although her heart was breaking, Angie held her ground. “I don’t want the restaurant,” she said, her voice a mere whisper now. “I want God.”

				 Slowly her father stood, his face contorted with rage. “You don’t mean that. If I thought you could truly believe such a thing, I—I don’t know what I’d do. Now get out of my sight before I say something I’ll regret.”

				 Angie’s sobs came in earnest as she rushed from the office. Nearly blinded by her tears, she stumbled past Mario Deccio, her father’s friend and chef. Despite his concern, she couldn’t explain what was wrong, couldn’t choke out the words.

				 For two days Tony Marcello didn’t speak to his daughter. For two days he pretended she wasn’t in the house.

				 “Daddy, don’t be like this,” Angie pleaded on Sunday night. The restaurant was always closed on the traditional day of worship.

				 Her father ignored her and stared at the television screen while Ed Sullivan announced his lineup of guests.

				 Disheartened, Angie sat in the chair beside her father’s. She started to weep. He’d never been angry with her before and she couldn’t bear it, couldn’t bear not having him speak to her. “Tell me what you want me to do,” she pleaded between hiccupping sobs.

				 “Do?” he asked, looking at her for the first time in two long days. “What we’ve always planned for you. That’s all I want.”

				 “What you always planned for me,” she corrected.

				 Her father’s gaze returned to the television. “God took your mother and my son away from me. I’ll be damned if I’ll give Him my daughter, too.”

				 “Oh, Daddy.” Her heart ached to hear him utter such terrible words.

				 “Enough, Angelina. There’s nothing more to talk about.”

				 Defeat settled over her. “All right.”

				 Frowning, he glanced at her. “All right?”

				 “I won’t go.”

				 His eyes narrowed, as though he wasn’t sure he should trust her. Then he nodded abruptly and said, “Good.” That settled, he returned his attention to the small black-and-white television screen.

				 She did try to forget God’s call. Angie wrote Mother Superior a letter and said it was with deep regret that she had to withdraw her application. Her father would never accept her vocation and she couldn’t, wouldn’t, disappoint him. She was all he had left in the world.

				 Sister responded with a letter of encouragement and hope, and stated that if God truly wanted her to serve Him, then He would make it possible.

				 Angie wanted to believe Sister Agnes, but God had His work cut out for Him if He was going to change her father’s heart.

				 To all outward appearances, he was dead set against her joining a religious order.

				 In July and August, Angie worked at the restaurant every day. At night, mentally and physically exhausted, she hid in her room and wept bitter tears. She feared that if she was unable to follow her vocation, her life would be a waste. She prayed continually and begged God to make it possible for her, as Mother Superior had said. Every night, on her knees, she said the rosary until her mind was too numb to continue.

				 The first week of September, just three days before the convent opened its doors to postulants, her father burst into her bedroom.

				 “Go!” he roared at her like a demon. He loomed in the doorway, his shoulders heaving with anger. “You think God wants you? Then go!”

				 Angie was too stunned to speak. She looked up from where she knelt, the rosary in her hands.

				 “I can’t stand to hear you crying anymore.”

				 Slowly Angie came to her feet. Her knees ached, her back hurt, but she stood there shocked, unmoving.

				 “Go,” he said again, his voice lower. “It won’t take you long to realize I was right. You’re no nun, Angelina. It isn’t God’s voice you’re hearing… I don’t know who put this idea in your head, but they’re wrong.”

				 “Daddy.”

				 “You won’t listen to me. I can see that. If I make you stay, in the end you’ll only hate me. This is a lesson you need to learn on your own.”

				 “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t sincerely believe I have a vocation.”

				 He muttered something in Italian that Angie didn’t understand. From his tone, she suspected it was just as well.

				 She wanted to explain that God had taken hold of her soul and she couldn’t refuse Him. But she was afraid that if she gave him the slightest argument, he might reverse his decision.

				 “Thank you,” she said, lowering her eyes, humbled that he had given in to her.

				 He didn’t say anything for the longest while, and when he spoke, his voice shook with emotion. “I said you can go, but God help me, I refuse to drive you there.”

				 “I can take the bus.”

				 “You’ll have to.”

				 Saying goodbye to her father that September morning in 1958 was the most difficult thing Angie had ever done. He dropped her off at the Greyhound bus depot and hugged her tight. Then, with tears glistening in his eyes, he loudly kissed her on both cheeks.

				 “You’ll be back,” he muttered, backing away from her.

				 Angie didn’t argue with him, but she knew otherwise. She’d been born to serve God as a St. Bridget’s Sister of the Assumption.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Kathleen O’Shaughnessy
1951 ~ 1963

				Kathleen always knew she’d become a nun. She knew it from the day she received her First Communion. She heard her mother say it.

				 Kathleen stood with three of her cousins for a group photograph. She wore a white dress with a satin sash, a short veil and white gloves. It was the same Communion dress her three older sisters had worn. The same dress her cousin Molly had borrowed a year earlier. Kathleen held the white prayer book, clasped her hands and bowed her head devoutly for the camera.

				 “Kathleen looks like an angel,” her aunt Rebecca said to Kathleen’s mother.

				 Annie O’Shaughnessy nodded. “She does, doesn’t she? I have the feeling Kathleen’s going to be our nun.”

				 “You think so?”

				 “Ned and I are sure of it.”

				 Kathleen was sure, too. It was 1951 and she was all of six years old. By the time she entered high school on Boston’s east side, there were ten mouths to feed in the O’Shaughnessy household. Kathleen ranked number five of the eight children sired by Ned and Annie O’Shaughnessy, only two of them boys. Everyone old enough to work was employed in the pub owned by her uncle Patrick O’Shaughnessy.

				 Kathleen and her sisters attended St. Mark’s High School and were taught by St. Bridget’s Sisters of the Assumption. After school each day, Kathleen and her year-older sister, Maureen, walked to the pub, where they worked as janitors in order to pay for their tuition at the parochial school.

				 They could have been twins, she and Maureen, they looked so much alike. Both had long thick auburn hair and eyes so blue they sometimes appeared violet. Kathleen’s hair fell to the middle of her back and had the sheen of a new car, or so her mother claimed. It was her greatest delight, her hair, and she religiously brushed it a hundred strokes a night.

				 “Do you think nuns cut their hair?” Maureen asked her as they walked to the pub one cloudy spring day in March of 1962. Her siblings enjoyed riling her about convent life. They were jealous of the special attention their parents gave her because of her vocation.

				 “They probably do,” Kathleen returned, refusing to allow Maureen to upset her. If chopping off her hair was what God asked of her, then so be it, she told herself. Nothing would dissuade Kathleen from her vocation.

				 “How can you stand it?” Maureen asked curiously.

				 “Having my hair cut? Don’t be silly.” Although the remark was flippant, it wouldn’t be easy for her to lose her precious locks.

				 “No,” Maureen countered. “How can you give your life to God? Don’t you even wonder what sex is like and what you’ll be missing?”

				 “Maureen!”

				 “Well, don’t you?”

				 In fact, Kathleen thought about sex a great deal. She didn’t want to admit it for fear her sister would tease her. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep her unruly mind from wandering down that forbidden path. Obviously, anyone who wanted to be a nun shouldn’t allow herself to dwell on such profane matters. It worried Kathleen immensely. She was about to renounce sex forever, and she had no idea what she was giving up.

				 “Don’t you?” Maureen pressed, unwilling to drop the subject.

				 Kathleen increased her pace, but Maureen kept up with her. “I think about it some,” she finally muttered.

				 Maureen slowed her steps and then in a low voice, said, “Robbie and I did it.”

				 Kathleen came to a complete standstill and stared at her in shock. Maureen had lost her virginity? “When?” she gasped. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, her sister was crazy to risk getting pregnant.

				 “Last week… We weren’t planning to do it, but his parents were out and we got to kissing, and the next thing I knew we—well, it just happened.” Flustered, her sister tucked her schoolbooks tightly against her and looked straight ahead.

				 Kathleen’s mind buzzed with a hundred questions, but she asked the most important one first. “Have you been to confession?”

				 “Not yet.”

				 “Maureen, you’re putting your immortal soul in jeopardy.” Without absolution from a priest, her sister was headed for eternal damnation.

				 “I’ll go to confession on Saturday, same as always,” Maureen said, casting Kathleen an exasperated look. “Don’t you want to know what it was like?”

				 God help her, Kathleen longed to hear every sordid detail. “Did it hurt?”

				 Maureen shrugged. “Some, at first. I thought we must be doing it wrong because Robbie couldn’t make his…you know…go inside me.”

				 Kathleen could no longer breathe and closed her eyes, mentally fighting off the image of Robbie squirming on top of her sister, pushing into her.

				 “When he did, I thought he’d ripped me wide open.”

				 “Was there blood?”

				 “Judas Priest, I hope not! We were in the middle of the living room carpet… Anyway, if there was, Robbie took care of it. He’s the one who’d have to explain it to his parents.”

				 Kathleen’s head started to pound. She was horrified that her sister had been so careless. “What happened after he put it in?”

				 Maureen looked away, but not before Kathleen caught a glimpse of her disappointment. “Nothing. Robbie kept saying how sorry he was and how he never meant to hurt me. Then he grunted a little and started to pant and before I knew it, he was finished.”

				 It all sounded rather disgusting to Kathleen. “You’d better not wait until Saturday to go to confession. What if you get run over by a bus before then?”

				 Maureen rolled her eyes. “I can’t go any earlier,” she said.

				 “Why not?” She couldn’t understand why her sister would take risks with her salvation, especially when Father Murphy heard confessions every morning before eight o’clock Mass. Maureen could slip into church on her way to school.

				 Kathleen was about to remind her of that when Maureen announced, “Robbie wants to do it again tonight.”

				 “You can’t!” Kathleen was aghast that her sister would even consider such a thing.

				 “His parents are going out of town and he said he’d pick me up at the pub once I’m finished cleaning.” Maureen defiantly flipped her thick red hair over her shoulder. “I already said I would. There’s just got to be more to it than what we did.”

				 “Are you nuts? You can’t take this kind of chance,” Kathleen cried. “What if you get pregnant?”

				 “I know, I know… But Robbie said he’d use something so I wouldn’t end up with a baby. And even if I did get pregnant, Robbie said he’d marry me.”

				 “You’re not even eighteen. What about college?” Her sister received top grades. She could get a scholarship; Kathleen was positive of that. No one in their family had gone to college yet. Sean had joined the Army when he graduated and Mary Rose was married and the mother of a two-year-old. Joyce and Louise shared an apartment and worked at the pub. Joyce was a waitress and Louise made sandwiches back in the kitchen. They split the tips. After they’d moved out, Kathleen had a bed of her own for the first time in her life.

				 “You’re only seventeen,” Kathleen wailed. “How do you know you want to marry Robbie?”

				 “How do you know you want to be a nun?” Maureen flared back.

				 That shut her up. “Just be careful,” Kathleen cautioned. 

				 “You won’t tell Mom, will you?”

				 Kathleen promised she wouldn’t.

				 Late that same night, Maureen woke her out of a deep sleep. Moonlight shimmered in through the sheer drapes, and the sound of the television traveled up the stairs like distant whispers.

				 “Are you awake?” her sister asked, putting her hand on Kathleen’s shoulder and lightly shaking her.

				 Kathleen propped herself up on one elbow. It sounded like Ben Casey playing downstairs, which would keep her mother distracted. Maureen’s eyes sought hers.

				 “Did you do it?” Kathleen whispered.

				 Maureen nodded. “Twice.”

				 “In one night?”

				 Again her sister nodded.

				 Kathleen shouldn’t be this anxious for details, but she had to know, despite the fact that she’d never experience physical love herself. She sat up and wrapped her arms around her bent knees. “Tell me what it was like.”

				 A soft smile lifted the edges of her sister’s full mouth. “I know why Mom and Dad had eight of us. It feels so good, Kathleen. It’s like…oh, I don’t know. It’s like nothing else in the whole world.”

				 Kathleen leaned against the headboard and bit her lower lip, taking in her sister’s words. “Did Robbie use…protection?”

				 Maureen lowered her eyes.

				 “Maureen!” Sure as anything, her sister was going to end up pregnant before graduation and the whole family would be disgraced.

				 “He put it on, but he said it wasn’t as good and—”

				 “You should’ve made him do it.” Kathleen covered her mouth with both hands, equally dismayed at her sister’s foolishness and her own willingness to abandon the Church’s stand on birth control. “If you get pregnant, Mom and Dad will kill you.”

				 Indignant, Maureen leapt off the bed. “Robbie said it was a big mistake to tell you. I should’ve listened to him. Miss Goody Two-shoes. No wonder entering the convent is all you talk about.”

				 “That’s not true,” Kathleen snapped.

				 “If you tell Mom or Dad, I’ll never forgive you.”

				 “I’m not going to tell.”

				 Maureen hurriedly undressed in the dark. “I could never enter the convent,” she whispered, calmer now.

				 “Because you’ve lost your virginity?”

				 “No,” she returned with a snicker, “because I could never live without sex. You’re better off not knowing, Kathleen. If you did, you wouldn’t be so keen to listen to that call from God you’re always saying you hear.”

				 Thankfully Maureen wasn’t pregnant, although once she and Robbie had started having sex they couldn’t seem to stop. Three months after graduation, Maureen had an engagement ring, and all thoughts of attending college were discarded like yesterday’s newspaper.

				 In the last month of her junior year, Kathleen was elected prefect of the Sodality, the society dedicated to the devotion to Mary, the mother of Christ. She felt elated that her classmates had entrusted her with this honor—until her uncle Patrick unexpectedly pulled her aside at the pub one afternoon.

				 Kathleen was sure he intended to offer her a weekend job as a waitress. She was a good worker and the extra money would mean she could afford a few extras without having to ask her mother.

				 “Sit down, Kathleen,” her uncle said, showing her to a table at the back of the pub. She wondered why he’d chosen to sit in the shadows.

				 He pulled out a chair for her, and as she sat, she glanced down at the floor; even in this dark corner it shone. She took whatever task she was given seriously. There wasn’t a spot or a speck of dust on the polished oak floor.

				 “I’ve never hidden the fact that you’re my favorite niece,” her uncle said, folding his arms across his big chest.

				 He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, and Kathleen wondered if he was already into the beer. Her uncle had a weakness for his own product.

				 “Since you are my favorite, it pains me to tell you this. Damn, it doesn’t seem right, but your mother and father said…” He let his words fade, then took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go.”

				 Kathleen thought she must have heard wrong. Let her go? It sounded as though her own uncle was firing her. She couldn’t imagine what she’d done to deserve this. Furthermore, without the job, she had no way of paying her tuition. When the shock wore off and Kathleen managed to find her tongue, she said, “You don’t want me working at the pub any longer?”

				 Her uncle stood abruptly. “Back in a minute.” With that, he trotted toward the bar and drew himself a mug of Harp. He took a healthy swig before he sat down at the table again. “Let me tell you a story.”

				 Her uncle was the best storyteller she’d ever met. It was one reason the pub was so popular. Boston didn’t lack for Irish pubs, but every night her uncle’s tavern was filled with music and laughter. And every night, the affable Patrick O’Shaughnessy entertained the crowd with a story or two. He had the gift, and what a gift it was. But if not for her father’s handling of the accounts, she feared her uncle would have lost the pub ten times over. Although he was a wonderful host and told a grand story, her uncle Patrick had no sense when it came to money or beer.

				 “Did I do something wrong?” she asked before he could get caught up in one of the Irish legends or folktales he loved.

				 “Wrong? My Kathleen? Never!”

				 “Then why are you telling me I can’t work in the pub anymore?” Apparently her mother and father already knew because her uncle had discussed it with them. Come to think of it, her father generally did the hiring and firing for the pub. Not this time, though.

				 Uncle Patrick leaned over and clasped her hand in his. “Your parents and I talked it over, and we decided it just isn’t right for you to be here.”

				 “But why?”

				 “Kathleen, you’ve a calling from God!”

				 “Yes, but…”

				 “Next year you’ll be in a convent. And now that you’re head of the Sodality, well…it isn’t seemly to have you working in a tavern.”

				 “But Father O’Hara is here two and three nights a week.”

				 “Father O’Hara isn’t a nun. It’s different with priests. I don’t know why, but it is. Now, I realize this comes as a shock—and that you need the money for tuition.”

				 A sick feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. It wasn’t her father or even her uncle who’d come up with this outlandish notion. That…that sodden priest must have planted the idea in their minds. “Is this Father O’Hara’s doing?” she demanded.

				 “None of that matters, Kathleen. Just accept that we all want the best for you. This is hard on me, too, you know. Your beautiful face won’t be gracing my afternoons any longer, now will it?”

				 In less than a year she’d be a postulant. When Kathleen entered the religious life, she’d be required to relinquish the things of the world, but that was months away yet. She hadn’t thought she’d have to give up her job quite so soon.

				 “I feel bad about this,” her uncle continued.

				 Kathleen tried not to show her distress. She’d need to make certain sacrifices in order to serve God. She was willing to cut her hair if God asked it of her, although she prayed He wouldn’t. Sex was out of the question for her, too, even though Maureen insisted on filling her in on all the details of what she and Robbie were doing. She hadn’t even walked through the convent doors and already she was expected to behave like a nun. It hurt that her only source of income was to be taken away from her, and all because of Father O’Hara.

				 “Will I have to leave St. Mark’s?” It would be a bitter disappointment not to graduate with her friends.

				 “Now, that would be a sin,” her uncle told her, sipping his lager. “Your tuition’s been paid up for the remainder of the school year.”

				 Kathleen gasped. “You did that?”

				 “I can’t have my sweet Kathleen worrying about paying her school fees, now can I?” He winked boyishly at her above his mug. “Father O’Hara and I worked out a deal.”

				 He didn’t need to tell her what the deal was. Beer in exchange for tuition. Still, she had no complaints as long as she graduated from St. Mark’s.

				 To her surprise, Uncle Patrick’s eyes misted. “You’re the pride and joy of this family,” he whispered. “We all hoped one of the O’Shaughnessy brood would heed God’s call. You make us proud.”

				 She murmured her thanks, a little uncomfortable at his emotion.

				 “You have always been a sweet girl. No wonder God wants you.”

				 The summer of 1963 was the most carefree of Kathleen’s life. Knowing that she’d be entering the order of St. Bridget’s Sisters of the Assumption in September, she spent lazy afternoons listening to the Beach Boys and Martha and the Vandellas. She even took up the guitar and managed to pick her way through a whole repertoire of songs. The Singing Nun had made “Dominique” popular and for a time Kathleen entertained the notion of forming a band of singing postulants. She wondered what Reverend Mother would feel about that. Maybe nuns could be actresses, too. Lilies of the Field had been one of the most popular movies of the year. It would’ve been far more authentic if they’d used real nuns to act with Sidney Poitier, Kathleen mused.

				 The highlight of the summer, however, came in August, when her oldest brother Sean was home on leave from the Army. He was so handsome that Kathleen nearly burst with pride when she saw him.

				 “What’s it like being a Green Beret?” she asked, sipping a tall glass of iced tea on the front porch swing. She wore cutoff jeans and a sleeveless blouse and no shoes. This was her last fling before the convent.

				 “Good.” Sean sat down on the porch step and dangled his arms over his knees. “I’d forgotten about summers in Boston,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

				 “Are you enjoying Seattle?”

				 “Yeah.” He leaned against the porch column and stared up at her. “You’re absolutely certain about this, Kathleen?” he asked, frowning. “You don’t look like someone who wants to be a nun.”

				 She smiled and wondered if he knew what a wonderful compliment he’d given her. “I leave for the convent in two weeks.”

				 “What if you don’t like it?”

				 “I will,” she said with utter confidence. She hadn’t made a contingency plan because she was sure she wouldn’t need one.

				 Sean reached for his iced tea. “I was thinking back the other day, and I can’t remember a time when we didn’t know you were going to be a nun.”

				 Kathleen stretched out her bare legs. “First grade I knew.”

				 “At six years old?”

				 She nodded solemnly. “It was during my First Communion that I heard God calling me.”

				 “Was that God or was it Mom and Dad?” Sean asked with more than a little sarcasm.

				 “What do you mean?”

				 “Everyone just kind of assumed this was right for you. Is it something you truly want or did you just accept what the family decided?”

				 “Oh, Sean, don’t be ridiculous.”

				 “Have you ever been kissed?”

				 “Why do you want to know that?” Answering with a question saved her the embarrassment of admitting the truth.

				 “You haven’t experienced life yet. All you know is home and school and working at Uncle Patrick’s place. There’s a whole world out there. Don’t get me wrong, I love Mom and Dad, but we’ve lived a sheltered life. Take a few years, travel, go off to college and meet a boy or two before you make your final decision about this nun business.”

				 “This is what I want, Sean. Be happy for me, all right?”

				 Sean didn’t comment for several moments. Then he said, “Promise me one thing.”

				 “What?”

				 “If you ever decide the convent isn’t for you, you won’t hesitate to leave.”

				 “Break my vows?” Kathleen had never heard of anyone doing something so dreadful.

				 “Yes, if that’s what it takes.”

				 She was positive he didn’t mean that. “Would you ever leave the Army?”

				 “It’s different, Kathleen.”

				 “Is it?”

				 “Just promise me. I’ll rest easier giving my sister to God, knowing that if you change your mind you’ll have the courage to walk away.”

				 What an unusual request. She tried to laugh it off, but he wouldn’t let her.

				 “I’m serious,” Sean insisted. “I need to hear you say it.”

				 Kathleen weighed her words. This was the strangest discussion she’d ever had with her oldest brother. “I promise.” But her decision had been made years earlier. She belonged to God.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Joanna Baird
1965 ~ 1967

				“Greg, we can’t,” Joanna managed to say between increasingly deep, urgent kisses. “Not again. We promised.” Her boyfriend dragged her mouth back to his. Already his hands were inside her blouse, fumbling with the snap of her bra.

				 “I can’t help it,” Greg Markham groaned. “I’ve missed you so much. I need you, baby.”

				 In the backseat of his 1956 Chevy Bel-Air, Joanna made one last desperate attempt to clear her head. It was too late to reason with Greg, though, and she knew it. She’d missed him, too. Just back from basic training, her high school boyfriend was about to leave for Vietnam, and their time together was limited. Without further protest, she rolled up her skirt and worked off her underwear. Soon he was positioned over her in the cramped car.

				 Joanna wound her arms around his neck as he slowly sank his body into hers. Closing her eyes, she sighed audibly as she arched up to receive him. She gave herself over to the familiar sensations. Frenzied now, she and Greg churned against each other until his release came in a deep, guttural moan.

				 Breathing hard, he buried his face in the curve of her neck. “I’m sorry, baby, so sorry.”

				 She didn’t know why he felt the need to apologize. She’d wanted him as much as he’d wanted her. Perhaps even more. She might have made a token protest, but she’d been the one who’d purposely set out to arouse him. Using her body to tempt him gave her a sense of power, a sense of control, and she loved it. Loved him. Catching his earlobe between her teeth, she relished his body’s shiver of renewed arousal. Moving provocatively against him, she whispered, “I haven’t even finished my penance from the last time.”

				 “Me neither,” Greg said and laughed softly.

				 When Greg had gone to confession, his penance had been harsh and unreasonable, Joanna thought. Father Kramer had instructed her to say the Rosary six times, but he’d ordered Greg to give up cigarettes for seven whole days. Greg hadn’t managed to go without his smokes for five hours, let alone a week. It was unfair of Father Kramer to be so hard on Greg while letting her off so lightly.

				 Raising himself, Greg awkwardly yanked up his jeans. She heard his zipper close as she struggled to sit upright with her skirt around her waist. He climbed out of the car for a smoke while Joanna tried to rearrange her clothes. She searched for her nylons and sighed with relief when she found them both. The last time they’d made love in the car, one of her nylons had been tucked under the seat. They’d spent an anxious ten minutes looking for it. If she were to walk into the house without it, her parents would know she’d been up to no good.

				 “Are you dressed?” Greg asked as he opened the car door.

				 Joanna glanced out. “Is anyone coming?”

				 Greg chuckled. “Just me.”

				 She groaned. “You know what I mean.”

				 His gaze held hers and the amusement left his eyes. “Oh baby, what am I going to do?”

				 In a week Greg would be shipping out to Vietnam. In May, shortly after they graduated, he’d enlisted in the Army. His timing was perfect; just a month later, in July, President Johnson had announced the escalation of the war in Vietnam and said that draft calls would be doubled.

				 “You’ll wait for me, won’t you?” Greg pleaded.

				 Joanna didn’t understand why he kept asking her that. “You know I will.” She’d be starting nursing school at Holy Name Hospital in Providence a few weeks from now. Between her studies, hospital work and writing Greg, she wouldn’t have time to meet anyone else. She didn’t want to, loving Greg as much as she did.

				 Stepping out of the car, she wrapped her arms around his middle and wriggled sensually.

				 “Baby,” he moaned and twisted around, backing her against the passenger door. “You know what that does to me.”

				 Joanna sighed and slid her arms around his neck. “I love you, Greg.”

				 “I love you.” He leaned away slightly and his eyes held hers. “How am I going to survive an entire year without making love to you?”

				 “I’ll wait for you.”

				 He frowned as though he wasn’t sure he believed her, no matter how many times she repeated it.

				 Then, two days before Greg was scheduled to depart for Vietnam, Joanna arrived home to find him sitting in the living room, talking intently with both her parents.

				 “Hi,” she said, entering the house. She hadn’t expected him, but it wasn’t unusual for Greg to stop by unannounced. What was unusual was to find her parents with him.

				 “Joanna.” He automatically stood when she walked into the room.

				 Her mother wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and smiled warmly at Joanna.

				 “What’s the matter?” Joanna asked. Clearly something was from the way everyone was staring at her. She seemed to be the only one who didn’t get whatever was going on.

				 “Nothing’s wrong,” her father assured her, steering his wife from the room. “Not a thing.”

				 “Greg?” Joanna asked.

				 The next moment, he actually got down on one knee. “Joanna,” he said, gazing up at her, “will you marry me?”

				 Joanna gasped as he pulled a small velvet box from his pocket. Greg opened the ring box to display a solitaire diamond in an antique gold setting. They’d talked about the future and decided they wanted to get married, but their plans were for an unspecified date sometime in the future. Marriage would come after she’d received her nursing degree and Greg was settled in with his father’s business. Vietnam, however, was about to change all that.

				 “Greg, yes! Yes, yes, oh yes.”

				 He slipped the ring onto her finger and kissed her. Her parents, smiling broadly, wandered back into the room. Her father wrapped his arm around her mother, who was struggling to hide her tears of joy.

				 “I came to ask your family for their permission,” Greg explained. “I want to do everything right, just the way my father did.”

				 Joanna wiped the tears from her own cheeks. “Mom, look.” She held out her left hand so her mother could inspect the small diamond.

				 “Your father asked me to marry him just before he left to fight in World War Two,” she said, hugging Joanna and then Greg.

				 “What’s happening?” Rick, her sixteen-year-old brother, asked as he sauntered into the room, munching a crisp apple.

				 “Joanna and Greg are engaged.”

				 “Joanna’s getting married?” Rick noisily bit into his apple. “I thought you were going to be a nun.”

				 “Rick!” She couldn’t believe her brother would bring up that long-ago ambition now.

				 “A nun?” One corner of Greg’s mouth turned up in the start of a smile. Knowing the things he did about her, he had reason to be amused. Joanna elbowed him in the ribs before he could let out their secret.

				 “You’re stealing my little girl away from God,” her father said.

				 “Daddy,” Joanna protested, furious that her family would take such delight in teasing her.

				 “Cut it out, you two.” Her mother stepped in to rescue her. “Joanna considered the convent when she was a high school freshman. That’s all there is to it.”

				 “Well, God can’t have her,” Greg said, throwing his arm around her. He kissed the top of her head. “I’ve got her now.”

				 Rick took another loud bite of his apple. “When’s the wedding?”

				 Greg and Joanna exchanged glances, and then burst out laughing because they didn’t know. Soon, they decided. Greg would serve his year in Vietnam and when he returned, they’d get married. While he was off at war, Joanna would make all the wedding arrangements.

				 Eventually the date was set for September of the following year. That gave Joanna and her mother a little more than fourteen months to plan.

				 Two days later, Greg left for Vietnam. Joanna rode with him to the airport, where—along with his mother and father—she tearfully saw him off. As the jet zoomed into the sky, she felt a sensation of dread and wondered if this would be the last time she saw Greg.

				 A week following his departure for Asia, Joanna entered the hospital nursing program. Within a matter of days, her world revolved around her studies, writing Greg and all the planning that went into a big wedding.

				 “I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have the wedding to distract me,” she wrote Greg early in December as her hi-fi belted out “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones. “If I wasn’t busy thinking about the wedding, I’d be worrying about you. Now, honey, please take care of yourself. I love you so much.”

				 Greg’s letters were full of details about his assignment and his life in Saigon, where he was stationed. He spoke of the squalor and the effects of the war on the people of the Southeast Asian country. He mailed her small things he found in the local shops—a bracelet, silk pajamas, an ivory-handled mirror. He was fortunate not to be in a combat situation; instead, he’d been assigned to desk duty with the Military Police and typed up volumes of paperwork whenever a soldier was sent to the stockade. One bonus to this assignment was that he had plenty of time to write. In the beginning, he mailed a long letter nearly every day.

				

January 3, 1966

				Sweetheart,

				Thanks for sending me the fabric swatches for the bridesmaids’ dresses. You sure you want five bridesmaids? Never mind, you can have ten if it makes you happy.
I like the green one best, but you decide. I’ll come up with five ushers, but I’ll probably need to ask a cousin or two.

				 It was hard not being home for Christmas. I hope you like your gift. A set of bone china isn’t as romantic as I would’ve liked, but that was what you said you wanted. I hope you like the pattern I picked out. Just think—one day you’ll be my wife and you’ll cook me dinner and serve it to me on those very plates.

				 Write soon. I live for your letters.

				Greg

				

 Joanna lived for his letters, too. Each day she hurried home from school and sorted through the mail, suffering keen disappointment if there wasn’t one.

				 “I don’t think there’s a letter from Greg,” her mother said. It was a cold February afternoon, and Joanna, still wearing her coat, flipped through a stack of envelopes on the kitchen table.

				 “I haven’t heard from him in three days.”

				 “I’m sure he’s fine.”

				 “I’m sure he is, too,” Joanna said, but she wondered and worried all the same.

				 That evening her best friend phoned. “We’re going to see My Fair Lady. Why don’t you come along?”

				 Joanna was tempted, really tempted. She enjoyed musicals and it would be a welcome break, but she hesitated.

				 “Everyone’s going to be there,” Jane urged her. “Bob and Gary and Sharon and just about everyone.”

				 “I can’t,” Joanna said reluctantly.

				 “Why not?” her friend asked. “You haven’t gone anywhere in months, not since Greg left.”

				 “That’s not true. You and I went shopping last week.”

				 “You spend more time with that girl at the hospital than you do with any of us.”

				 “You mean Penny?”

				 “Whatever her name is. You’re always there. Who is she, anyway? It isn’t like she went to school with us. You barely know her.”

				 Jane was right. Penny had leukemia and after her classes Joanna often stopped in to visit the teenager. Sister Theresa had introduced Joanna to Penny. These days Joanna had more in common with the hospital patient than her high school friends. Penny’s boyfriend was also in Vietnam; they compared notes and discussed news about the war. Sister Theresa had mentioned how beneficial these visits were for Penny, but she didn’t understand how much Joanna got out of them, too.

				 “You’re right, we did go shopping,” Jane went on, “but that was just the two of us. You haven’t gone out with the crowd. We used to all hang out, remember?”

				 As if Joanna could forget.

				 “I’m engaged.” She didn’t feel comfortable meeting her friends in situations that often involved couples pairing up. Not when she wore Greg’s engagement ring.

				 “That doesn’t mean you’re dead,” Jane muttered.

				 “I know, but it bothers me....” Greg didn’t like it either. When she happened to mention running into their old gang, he’d plied her with questions. He hadn’t asked her not to hang around with their high school friends, but she could tell from his letters that he worried when she was out with the guys. She couldn’t find it in her heart to write him long, chatty letters in which she conveniently forgot to mention that she’d sat beside Paul or Ron at the movies.

				 Greg was the possessive type, but she didn’t mind. She saw it as proof that he loved her. Besides, it wasn’t his fault that he was in the middle of the war while several of their friends had gotten college exemptions.

				 Penny understood Joanna’s dilemma on an entirely different level. She didn’t want to write Scott, her boyfriend, about her experiences in the hospital or the progression of her disease, so Joanna helped her think up cheerful news to convey to her sweetheart half a world away.

				 “Do me a favor,” Jane said. “Ask Greg. Do you honestly think he wants you to stay home, pining away for him?”

				 To Joanna’s astonishment, when she did bring it up, casually—with the assurance that she’d stayed home—Greg protested. “Jane’s right. You should be going out with our friends,” he wrote. “I know you love me and I love you. I might be cut off from everyone while I do this stint in the Army, but that doesn’t mean you have to be, too.”

				 Joanna read his letter a second time, just to be sure there wasn’t any hint of resentment. She detected none and wondered if she would have acted as magnanimous had their roles been reversed. Still, she wrote him every day, rain or shine, whether her moods were up or down.

				 His letters came intermittently now, always with a good excuse about why he hadn’t been able to write. “I’m sorry, Joanna. Has it really been a week? Forgive me, sweetheart, but it’s crazy over here. I promise to look at the wedding invitation samples and get back to you soon.” Then he’d remind her of his love and everything would seem perfect again.

				 Joanna’s studies at the hospital continued. Despite her fears that Greg’s absence would make the time drag, this first year was flying by.

				 “Was it hard for you to wait for Daddy?” Joanna asked her mother as they sat out on the patio in the bright June sunshine.

				 “The war seemed interminable,” her mother said, relaxing on a chaise longue. “Like you and Greg, we were engaged, I kissed him goodbye when he left for the South Pacific and then we didn’t see each other for twenty-two months.”

				 “I could never wait that long,” Joanna said. She sipped her soda and tried to calm her anxieties. There hadn’t been a letter from Greg in four days. Lately he hadn’t been writing real letters, either. They were more like notes he dashed off early in the morning before he went on duty. But Joanna didn’t care; it didn’t matter how long his letters were. All she needed was the knowledge that she was in his thoughts.

				 “You do whatever is necessary,” her mother told her. “That’s what women have always done.”

				 “Twenty-two months.” Joanna couldn’t bear to be apart from Greg for almost two years. Already it seemed far longer than that since she’d last seen him—and since they’d last made love.

				 “I didn’t know from one day to the next if your father was alive or not,” her mother added.

				 “I think I’d know if anything happened to Greg.” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but Joanna felt certain her heart would tell her if he was injured…or worse. They were so closely linked, so deeply in love.

				 “How’s Penny?” her mother asked.

				 Joanna sighed. “Back in the hospital. Sister Theresa called earlier to let me know. I’ll go up to see her first thing tomorrow.”

				 The phone rang and Joanna raced into the kitchen. Twice now Greg had managed to reach her stateside and they’d talked, however briefly. Her emotional high had lasted for days afterward.

				 “Hello,” she answered cheerfully. The kitchen radio played the Beatles song “I Want to Hold Your Hand” and she made a mental note to take Penny her transistor radio.

				 Ten minutes later, Joanna put down the receiver. “Mom, Mom,” she cried, so excited she could barely stand still. “That was the fabric store in Boston. The material’s in.” At fifty dollars a yard, the stuff was horrendously expensive, but her mother had ordered Belgian lace anyway. It was for Joanna’s wedding dress, after all, which the best seamstress in town was sewing.

				 “Did you ask her to mail it?”

				 “No…I didn’t think of it.”

				 “Good.” Her mother sat up and removed her sunglasses. “Because you and I will be personally picking it up.”

				 “We’re going to Boston?” Joanna shrieked.

				 “We are,” her mother said, sounding delighted, “and we’re going to shop. Every bride needs a trousseau.”

				 “Oh, Mom, really?” Joanna felt like crying with gratitude and excitement. The wedding had seemed so far away, but now that the lace had arrived it had suddenly become real.

				 “I want everything to be perfect for you,” her mother said.

				 “What will Dad say?”

				 “Leave him to me.”

				 They left the next morning and were away for three glorious days. This trip was exactly the restorative Joanna needed. Sure enough, a long letter from Greg awaited her when she returned. She immediately sat down and wrote him back, describing the shopping spree and the hotel and what a fabulous time she’d had.

				 Because Joanna and her mother had left on the spur of the moment, she hadn’t been to the hospital to visit Penny yet.

				 Packing up the lacy silk gown she intended to wear on her wedding night, plus her going-away suit and shoes, Joanna arrived at the hospital late on Tuesday afternoon. Penny would enjoy seeing everything, and Joanna was eager to show off her purchases.

				 Sister Theresa was at the nurses’ station when Joanna walked off the elevator.

				 “Joanna,” Sister said abruptly.

				 “Hello, Sister. I’m here to see Penny.”

				 Sister’s face fell and she sighed softly. “I’m so sorry to tell you, we lost her yesterday afternoon.”

				 “Lost her?” The hospital didn’t lose people. Then it dawned on Joanna. “Penny…died?”

				 “I’m sorry, Joanna. I know what good friends the two of you became.”

				 A sob broke free from the constricted muscles of her throat. The shock of Penny’s death sent the room spinning. Joanna hadn’t seen her in two weeks, but they’d talked on the phone and Penny had always seemed so optimistic. Never once had she mentioned her leukemia. Whenever Joanna asked, Penny had brushed aside the question. It was clear she didn’t want to talk about her illness and Joanna hadn’t pressured her.

				 “Come and sit down,” Sister said, gently sliding her arm around Joanna. “Penny often told me how much she loved your visits. Her other friends had drifted away, but you were there for her.”

				 Only she hadn’t been, Joanna realized, sick to her stomach. While Penny had been lying alone and friendless in the hospital, Joanna was off shopping as though she hadn’t a care in the world. The guilt tarnished her happiness, made it seem trite.

				 In Greg’s next letter a few weeks later he tried to console her. “You couldn’t have known, Joanna. Stop blaming yourself. You were there for her. You visited when she needed you.”

				 But even his words didn’t help and Joanna didn’t know if she could ever forgive herself. She walked around in a daze. She’d never lost a friend before and felt that she’d failed Penny. Sister Theresa talked to her several times, offering both compassion and common sense. The nun’s kindness made a real difference.

				 “I heard from Scott,” Sister told Joanna the following week.

				 “Penny’s Scott?” Joanna asked.

				 Sister nodded. “He knew from the first that Penny wasn’t going to recover, but like her he pretended she would. He’s taking it hard, but he’s a strong Catholic and has accepted the will of God.”

				 Joanna wished she had the faith to be more accepting. Her own relationship with God had suffered since that first time in the backseat of Greg’s Chevy. Oh, she faithfully attended Mass every week, sitting in the pew with Rick and her parents. Her brother was bored by church, but he went because he didn’t have a choice. Joanna’s attitude wasn’t much better. Religion had become irrelevant to her. It wasn’t only Penny she’d let down; it was God, too.

				 “If you ever need to talk,” Sister Theresa invited, “you know you can tell me anything.”

				 It was as though the nun had read her thoughts. Penny’s death had shaken Joanna, and no one else understood that. Not her parents. Not Greg either, although he tried. He seemed to be more and more preoccupied lately. Judging by one or two comments he’d made, he appeared to be involved in some trouble of his own—something to do with his commanding officer. Joanna knew she should ask, but she didn’t. School and the wedding demanded all her energy. Then, in July, as Greg’s year of duty drew to an end, he wrote to say that it was important for them to talk.

				 Talk? About what? She wrote and asked, but Greg said he’d explain everything once he got home. And that was fine with her. She needed him, wanted him close. The wedding was less than a month away; she should be excited—in a few weeks, she would be Greg’s bride. His wife. Instead of making love in the backseat of a car, she would enjoy the luxury of waking in a real bed, wrapped in her husband’s embrace.

				 Just as Joanna finished preparing the wedding invitations, she received word that Greg was flying home. It was early, but she had no complaints. This was the best news she’d gotten in weeks. No, months. She wondered if this unexpected reprieve was linked to his troubles with the military, but Joanna didn’t care. Whatever the reason, she was grateful.

				 “We’ll have a long heart-to-heart when I’m home,” he wrote again.

				 “I need you,” she wrote back. She craved his arms around her and the release his body would give her. It wasn’t only physical satisfaction she sought but emotional, too. With Greg she could be herself. She could let him see her grief over Penny. What had seemed impossible to convey through letters would be easier to explain in person.

				 Joanna didn’t sleep the night before Greg was scheduled to arrive. His mother had called to say—testily, Joanna thought—that Greg’s family would meet him at the airport alone. Joanna could see him later. It was as though Mrs. Markham was purposely excluding her from this reunion and Joanna resented it.

				 “Mrs. Markham doesn’t want me there,” she complained to her mother.

				 Her mother didn’t bother to hide her irritation. “Greg is your fiancé, for heaven’s sake.”

				 “I’m sure he’ll be expecting me.” Joanna didn’t know why his mother was being so unreasonable, but she had no intention of waiting silently at home. “I’m going to the airport on my own.”

				 Her mother nodded. “I think you should. You don’t need to ride with Greg’s parents.”

				 At the airport, Joanna felt a little silly sneaking behind his parents’ backs. She couldn’t stay away, though, and considered it cruel of his mother to have suggested it.

				 When Greg’s plane touched down, she saw his parents standing apart from everyone else. They seemed to be arguing. Joanna would have said something, revealed her presence, but she didn’t want to embarrass them. His mother took a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed her eyes.

				 Soon the passengers disembarked, and Joanna strained for a glimpse of Greg. The instant she saw him, her heart leapt with joy. She had to force herself not to run straight into his arms.

				 It was a good thing she didn’t.

				 Seconds later she realized Greg hadn’t traveled from Vietnam alone. There was a woman with him—a petite Vietnamese woman who was obviously pregnant.

				 Confused, Joanna stared at them. Greg was bringing a foreign woman to the States? A pregnant woman? It didn’t make sense.

				 As if watching a movie unfold before her eyes, Joanna stayed out of view as Greg put his arm around the woman and steered her toward his parents. Mr. and Mrs. Markham stepped forward, and the Asian woman bowed her head at the introduction.

				 “Greg?” Unable to remain silent any longer, Joanna moved away from the pillar where she’d been standing. “Who is this woman?”

				 “Joanna.” Greg looked at her, and then his mother. The blood seemed to drain from his face.

				 “Oh, Joanna,” his mother groaned. “You should never have come.”

				 Joanna ignored her. “Who is this woman?” she de- manded a second time.

				 Greg exhaled and refused to meet her eyes. “This is Xuan. My wife.”

				 “Your…wife?”

				 Her question was met with an embarrassed silence.

				 If the news that he was married wasn’t shock enough, Joanna’s gaze fell to the small round belly. “She’s pregnant?”

				 Greg swallowed visibly and nodded.

				 Still Joanna couldn’t take it in. “The baby is yours?” That wasn’t possible. Greg was engaged to marry her. Their wedding was only weeks away. She’d just had the final fitting for her wedding gown, and the bridesmaids had their dresses with shoes dyed to match, and her aunt Betty was flying in from San Francisco to attend the wedding, and… Of course there was going to be a wedding.

				 Joanna read the regret and sorrow in Greg’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

				 “You couldn’t tell me? You left me to learn this on my own?” Doing something so underhanded was horrible enough, but to humiliate her just four weeks before the wedding was cruel beyond words.

				 “I couldn’t tell you,” he cried. His eyes pleaded with her for understanding.

				 “My father important man,” the Asian woman said boldly. “He—” she pointed at Greg “—marry me. Take me to America. Big trouble for him if not.” Xuan faced Joanna and stared at her. “He love me.” She planted her hands on her stomach as if to say she bore the evidence of Greg’s love.

				 “Yes, I can see that he does,” Joanna said quietly.

				 “Joanna, please—this is awkward enough.” Greg’s mother moved toward them. “Do you think it would be possible to have this discussion elsewhere?” Mrs. Markham glanced self-consciously around her.

				 His mother was right. This was neither the time nor the place to deal with such—what had she called it?—awkwardness.

				 “I should never have come,” Joanna said in a voice she barely recognized as her own.

				 “Now you know why I asked you to stay home.” Mrs. Markham sounded angry.

				 “We couldn’t say anything,” his father said, obviously taking pity on Joanna. “It wasn’t our place.” He was kind enough to escort her to the parking lot. Joanna followed obediently but it felt as though she was walking in a fog.

				 “Greg should have explained the situation,” he said when they’d reached her vehicle. “He said he couldn’t do that to you in a letter. You’d already had one shock this summer.”

				 Joanna stared up at him blankly.

				 “Your friend died.”

				 “Oh, you mean Penny.”

				 “Perhaps I should drive you home,” he suggested, and held out his hand for her car keys.

				 Joanna stared at his palm. “Did I tell you Mom and Dad got the country club for the wedding reception?”

				 “Joanna, there isn’t going to be a wedding.”

				 She blinked rapidly. He was right. No wedding because there was no groom. Her fiancé was married to someone else. A Vietnamese woman, who’d told them that her father was a powerful government official. So this was the trouble Greg had been alluding to in his letters, the trouble that had involved his commanding officer. His Vietnamese wife was the reason Greg had been sent stateside early.

				 “I’ll be fine,” she said and opened the car door herself. Once inside, she pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and waited for the waves of shock and disbelief to dissipate before attempting to drive. When she noticed that Greg’s father was still outside, she hurriedly started the engine and drove away.

				 As soon as the news of the cancelled wedding was out, Joanna’s family and friends rallied around her. By the end of the first week of August, there was no evidence that she’d ever been engaged.

				 The wedding dress disappeared from her closet. The invitations, all stamped and ready to be mailed, vanished. Her family and friends tiptoed around her, and Greg’s name was no longer part of anyone’s vocabulary.

				 His wife, Joanna learned, was living with his parents. Their baby was due in three months. That meant Greg had been unfaithful to her soon after he’d landed in Southeast Asia.

				 No wonder he’d graciously urged her to get out with their friends. He was “getting out” himself. Oh yes, her fiancé sure had the world by the tail, she thought bitterly. He had a fiancée stateside who loved and missed him, plus a mistress in Vietnam.

				 The only place Joanna experienced peace was inside church. In the afternoons when she’d finished her classes, she sat in the hospital chapel and absorbed the serenity and peace of the empty room.

				 After the first couple of weeks, she felt a long-forgotten desire begin to reemerge. As a high school freshman, she’d considered joining the convent. Every good Catholic girl entertained the idea at some point; Joanna was no different. Perhaps, she reasoned, her broken engagement was just God’s way of leading her back to the religious life. She’d give it time, but not discuss it with anyone until she’d made a tentative decision.

				 A month later, Joanna sought out Sister Theresa. “You said I could talk to you anytime I needed.”

				 “Of course.” Sister led Joanna into her office and closed the door.

				 “You heard?” Joanna asked, not wanting to explain her humiliation.

				 Sister Theresa nodded. “I realize this must be a very painful time for you, Joanna, but God allows these burdens to come into our lives for a reason.”

				 “I believe that, too.”

				 Sister smiled approvingly. “You’re wise beyond your years.”

				 Joanna didn’t feel wise; she felt wounded and weak. “I’ve been doing a lot of praying since Penny died and I learned about Greg. I wonder if God is using this situation to point me in a completely different direction.”

				 “How do you mean?”

				 Joanna figured she might as well be direct. “These days the only place I feel any comfort is in church.”

				 “God is eager to listen to our prayers,” Sister said.

				 “I sense His presence. I pray and afterward I feel better. I’ve started thinking that maybe God is calling me to a life of prayer.”

				 Sister didn’t reveal any emotion. “Are you saying you’re considering the convent?”

				 “Yes…”

				 “Do you feel you have a vocation, Joanna?”

				 “Yes.”

				 Sister sighed. “I don’t want to discourage you, especially if God is calling you to the religious life. But it’s important that you enter the convent for the right reasons. Not because you have a broken heart.”

				 Joanna understood Sister Theresa’s concern. “I feel God purposely took Greg out of my life. It was His way of asking me to work for Him.”

				 Sister regarded her steadily. “God doesn’t want to be your second choice, Joanna. He wants to be first in your heart.”

				 “He is, Sister. He was until…until Greg and I became involved. I want to serve as a St. Bridget’s Sister of the Assumption.”

				 Sister Theresa paused. “Nothing would please me more, but I want you to wait.”

				 “Wait?” Joanna was ready to enter that very moment. Greg wasn’t right for her. They’d led each other into sin and she so desperately wanted to be at peace with God again.

				 “Give it six months,” Sister Theresa added.

				 Reluctantly, Joanna nodded.

				 “Have you mentioned this to your parents?”

				 “Yes.” It hadn’t gone well. Her mother insisted that Joanna was just reacting to the broken engagement. Her father, on the other hand, had encouraged her, which only infuriated her mother.

				 “Give it six months,” Sister repeated, “and if you’re still convinced this is what you want, then I’ll recommend that you be admitted in February as an incoming postulant.”
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