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For my father Bruce, whose once-uttered words
‘maybe you can write’
have stood like a pillar amidst my own conviction.
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July 3,1947, is the day marked in the annals of Saint
Benedict’s as the day that changed the future direction
of the convent, not because the direction needed changing but because it was the day those present vowed
would never be repeated. It was the day they prayed to
forget, the day that would haunt each one of them until
they passed beyond life’s physical realm.
What began with a blood-curdling scream, the sound
more harrowing than words can describe, is still whispered about in the shadows of corridors and cloisters. It
signalled the beginning of an event so disturbing that it
resulted in the convent not celebrating with the rest of
America the signing of the Treaty of Independence on
the Fourth of July that year. It remains the only time in
the history of the convent that this has ever happened.
Bosomed between Maine’s gently rolling hills,
within walking distance of the tranquil Kennebec River,
Saint Benedict’s convent and orphanage was built during the 1860s using locally quarried stone to ensure its
longevity. Surrounded by ash, beech, and maple forests,
the convent relished the privacy the natural environment provided. Although somewhat segregated from
its local community, the convent remained fully connected to, and deservedly proud of, its nationwide reputation as being a sanctuary, a nonjudgemental haven
welcoming all who sought solace or support no matter
6
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what their belief, circumstance, or social status. That
was until that regretful day: July 3, 1947.
c
The day began no differently to any other.
At 4:30 a.m., the corridors and dormitories were
stirred by the sisters’ slippered feet on cobbled floors.
Doors slammed, bedpans clanged, and sleep-drugged
children cast aside their bedclothes and replaced their
nighties with working attire. Everyone had a job to do:
While three of the nuns assisted six of the older, more
adept children milk the twenty-eight dairy cows, the
remaining girls reported to the kitchen to help prepare
breakfast. The boys brought wood to stoke the fires in
the ovens and boilers.
At 5:55 a.m., the bells within the Great Hall spire
began calling all to early morning mass. Beneath them,
high on the wall above the altar, the dawn light filtered
through the stained-glass window illuminating Jesus’
last moments. Bathed in its glow, Mother Superior
stood as if she herself were nailed to the cross: hands
held high and apart, head hung low and slumped to the
right.
At 6:00 a.m., the bells stopped ringing, and the
rooster on the barn roof signalled the beginning of the
service. On this particular day, however, he had barely
begun to crow when his song was cut short by the spinechilling scream. So piercing and unnerving was the cry
that those who heard it swore they were listening to
a murder in progress. Even beyond the convent walls,
the birds in the trees and the animals on the forest floor
fled the sinister sound.
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Mother Superior shuddered with alarm then slammed
shut the large Bible before her. Gathering her habit
about her knees, she beckoned four of her most senior
nuns to follow her to the source. Drawn by a mixture of
both curiosity and concern, a few others hurried down
the aisle behind them. The remaining nuns, all sixtytwo of them, scurried to comfort the younger children,
who were almost hysterical with fear. When they were
calmed, the thirty-six children were bustled into classrooms farthest from the mayhem and their minds busied
with lessons from the Bible.
When Mother Superior thrust open the oak door to
reveal the room from whence the cries were emanating,
the nerve-racking screams caused the nuns to cover
their ears. And most averted their eyes from a scene
none could have imagined even in a nightmare.
Bodily fluids, some with traces of blood, were splattered across the whitewashed walls and naked stone
floor of the small room. Feathers from an annihilated
pillow floated on the breeze entering through the open
window, some stuck to the goo on the floor, others to
the ragged remnants of bed-sheets and blankets scattered amongst the filth. Against the far wall, the single
bed’s polished headboard was scarred as if attacked
by a crazed animal. And upon the bed, the kapok mattress was torn in numerous places to expose the filling,
which seemed to have burst forth from its confines as if
blasted by a shotgun.
‘Get him away from me!’ screamed the pregnant
woman writhing on the floor beside the bed. ‘Get the
bastard away!’
‘Hush, child,’ replied Mother Superior as she rushed
to aid the panicking woman. She turned her eyes briefly
8
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upon her colleagues, her own shock mirrored in their
faces.
‘Sister Kathleen,’ she barked, ‘hurry, get hot water
and antiseptic. Sister June, bring clean towels and cotton wool. Edith, clean sheets and a blanket. And get
someone to fetch a mop to clean up this mess,’ she
added, slipping on the soiled floor as she knelt down
beside the woman. ‘But no children. Make certain the
children are kept well away from here. The rest of you,
help me calm her. Get her arms and legs. We have to
get her back onto the bed!’
‘I’ll tear your fuckin’ eyes out,’ shrieked the distressed woman, her own eyes bulging in their sockets.
‘You lied, you bastard. You used my body, abused my
love.’
As her arms flayed about above her head, her clawbent fingers, most tipped with broken nails caked in
blood and splinters, lashed out at an imaginary face.
And her feet kicked forth as if she were trying to propel
someone into the opposite wall.
‘Your eyes deceived me,’ she continued, her
dilated pupils focused somewhere in her past. ‘You
betrayed me, left me with your devil’s seed. I hate
you. And I hate this thing inside me!’ she bellowed,
her fists beating down on her swollen belly as if it
were a drum.
Rushing to quiet her, the nuns surrounded the
woman and fought to control her arms and legs. But her
strength was too great; she scuttled away and wedged
herself into a nearby corner.
‘I’ll kill you,’ continued the woman, her hate-fuelled
words leaving no doubt as to her conviction. ‘I will kill
you both!’
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The nuns backed off, certain they were the ones being
addressed. Some rubbed areas that would soon develop
into unsightly bruises; others examined scratches for
signs of blood.
‘The devil has possessed her,’ declared Sister
Anne.
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ scoffed Mother Superior, the
quake in her voice betraying her certainty. ‘Her labour
has begun. She’s in shock. She’s delusional.’ She bent
over the tortured figure again.
‘Margo, the baby is coming.’ She tried to sound
gentle, but her nerves were frayed. ‘Margo, you need to
relax. Your water has broken. The baby is on its way.’
‘No!’ screamed Margo. ‘It’s him! Get the bastard away from me! For Christ’s sake, get the bastard
away!’
The nuns gasped at her sacrilege, but Margo continued without shame or regard for the purity of those
about her, or for the reverence they represented.
‘Fuck you! Get the bloody hell away from me!’
Margo’s feet kicked out again, catching Mother
Superior in the chest and sending her sprawling amongst
the filth. For a moment, she lay motionless, stunned by
the attack, then regaining her resolve, she scrambled to
her feet.
‘Get more help. Now!’ ordered Mother Superior.
‘And bring leather straps,’ she added. ‘When we get
her onto the bed, we’ll need to restrain her.’
When the nuns had overcome their horror, the filthy
state of the room, the agonising screams, and the blasphemy interwoven with profanities, they reluctantly
set about tending to the hysterical, expecting mother.
But the task proved more difficult than anyone could
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have imagined. It took a full hour before Margo’s flailing limbs could be secured to the four corners of the
wooden bed with leather straps. And by that time, one
of the sisters had dislocated a wrist, and two others had
run from the room with blood gushing from broken
noses.
By noon, when the sun was at its zenith above the
Great Hall spire, Mother Superior was beginning to
think the worst was over and that the baby would be
born at any moment. She was a long way from right.
Margo’s strength had been somewhat depleted during the morning as the contractions became stronger
and more regular. But it did little to reduce her fortitude or the enthusiasm with which she screamed profanities at the person only she could see. Now bound
to the bed, much of her physical struggle was controlled. But it was far from exhausted. It seemed the
baby was not about to see the light of day anytime
soon, at least, not if the delusional mother had anything to do with it.
During the afternoon, as contractions ran spasmodically like shock waves through her body, Margo
switched her attention from the person she had spent
the morning cursing and abusing and redirected her
scorn upon the unborn infant as it struggled to break
free of her imprisoning womb.
‘You’ll not escape me, you bastard,’ she swore
between lips barely moving. Her body was drenched
in sweat, her muscles drawn so tight that it seemed the
ligaments would be torn from the bones; every sinew
appeared clearly defined beneath her pallid skin. ‘You
destroyed my life,’ she muttered between laboured
breaths. ‘Now I will destroy you.’
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The contractions continued, but Margo fought
against them. She strained against her bonds, the
leather straps now soaked with blood oozing from the
raw flesh beneath them. Her teeth gnashed against each
other, the sound more chilling than an animal devouring a carcass.
‘You will not escape me,’ she repeated time and
again as the hours slowly passed. ‘I will kill you, you
bastard. I will crush every bone in your body.’
As evening approached, the nuns lit candles and
placed them against the walls to chase the darkness
from the dreary room; they did little but add to the morbidness that seemed to ricochet about them.
Dinner that night was a solemn event. Served in the
classrooms, it consisted of a simple menu: vegetable
soup ladled from a large, iron pot consumed with dayold bread. Not a word was spoken, the heavy silence
only disrupted by the clatter of spoons against tin bowls
and the occasional muffled cry from deep within the
stone walls.
c
Sister Monica, her eyes glued to her destination,
made her way hesitantly along the corridor. It seemed
to be approaching quickly, now only a dozen paces
ahead.
Stopping before it, she glanced over her shoulder
as if seeking support. Seeing none, she turned to face
the wooden door. Her mouth felt arid, as if the glass
of water she recently consumed was instead filled with
sand. Her knees felt disjointed, and her hands trembled.
She paused, alarmed by the words of her colleagues
echoing in her head. From what they had told her, she
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would never be the same once she crossed the threshold and experienced what they had experienced inside
the room. But she had no choice; all the nuns were
expected to lend assistance and give support until after
the child was born. Resigned to her duty, she licked
her parched lips, forced her dry throat to swallow, then
crossed herself reverently as she gained the courage to
continue.
Still apprehensive, she raised her hand toward the
door with the intention of knocking gently upon it.
Then a familiar sound caused her to pause.
Permeating the oaken surface, she could hear the
tender, muffled voice of Mother Superior. Inching
forward, she craned her neck so as to hear what was
transpiring.
‘There is no fucking God!’ came the screamed
response to whatever was said.
Sister Monica gasped as she sprang away. Both
hands covered her mouth, her eyes wide in disbelief.
Suddenly, the door was yanked open and Sister Beatrice scrambled through the gap. Sister Monica yelped
in surprise.
‘Oh, she’s horrible,’ declared Sister Beatrice, fiercely
shaking her head as if trying to dispel it of disturbing
visions and sounds. ‘Horrible!’ she repeated. ‘Why
would anyone like her be allowed to come here?’ She
smacked the tears from her cheeks then escaped down
the corridor. Still frozen with fright, Sister Monica
watched her friend flee around a corner before turning
her eyes heavenward.
‘Give me strength, Father,’ she pleaded. Again, she
made the sign of the cross before her then eased her
way around the face of the door and into the room.
13

Hearts in Conflict

Fifteen minutes later, Sister Monica stood with her
back firmly pressed against the wooden door. Her eyes
were filled with tears, her palms pressed hard over her
ears to shield them from the blasphemy that reverberated about her.
‘How could anyone harbour such hatred?’ she whimpered, more to herself than to the equally shaken nuns
beside her. ‘How could any God-fearing human being
wish to inflict such torture upon their own unborn flesh
and blood?’ She raised to her lips the crucifix that hung
by a string about her neck. ‘God, have mercy upon us
all.’
The night was long and moonless, but barely anyone slept. The children rolled about between the legs of
school desks, dozing fitfully beneath bedding stripped
from the dormitories. The nuns continued to take turns
at Margo’s bedside, but rarely did they try to console
her; she seemed inconsolable. Instead, they uttered
prayers to protect themselves and the unborn infant
from the devil that seemed to possess her. Some were
so traumatised by the ordeal that they secretly prayed
for the Almighty One to take her life and end it all. But
their prayers went unanswered; Margo’s screaming and
verbal abuse continued past the dawn of the new day.
c
Mother Superior dipped a towel into the bowl of
water on the stand beneath the window. Groaning with
fatigue, she wrung the excess from the cloth, turned,
then shuffled to the bed, and placed it upon Margo’s
fevered brow.
‘Bring me a glass of water, Sister Susan,’ she called,
her request fading to a whisper.
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The nun cowering in the corner let her hands fall to
her side as she unfolded from her huddle. She filled a
glass from the jug beside the wash basin, then cautious
not to approach too close to the bed, she held it forth at
arm’s length.
‘Father, how can you inflict such suffering upon
your flock?’ she asked beneath her breath. ‘How can
you torture us this way?’ Her eyes were turned toward
the heavens, but her heart yearned to be anywhere but
in this room.
‘Thank you,’ muttered Mother Superior, barely feeling the glass as it found its place between her fingers.
Sliding a hand beneath Margo’s head, she grimaced
beneath the burden as she lifted it from the pillow.
Slowly, she poured the refreshing liquid between Margo’s parched lips. ‘God have mercy upon your soul,
child,’ she uttered as the water drained from the glass.
‘Fuck God!’ spluttered Margo, spitting the liquid
into the face of her carer as if it were poison.
Mother Superior gasped in horror, and her hand
recoiled. Unsupported, Margo’s head fell back upon
the sweat-drenched pillow with an audible thud. Overwhelmed by panic, Mother Superior dropped the glass
as her fingers sought the cross about her neck. Then,
as if the future depended on her conduct, she dissected
the air with the holy symbol as if it were a sword and
she were a chivalrous knight. With tears escaping
her eyes, her quivering lips chanted a rapid barrage
of spiritual verse. Her knees felt weak, barely strong
enough to support her. But, for what seemed like an
eternity, she pranced about the bed and confines of
the room as she persisted in her efforts to ward off the
evil presence.
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Margo’s fervour seemed to diminish during the
morning as the day brightened. Her muscles were still
stretched taught as if consumed by tetanus, but her
profanities were reduced to murmurs that were barely
comprehensible and only interrupted by weak screams
deep within her throat. Her eyes were dark rimmed and
sunken, her skin snow white and cold. Mother Superior
was sure she must be only one breath from death, but
still she seemed to have a hidden strength that would
not let her pass.
Then, just before noon, the new mother-to-be let
forth one last agonising scream as her muscles gave
up their struggle. She lapsed into a coma, her body as
limp as a rag doll. Those present rushed to her bedside
as if summoned by the need to confirm she had indeed
uttered her dying breath, but when they looked upon
her chest, it was still inflating shallowly.
‘I can see the baby’s head,’ screeched Sister Edith
from the foot of the bed. Her eyes were wide in disbelief, her mouth agape.
‘Well, don’t just stand there gawking, Sister. Hurry!
Get help and hot water,’ ordered Mother Superior,
rushing to take her place between the birthing woman’s
feet. Sister Edith, her gowns sweeping the floor like a
runaway broom, dashed from the room, her cries echoing along the empty corridor as she went.
‘Sister Josephine,’ beckoned Mother Superior,
engrossed by the splendour of birth unfolding before
her. ‘Quickly! Untie her feet. Get her legs in the air.’
Now that Margo was unconscious and her resistance
eliminated, it was only a few moments before the baby
was born. It was a boy. But everyone who laid eyes
16

Derek Burnell

upon him were certain he must be stillborn; no one who
looked so twisted and broken could possibly be alive.
His head was warped like kneaded dough. His face
was so swollen that his features were barely discernible. His shoulders looked shattered: one arm was
twisted back awkwardly behind him, the other pressed
forward across a chest that seemed sunken and absent
of ribs. It was obvious he had suffered; from the top of
his head to the tip of his toes, his body was black with
bruising.
As the newborn lay unmoving in Mother Superior’s
trembling hands, steam rose from his skin as if he were
the devil’s child scorched by her reverent touch. For a
moment, she felt repulsed, and a tear skidded down her
cheek. This helpless bundle of humanity felt as spineless and discarded as the fresh offal her father had thrust
upon her the day he slaughtered her pet pig: It was the
morning of her eighth birthday. That single event was
so horrifying to her that it defined her future: A selfless
life devoted to others, to God, sacrifice, and prayer. It
was a decision she had never questioned nor regretted
until this day.
In the days that followed the traumatic birthing
event, Mother Superior and her devout nuns strived to
return the convent to its previous state of calm and holy
reverence. It was a difficult time for those personally
involved with the birth; many were plagued by vivid
memories and frightening nightmares. Even so, most
were confident that given time and God’s strength,
they would be able to quell the demons that haunted
them and once again feel the inner peace that previously enlivened their hearts and minds. In the mean17
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time, they searched for comforting passages within the
Bible, which seemed to ease the horrors when the need
arose.
c
Mother Superior stood like a statue before the
leaded-pane window she stared through. Her gaze lingered at a place in the distance where the forest leaves
were ruffled by a gentle breeze. She felt chilled, even
though the sun shone brightly and the birds chirped
with happy song.
‘Please, Mother Superior,’ pleaded the suited man
rising from the mahogany table behind her.
His features were strained, as were those of the
other two men seated to either side of him. They were
not alone. Also seated about the expansive table were
Mother Superior’s four most trusted senior nuns. They
appeared composed, though their eyes were downturned and their voices had remained silent since the
men had entered the sanctuary.
‘Please, be reasonable,’ continued the man, anxiously shifting his excessive weight from side to side.
‘This convent needs these unfortunate women. And it’s
not their fault they have found themselves unexpectedly with child.’
‘Oh, please,’ exclaimed Mother Superior, spinning
away from the window. She was offended that anyone
might presume her vows included a vow of ignorance.
‘Forgive me,’ acknowledged the man, immediately
aware of the insult within his flawed argument. ‘Let’s
just say they should have been more vigilant. But that’s
not the point,’ he hastened.
‘Then what is?’ countered Mother Superior.
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The man straightened, strengthened by his belief
that the convent’s matriarch would weaken beneath his
logic.
‘I know celebrities can be self-centred, even difficult to handle at times,’ he began. ‘But they provide
this establishment with a much needed financial lifeline.’ Mother Superior groaned in response. ‘You can’t
deny it,’ he said, smiling. ‘They donate generously for
the services this convent provides them.’
In a silent plea for support, he turned his attention
upon his colleagues.
‘That’s right,’ offered the man to his left. He adjusted
the horn-rimmed spectacles on his beak-like nose as he
flipped through the pages of a leather-bound accounting book. ‘In the past three years alone,’ he noted, ‘if
these women had not come here, the convent would
have lost–’
‘I don’t care how much money the convent would
have lost,’ declared Mother Superior, stepping out
toward the table. She cast a defiant eye over the three
men before her. Shocked by the sudden outburst from
the usually meek woman of faith, they remained mute
before her glare.
Stopping behind the nearest chair, Mother Superior
drew a deep breath as her eyes turned toward the heavens. Slowly, her face softened, but the wry grin that
had creased her features remained firm across her lips.
When her eyes returned to the table, compassion concealed contempt.
‘I don’t mean to sound disrespectful of your professions, gentlemen,’ she began more gently. ‘Nor do I
wish to appear unappreciative of the advice and financial guidance you have provided Saint Benedict’s over
19
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the years. However, your eyes only see dollars, and
your hearts are cold.
‘You have never seen the fear in a woman’s eyes
the first time she gives birth. You have never heard
the pain in her screams. Nor have you felt her despair
when she realises she has no way of providing for her
forthcoming and, all too often, unwanted child. And
never, God willing, will you have to endure the verbal
and sometimes physical abuse that we in this convent
endure every time we do God’s work by assisting these
women. And may I remind you, gentlemen, some of
these women are barely more than children.’ Mother
Superior began to circle the table.
‘Gentlemen. This is not a decision that has been
made lightly nor one made by me alone. All of us
involved in midwifery have searched our souls and
sought divine guidance before agreeing to what we
believe is in the best interest of this establishment and
all those who rely upon us. As God’s disciples, we
have spent endless hours praying so that He might
show us the way.
‘Like you, we have weighed up the monetary consideration our previous charges have bestowed upon
us, and we give thanks. But unlike you, we have not
allowed monetary gain influence our hearts.’ Mother
Superior paused behind her spiritual colleagues.
‘Gentlemen, I am sure you will agree with me when I
say my sisters and I were chosen by God to continue the
work of His blessed son, Jesus of Nazareth. As His disciples, we believe only He can lead us down the path to
righteousness. We believe in His divine instruction, and
we trust in His judgement. Through prayer, His voice is
made clear to all those who seek to hear it. We believe
20
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His voice has directed those in need to seek refuge here
at Saint Benedict’s. We believe His spirit is a beacon, a
guiding light for all to follow. But most importantly, we
believe His teachings will ensure the long-term development and spiritual well-being of all those in His care.
Those of us who embrace the Christian faith are well
rewarded. Daily, we are blessed by His direction and
purpose, His strength and commitment, and a special
love for all He has created.’ The men shifted awkwardly
in their seats. Mother Superior ignored their discomfort
and resumed her journey around the table.
‘Gentlemen, as you are aware, this convent is the
home to nearly forty orphans. It is also the home to
more than seventy nuns, including me. We live here.
We work here. And we practice our faith within these
walls. We belong here. And for a time, the children
belong here. In contrast, however, pregnant women
seeking to hide from society and the shame they have
brought upon themselves do not belong here.’ Mother
Superior paused as her eyes scanned the defeat she
could see stabbing at the hearts of her advisors.
‘Gentlemen, I can assure you we are not about to
jeopardise the long-term viability of Saint Benedict’s
convent and orphanage. In fact, we are here to ensure
the opposite. But when put into perspective of God’s
long-term plan, each one of us here only occupies our
space and time temporarily. These walls will still be
protecting those in need long after our own shadows
have disappeared. And, gentlemen, when it is all said
and done, our own existence is dependant on God’s
will alone. His will be done. His will is our future. And
our future is to ensure the spiritual integrity of Saint
Benedict’s convent and orphanage.’
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Mother Superior paused, allowing her words to penetrate like acid into the consciences of the men before
her. Clearly, she could see the upset creasing their
brows. In contrast, however, the faces of her senior
nuns seemed to soften beneath their wimples. Each
appeared to silently rejoice beneath a cleansing wave
of renewed faith, which seemed to wash the burden of
recent torment from their hearts.
‘Keeping that in mind, gentlemen,’ continued Mother
Superior. ‘This convent will no longer welcome those
who seek refuge within these walls for the simple sake
of hiding their sins from humanity. In future, I expect
you to shepherd all enquires from pregnant women and
their associates to those who are more trained to deal
with their situations. To be more specific, to properly
trained doctors and nurses. These women, no matter
what their financial or social status, deserve better care
than we can provide here. They deserve more than we
as nuns and midwives can offer. Let the doctors and
nurses do the jobs they were entrusted to do. And let
us, as God’s disciples, provide the prayer and spiritual
guidance we were entrusted to give.’
‘But, Mother–’ started the accountant, as if impervious to her words.
‘No buts,’ she declared. Mother Superior’s knuckles
whitened as her fingers tightened over the wooden headrest of the chair before her. She drew a calming breath.
‘If we need to find another way to supplement our
income, we will. God will provide. There are no ifs or
buts, gentlemen,’ she added with finality.
Mother Superior spread her palms toward her four
most trusted understudies. ‘I will not have my sisters
or the children in our care subjected to behaviour and
22
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utterings that are all too often disrespectful and blasphemous. In the past, this convent and the faith of
everyone within these walls have been surely tested.
And this most recent fiasco, to put it mildly, was worse
than any Christian should be expected to endure. I will
not allow those circumstances to present themselves
again, gentlemen. Therefore, from this day forward, as
long as I am in charge of the integrity of this establishment, Saint Benedict’s convent and orphanage will no
longer welcome nor open its doors to pregnant women.
And that, gentlemen, is my final word on the matter.
Subject closed.’
Mother Superior turned her back on the table and
headed back toward the window. In her wake, the
noise from her leather-tipped heels upon the stone floor
sounded like she was tapping nails into the coffin of an
argument that was now deceased and all but buried.
The accountant, not about to concede without
a fight, began rising from the table. He was quickly
stilled by the financier, whose hand now rested heavily
on his shoulder. A simple shake of his head was enough
to convey his opinion that this was not an appropriate
time to offer further objection. The accountant’s chin
drooped as he slumped into his chair.
‘Gentlemen, I think we have spent enough time on
this topic,’ declared Mother Superior. ‘Perhaps we can
attend to other matters now.’
The men remained silent, stunned by their defeat.
Beside them, the sisters were still, their faces radiant.
But within the minds of all those present, there seemed
little else to be said; Mother Superior had laid down
the law for the future direction of the convent. And it
seemed obvious she was not about to be swayed on the
23
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matter, at least not whilst the disgraceful behaviour of
Margo remained fresh in her memory.
Again before the window, Mother Superior’s gaze
returned to the trees in the distance. A flash of bright
light winked back at her from within the canopy of
branches. It was the signal she had been waiting for; the
reflected sunlight on the windscreen of an approaching
vehicle. She glanced at her watch as she turned from
the window.
‘Sisters Joan and Mary,’ she said simply as she
headed toward the door, ‘it is time.’
Eager to perform the duties they had previously
been assigned, the two nuns rose from the table.
‘Mother Superior–’ began the accountant, also
rising.
‘That will be all, gentlemen,’ she replied without a
sideways glance. ‘Thank you for your understanding
and continued support. Good day.’
Mother Superior strode from the room with her head
held high. Sisters Joan and Mary followed close on her
heels.
Behind them, the door closed with a gentle click.
The accountant returned to his seat, deflated by Mother
Superior’s dismissive exit. He turned to his colleagues
as if seeking support, but already their attention was
focused on the two remaining nuns.
Ignoring the glances of the men, the women rose
from the table and moved gracefully across the cobbled
floor to stand before the leaded window. Intrigued by
their behaviour, the three men followed.
One hundred yards away, as if trapped within the
ancient beech and maple forest, the dark shape of a
motor vehicle appeared to weave its way between the
24
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tree trunks. After emerging from beneath the canopy of
branches, the sound of gravel crunching beneath rubber tyres grew louder as the car drew nearer.
Sister Joan followed Mother Superior from the
entrance beneath the sanctuary window just as the black
Chevrolet began its circumnavigation of the spectacular roundabout in front of the convent.
Colourful flowerbeds dominated the manicured
lawn island they bordered, but even they appeared
dull before the magnificent lily pond and fountain they
showcased.
The circular wall of the striking pond was constructed of stone blocks two feet thick and stood three
feet above the ground, the outer face of which was intricately carved with scenes from the Bible. Taking pride
of place in the centre of the watery expanse was an
imposing sculpture of Moses leading a dozen believers. All about them, water arched into the air from jets
hidden beneath the water’s surface, creating the illusion of him parting the sea as he led the group toward
the safety of the convent.
As the car drew to a stop, the man in the rear seat
looked out at the formidable sight of the convent towering above him.
Broad, stone steps swept upward in semicircular motion to both his left and right. And where they
merged twenty feet above the driveway, they created an expansive landing before the convent’s main
entrance. Beneath the landing’s stone balustrade, a
grotto had been formed by the step’s embracing arms.
And at its heart, there stood a drinking fountain, the
sculptor of which was rumoured to have been Michelangelo himself.
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Carved in pure-white marble, the Virgin Mary sat
on a rock cradling her infant in her arms. Her expression was one of sadness, her grief emphasised by tiny
rivulets of water escaping her pupils like tears. They
trickled over the head of her child and collected in a
small sipping bowl at her feet. To the observer, it would
seem she had already foreseen the future and knew the
suffering her son would one day endure in his quest to
save humanity.
The driver’s door opened, and a man dressed in a
chauffeur’s uniform emerged. He pulled at his coattails
then hurried to open the rear door. Standing to attention, he waited patiently as his passenger alighted.
‘Good morning to you, sisters,’ greeted the man as
he stepped to the gravel. He buttoned his suit coat and
headed for the steps.
‘Good morning, Mister Wilson,’ replied Mother
Superior, barely loud enough for him to hear her. She
rarely considered the arrival of visitors a pleasant or
rewarding event, but she always greeted them politely,
and as usual, she always stood behind the balustrade
and waited patiently as they made their way up to the
landing.
‘And what a beautiful day it is,’ suggested Mister
Wilson, bounding up the stairs two steps at a time.
‘Every day is created as the Lord intends it,’ stated
Mother Superior. ‘No matter whether it rains or shines,
each day is created equally beautiful.’
‘Ain’t that the truth,’ he chuckled.
Stopping before them, his left hand purposely disappeared into the breast pocket of his suit coat. A moment
later, it re-emerged holding a bulging envelope. He
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held it forth, but Mother Superior made no attempt to
acknowledge or accept it.
‘God bless you, Mister Wilson,’ volunteered Sister
Joan. She took the envelope from his hand and quickly
concealed it within the folds of her habit.
‘Well, where is she?’ he asked, his eyes peering into
the darkness beyond the convent doors.
‘It’s about time you got here, Peter,’ bellowed Margo’s stern voice from the shadows. ‘Where have you
been?’
Peter’s face beamed as he rushed forward.
Margo stepped into the sunlight and descended the
few steps to the landing. Sister Mary followed close
behind then veered around them as she headed toward
the car with Margo’s bags.
‘Margo, my dear!’ Peter exclaimed. He took her
fondly by the shoulders and kissed both her cheeks.
‘You look absolutely radiant.’ He stepped back to
admire her.
‘Don’t give me any of your horseshit, Peter,’ she
growled. ‘Come on, get me away from here. I’m starving. I haven’t had a decent feed since I got here.’ Margo
turned on her heels and made for the steps without so
much as an acknowledging glance toward the nuns
who had housed, assisted, and cared for her during her
extended stay.
Peter seemed lost, confused. His feet remained
still, but his head spun about as his eyes sought the
midwife he expected to be following, carrying Margo’s baby.
‘Where’s the baby?’ he asked Sister Joan, almost in
a whisper.
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‘There is no baby,’ declared Margo over her shoulder. ‘The bastard was born dead, as I wanted it to be.’
She hastened down the steps toward the car. The nuns
turned their eyes toward the heavens and made the sign
of the cross before them.
‘Oh, you poor dear,’ declared Peter sympathetically.
He rushed after her, grabbing a hold of her arm before
she could climb into the car.
‘Oh. You poor, poor dear,’ he repeated, throwing his
arms about her as if to wrestle away the burden of her
grief.
‘Oh, get off me, Peter. For Christ’s sake,’ exclaimed
Margo, squirming out of his embrace. ‘I don’t need
your sympathy,’ she declared with a huff. ‘What I need
is a giant steak.’ Stooping low, she retreated into the
gloom of the car’s rear seat.
As the Chevy drove away, Sister Mary climbed the
steps to the landing and stood beside her colleagues.
‘Thank God she’s the last,’ stated Mother Superior.
‘Praise the Lord,’ chorused the sisters.
As the car disappeared from view beneath the
branches of the forest, the nuns filed back into the sanctity of Saint Benedict’s convent and orphanage, eager
to resume a pious life consumed by prayer and blessed
with peace and holy reverence.
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