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“Told with precision, grace, and passion, The Heart Specialist is a beautiful, moving, utterly captivating novel... Claire Holden Rothman deserves a wide audience for this astounding literary achievement.”
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“The Heart Specialist is an electrocardiogram of a novel. Claire Holden Rothman sensitively traces the peaks and valleys experienced by a woman breaking through the formidable gender barriers of early twentieth-century medicine. Her Dr. Agnes White is a fascinating character, an anomaly in her time, an authority on the human heart who knows so little of the working of her own. I ached for her.”

Caroline Adderson, author of Pleased to Meet You

“A wonderfully captivating novel.”
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“A compelling novel.”
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“Never an ungraceful sentence.”
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“The novel is a gem on many levels. An engrossing read with well-formed, believable characters, insightful dialogue that skips the action along, a cohesive storyline that spans decades, and descriptive detail that make the reader yearn for more.”
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“I can pay a book no higher compliment than to say I didn’t want it to end. With The Heart Specialist, I rationed my reading, permitting myself only a few chapters at a sitting so as to savour the writing and the story.”

The Montreal Gazette

“The Heart Specialist is a fascinating novel that conveys both a sense of history and of the timelessness of human emotions. That Rothman also demonstrates the damage that prejudice can do, and the power of the human spirit in overcoming it, is simply an added bonus.”
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For Arthur Holden


 

 

Cardiac anomalies may be divided, according to etiology,
into two main groups: those due to arrest of growth at
an early stage, before the different parts of the heart have
been entirely formed, and those produced in the
more fully developed heart by fetal disease.

— MAUDE ABBOTT, “CONGENITAL CARDIAC DISEASE,”
IN WILLIAM OSLER’S SYSTEM OF MEDICINE

 

 

Still the heart doth need a language,
Still doth the old instinct bring back the old names.

— FRIEDRICH SCHILLER, PICCOLOMINI



PRELUDE
THE SMALL WATCHER

Observe, record, tabulate, communicate.

— WILLIAM OSLER



 

 

 

My first memory of my father is of his face floating above me and weeping. The image dates back to 1874 during a particularly brutal winter in St. Andrews East, a town near the mouth of the Ottawa River in Quebec, about fifty miles from Montreal. The month was January. I would soon turn five.

What mechanism triggers memory, selecting images to press into the soft skin of a child’s mind? Often it is trauma, although at that particular moment the word had not yet entered my lexicon. I had no idea why my father had come into my room or why he was weeping. All I knew when I opened my eyes was that something was wrong. Routines had been disrupted, rules broken. My safe, small world had come unhinged.

My father smelled of pipe tobacco, a delicious smell that made me think of chocolate. I stared at the moustache drooping from his upper lip. I could have buried my face in that moustache, but of course I did no such thing. He was an imposing man whose moods were occasionally unpredictable. I just lay still and stared.

Not long after he left us, when the fields and roads were still glistening with ice, I came across one of his pipes abandoned in the barn in back of the house. I didn’t even pause to think. I picked it up and stuck it in my mouth. It was an experiment, an attempt to copy what I had seen him do hundreds of times, an attempt to bring him back. The result was a shock. It tasted awful, nothing like the sweet dark-chocolate smell of my memory. I spat until my tongue hurt and I had no saliva left.

That night, staring up at him from my bed, I was at a loss. I was only beginning to understand that there were people other than myself in the world, living lives separate from mine. To think that my father might cry confused me, so I shut my eyes, shutting out everything but his smell and the sounds of his quick and shallow breaths.

He spoke to me in French, which he did sometimes when it was just the two of us. I have no recollection of what was said. It was not about the trial or his dead sister, that much is certain. He never spoke of these things to anyone in the house in St. Andrews East. He probably tried to reassure me. I suspect I knew even then that he was lying. I could sense that things were very wrong, and suddenly, just like my father, I too began to cry. I must have gone on for some time because when I looked up he was gone.

He took only his clothes that night and the money he had scraped together for the baptism — Laure’s baptism, although at the time he would not have known it was to be Laure. He had chosen her name, just as he had chosen mine — Agnès — picking it out with my mother months before the births. Paul if a boy, Laure if a girl, names that worked in both French and English. In the end, Laure had to wait several years for her baptism. Grandmother took care of it, as she took care of so much else.

For the longest time I felt that I had chased my father away. My tears had sent him running. His face had been there one moment and then, after I shut my eyes and wept, he was gone. A child’s logic, I suppose, but logic nonetheless. What if I had kept still, I later could not help thinking. What if I had reached out my childish arms to embrace him? From that day on I lived with one thought paramount in my mind. I would find my dark, sad father and win him back. Though I could not claim to have known him well, and my first memory of him was almost my last, it did not matter. His face stayed with me through the years, as clear as on that night in January when he went away.



I
SAINT AGNES

Saint Agnes’ Eve — Ah, bitter chill it was!

— JOHN KEATS
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JANUARY 1882, ST. ANDREWS EAST, QUEBEC

All morning I had been waiting for death, even though when it finally came the change was so incremental I nearly missed it. I had laid the squirrel out on a crate and covered it with a rag to keep it from freezing. Blood no longer flowed from the wound on its head, although it still looked red and angry. A dog or some other animal must have clamped its jaws around the skull, but somehow it had managed to escape, dragging itself through the snow to Grandmother’s property, where I had discovered it that morning near the barn door. It had been breathing then, the body still trembling and warm.

Now the breathing was stopped and its eyes were filmy. I blew on my fingers, which had numbed with cold, and went to my instruments bag. It was not leather like the one used by Archie Osborne, the doctor for St. Andrews East. It was burlap and had once held potatoes. Along with most of its contents, it had been pilfered from Grandmother’s kitchen. I took out a paring knife, a whetting stone and a box of pins in a tin that used to hold throat lozenges dusted with sugar. The blade of my knife was razor-thin and nicked in several spots. It didn’t look like much, but it was as good as any scalpel. I rubbed the whetting stone along the blade a few times then cracked the ice in the bucket with my heel and dipped in the knife to clean off the sugar dust.

My dead house left a lot to be desired. It was too cold in January for stays of decent duration. After two winters of working here, however, I was accustomed to it. I had organized it well, with microscope in the far corner hidden beneath a tarpaulin and twenty-one of Grandmother’s Mason jars lined up on the floor against one wall, concealed by straw. Above the jars, on a shelf fashioned out of a board, was my special collection, which consisted of three dead ladybugs, the husk of a cicada beetle, the desiccated jaw of a cow and my prize: a pair of butterflies mounted with thread and glass rods in the only true laboratory bottle I’d been able to salvage from my father’s possessions two years earlier, before Grandmother had them carted away to the junkyard. I took only three things for myself — my father’s microscope and slides, a textbook and that bottle. Any more and my grandmother would surely have noticed.

To a person glancing through the door, my dissection room appeared to be ordinary barn storage. Grandmother had forbidden me and Laure to play here, claiming the floorboards had rotted and we would fall through and break our legs. I had to use the back entrance for my visits, accessed by a path in the forest that abutted Grandmother’s land.

The squirrel’s yellow teeth poked through its lips. Its paws, curled to the chest as if it were begging, resisted my efforts to open them. The animal was already beginning to stiffen, but whether this was from cold or rigor mortis I could not tell. Its legs were also hard to manoeuvre, but somehow I managed to get the body done, laying him out on his back like a little man. My pins had a delicate confectionary smell that was incongruous with the odour of newly dead squirrel. I sniffed as I fastened him down, wincing as the metal pricks punctured his hide. The last preparatory step involved the microscope, which I lugged to the crate next to the dissection area for easy access.

My knife pierced the belly skin, releasing a gush of pink fluid that arced up, splattering the camel-hair coat Grandmother made for me last Christmas. I stepped back, staring stupidly at the line streaking my front, then reached for my apron. I had been careless. A fault I knew well, as Grandmother pointed it out to me every single day. She was right. I tended to forget about the most basic things: my hair was often half undone, my stockings sagged at my ankles.

Up until that day in the barn I had worked mostly with plants and insects. The closest I had come to anything alive were the tiny creatures inhabiting the scum of ponds or nestling in the bones of meat on the turn. This was the first time an animal with blood still warm in its veins had fallen into my hands. I cut again, this time down the middle, adding two perpendicular slits at the ends to form doors in the animal’s belly. These I peeled back and pinned, exposing the dark innards. My fingers were wet and red. Behind me there was a gasp.

Laure was in the doorway, mittens covering her mouth, her eyes starting to roll up in their sockets. She swayed, her pupils expanding into black holes.

I swung my hands in back of me. “Laure,” I said quickly. “It’s all right. Nothing. I’ll wash it away.” I plunged my hands into the bucket.

My sister is a very particular case. She cannot watch the gutting of a chicken. We have to make sure the kitchen door is shut fast and she is safely off in her bedroom when we prepare flesh for dinner.

Laure had now stopped swaying, which I took to be encouraging, but her pupils had shrunk to pinpricks. She was standing as stiff as the squirrel on my table. While she stood there like a corpse, I rushed about, covering everything with the potential to upset her. I pulled the strip of flannel back over the squirrel, but immediately a ruby eye appeared on the abdomen and began to grow. I tore off my apron and once again plunged my hands into the icy bucket to scrub them.

Laure moaned. Tears always followed the trance phase, with a headache that could keep her in bed for days. I called to her, but of course she was past listening. After another minute or so she was able to move and limped off toward the house, weeping and mumbling for Grandmother. The doctor we consulted gave it a French name: Petit Mal. He said it was less serious than Grand Mal, which was a full-blown epileptic seizure, but nonetheless, it was a condition we had to watch. No one knew the cause, although trauma — a childhood fever or even an emotion — was often at the root. The primary symptom was absence. Laure slipped into a trance and nothing anyone said or did could shake her out of it.

The squirrel’s body was growing stiffer by the second, yet all I had managed were the preliminaries. I felt like weeping myself, in pure frustration. Laure almost never came to the barn. Why had she picked this of all possible days to try and find me? The squirrel grinned in silent mockery. You see, it seemed to say. Stick your fingers in the belly of a corpse and see if trouble doesn’t follow. I closed my eyes to shut out his yellow teeth. If I wanted to do any work at all it had to be now. Perhaps Laure wouldn’t be coherent and Grandmother would simply put her to bed. It was a slim chance but it was not a crime to hope. I reached for my apron.

By the time Grandmother arrived I had managed to locate the heart and what I suspected must be the liver. Grandmother marched into the barn, her old eyes narrow and grim. She is a short woman, barely five feet tall, but people think she is taller because of how she walks. She would have made a great general in the Army, and not just because of her posture. She was wearing my dead grandfather’s workboots, the ones she kept by the kitchen door for emergencies, and she had forgotten her hat in her haste. Her hair had come partially undone and a couple of silver strands were snaking, Medusa-like, down her back. I had never before seen her in such disarray, and we stood gaping at each other for several seconds, quite unable to speak. Worse still, she was not alone. She had dragged Miss Skerry along with her from the house. Miss Skerry was the new governess, brought in expressly to “smooth my edges,” as Grandmother put it, and assist my passage into womanhood.

Their eyes took in my knife and the filthy butcher’s apron. Then they saw the squirrel with its abdomen slit open.

“Agnes,” said my grandmother. It came out quietly, a sigh, and suddenly she seemed to shrink. Her eyes, often hard, had something new in them, which alarmed me even more than the shrinking had. It was fear, I suddenly realized. My grandmother was afraid.

She took the corner of my apron least marred by squirrel gut and tried to yank it over my head, but it caught on my ear. By then she had glimpsed my bloody coat. She let go of the apron and covered her eyes with her hands.

I had never seen my grandmother cry. I had never imagined she was capable; she was so steady, so grim. I was the opposite, erupting into tears at the smallest provocation, slouching off to the barn or to the woods behind the house to vent my rage and sadness. Grandmother disapproved of these episodes, calling them “performances” and warning me that if I did not put such childish things away I was doomed to a hard and lonely life.

But here she was crying herself, right in front of me and Miss Skerry. My mind went spiralling back what seemed a hundred years, although it was really less than ten, to another day and another adult weeping. My emotional nature, I had always thought, came from him — my father. In fact, Grandmother herself said this when she was angry, calling it my “Gallic blood.” I was the family misfit — dark and teary, with a mind that must have seemed disturbingly foreign in that small Presbyterian town.

“It’s not what you think,” I said. “I didn’t kill it.”

I was trying to reassure her, but I managed to do the exact opposite. It was the word “kill.” I should not have used it, for my grandmother was thinking of her son-in-law — my father — and his poor dead sister.

I have never seen a picture of my father — we kept no photograph after he left so I could not see it for myself — but everyone in St. Andrews East said I was his spitting image. They were careful about saying it, not wanting to upset Grandmother, but sometimes it slipped out. Archie Osborne, the town doctor, said it almost every time he saw me. And I was keenly aware that I looked nothing like Laure, who was blue-eyed and fair, with the delicate bone structure of the White family women. My skin was like a gypsy’s, and my body stocky and squat. The ladies who came for tea at the Priory always remarked how pretty Laure was. It was hard not to, she looked so much like an angel with her flowing, corn-silk hair. When they realized I was in the room, serving lumps of sugar, an embarrassed silence followed. “Agnes is so intelligent,” they would add, trying miserably to make amends.

My intelligence, it was generally assumed, also came from my father — bookishness, an unfortunate trait for a girl, especially one who is not nice to look at. Grandmother’s theory was that I spent so much time reading I’d ruin my eyes. I did not believe her because she herself had bad eyes and the only book she ever opened was the Bible, and then only once a week, on Sunday.

Grandmother believed my father was a murderer. She never said as much; in fact, she avoided all mention of him after he left. It was as if he had died, just like my mother. Grandmother even went so far as to change our name. Two years after my father disappeared, and several months after Mother’s funeral, Laure and I officially dropped Bourret and became Whites, and the accent was dropped from Agnès so that I became Agnes. My grandmother became our legal guardian.

The squirrel was just too much for her. I only realized it after the fact or I would have been more careful, performing the dissection in the woods, where neither she nor Laure would ever have looked. It was like a sign that all my grandmother’s efforts to guide me, to provide me with a decent Christian home and name had been for naught. Nothing could change the fact that I was a squat, dark person with a foreign brain and foreign ways. For what was a thirteen-year-old girl doing out in the barn on one of the coldest days of January slicing open a squirrel?

Bourret derives from the French word bourreau, which, strictly speaking, means “executioner.” In Quebec, however, it has other idiomatic uses. There is bourreau des coeurs, “lady-killer.” And bourreau d’enfants, “batterer of children.” In the case of my father’s family the name was prophetic. His youngest sister, Marie, was found battered to death and drowned on the shore of the Ottawa River, not far from the family’s home in Rigaud, about a day’s drive west of Montreal. It turned out, however, that the girl had actually been living in Montreal, in the attic of our home, for months before her death, although no one besides my parents and me had known this.

The violent circumstances of her death and the fact that she had been secreted in our attic directly before it were considered sufficient grounds to charge my father with murder.

Marie Bourret was a cripple and a deaf-mute, alone in the world once her parents died. I have absolutely no recollection of her, although I have since returned to my father’s former house in Montreal and stood in the rooms in which she allegedly spent her last days.

The prosecutor argued that she would have been a burden to my father, who was her oldest sibling and the most successful of his large family — a doctor teaching at the University of McGill with a young wife and family and prospects shining brightly ahead of him. The prosecutor convinced the public of this motive but had insufficient evidence to prove it. My father was acquitted by the jury but not by general opinion in the City of Montreal.

He was allowed to keep his practice, an empty gift, for after the trial no patient would come to him. Then McGill gave him notice. The murder was the biggest scandal the city had seen for years and all kinds of people who had not met my father spent hours speculating about his guilt in the affair. We had to take refuge in St. Andrews East with Grandmother White. Throughout that winter and spring rumours flew. Letters were printed in the newspapers. An anonymous poem appeared in the Montreal Gazette.


Here is the city of Mount Royal

Built on a river of strife.

Here is where Dr. Bourret once stood

Pledging to save human life.

Was the oath all noise like the rapids,

As empty and light as the foam?

And what says the poor murdered inmate

In the still upper room of his home?



This was the story of my father, Honoré Bourret. In a way it is also mine. Although my grandmother clearly tried to do her best by me, it was in her mind the minute she saw the squirrel.

Miss Skerry, who had been at the Priory for only three days, looked on with narrowed eyes. The muscles of her face were pulled down in what appeared to be a permanent scowl, which was why I had dreamed up a nickname for her the day she arrived. The Scary One. So far she had managed only one lesson with me and Laure, which had been an utter bore. We had had to read aloud a random passage from the Bible and scribble out an explication. It was no different from lessons with Grandmother, who believed that the Gospels were the only reading material to reliably produce young women of virtue.

Grandmother removed her glasses and wiped her eyes. “I must get back to Laure,” she said, straightening her shoulders and looking a bit more like her usual self.

“What an introduction to our home, Miss Skerry,” she said to the governess. “One girl faints away at the sight of blood and the other delights in skinning squirrels.”

“I wasn’t skinning it!” I protested. No one looked my way.

The governess put a hand on Grandmother’s arm. “Please don’t worry, Mrs. White. Just tell me how to help.”

Grandmother nodded, relieved I think that the governess was practical. “If you can bear it I would like you to stay here, Miss Skerry, and oversee. That would be the greatest service to us all while I tend to Laure.”

Grandmother then turned to me. “And you, young lady, will clean all of this up, every last bit.” Indignation had brought blood back into her cheeks. For once I was almost glad she was angry. “Miss Skerry will stay here, although I do not expect her to help you. This is your doing, Agnes White, and you must put things right. The carcass is to be buried. And I want every trace of squirrel blood removed. The barn,” she said, looking around for the first time at my specimens, “is to be emptied of all these dead things.” She paused, taking in my father’s Beck microscope squatting beside me in the straw. “And that is stolen property. Am I correct that it’s the property of your father?” She stared at me hard, her jaw trembling slightly. “I cannot imagine how you ever stole it away and kept it hidden this long.”

As soon as my grandmother had left, taking three empty jam jars with her, Miss Skerry removed her spectacles, exposing squinty mole eyes. “Well,” she said. “This is a surprise.”

She walked over to the microscope and squatted. “You said this was your father’s?”

I did not answer. It was my grandmother who had said it, and even if the words were true I didn’t feel I owed anyone, least of all the governess, an explanation.

“I will take your silence as an affirmation,” she said.

“I didn’t steal it,” I finally muttered. “That instrument is my birthright.”

This earned me a look. “He was a doctor?”

I nodded.

The governess did not seem angry so I continued, enjoying the furtive pleasure of talking about my father. “Yes, but not a country doctor like the ones out here. My father worked at McGill. His specialty was morbid anatomy.” I looked at her, hoping she would be impressed.

“Morbid anatomy,” she said. “How gloomy sounding.”

“Morbid means disease,” I said, for I had looked it up in the dictionary right after I’d learned the term and my father’s association with it. “It comes from the Latin, morbidus.” I was showing off now, parading my cleverness and subtly putting the governess in her place.

To her credit she did not react. “So he studied diseased anatomy?”

“That’s right.”

“Under the microscope,” she said, bending to examine my father’s sleek Beck model. “May I?” she asked.

I nodded. I had not shown it to anyone. A mixture of pride and protectiveness surged inside me. “Do you wish to see how it works?” I picked it up by its three-pronged base and put it on the work table. “It is not all that difficult to manoeuvre once you get the hang of it.”

“You know how to work it?”

“Of course.” I showed her how to fit her eye to the eyepiece and explained about the slides and the focus knob.

“Your father taught you this?”

“Not really. He did not sit me down to give me a lesson as I have done for you. I was four when he left.”

Miss Skerry became interested. “You could not have taught yourself these skills at the age of four, Agnes. It is not possible. This is a highly complex instrument. You could not have figured out how to use it and the slides and how to collect all these things in bottles on your own?”

I had not thought about this before. I was eleven when I set up the dissection room in my grandmother’s barn, and at that point I had been a complete novice. I do not believe I had touched a microscope before, but somehow I had known what to do. What I had had not known I figured out by trial and error.

“No one taught me,” I said firmly. “I guess I watched when I was young. My father had a room set aside for dissections in our home.” I could picture it as clearly as my father’s face, although this last part I did not tell her. “It was full of jars on shelves. Not pickling jars like the ones I use,” I added quickly. “Real laboratory jars with thicker glass. Inside were his specimens — diseased hearts and lungs and such like. My father excised them. That was his job. There was also a skeleton, a real one, not much bigger than I was at four. It was pinned with metal staples and propped up on a pole. I used to play with it — until its arm broke.”

“You learned simply by watching him?”

I nodded. “Not just him. There were others too, his students from McGill.” I had not thought of this in years. There had been one young man who came quite often, I remembered. He used to eat dinner with us. I could not quite picture him, but I remembered that he was kind and brought me candies.

“And these students would dissect things under your father’s tutelage?”

“Dissect and draw and mount things. It’s what morbid anatomists do.”

“It obviously made quite an impression on you.”

I couldn’t make out Miss Skerry’s expression, but I nodded anyway. It was true that I had been impressed, but it was also true that excised tissue had been as natural to me as gabardine would be to a tailor’s child, or leather to a cobbler’s. It was only after we moved to St. Andrews East that it began to seem otherwise.

“These are all yours?” Miss Skerry asked, motioning to my collection of bugs and bones. She was not looking at me, but her face was dark and serious.

“Yes,” I said. I had decided to deal with her straightforwardly. Perhaps honesty in this initial interrogation would lighten my punishment.

Miss Skerry’s expression was still inscrutable. She did not look as though she liked my work, which I admit was improvised and rough, but at least she seemed interested. She approached my microscope and spent some time fiddling with it. She was not afraid of the instrument, handling it, I realized with a start, as if she knew what she was doing.

“You know the derivation, I suppose?” she said, one cheek pressed against the eyepiece. When I failed to respond she continued. “It’s from the Greek, Agnes. Micros means ‘small.’ Scopos, ‘watcher.’ I don’t suppose you’ve picked up Greek out here in the barn as well as all this science?” She straightened up, and it was only then that I saw the smile in her eyes. Next thing I knew she was asking for slides.

In St. Andrews East the only person who knew anything about microscopes was the apothecary. Ordinary people, and certainly the women in our town, knew nothing about them, nor did they wish to learn. I was an exception, and I knew I had to keep these leanings strictly to myself. It had not occurred to me that one day I might meet another person in St. Andrews East with whom I could share my interest. I knelt down in the straw and pulled out a small metal box containing my father’s collection of permanent plates.

“Honoré Bourret,” said Miss Skerry, taking this box and reading the name printed on its cover.

I nodded and blinked. It had been close to ten years since I had heard that name pronounced.

“He left you quite a legacy.” She looked away from me then, gazing around the storage room. “And you have done him justice. In a sense, this is an homage.”

Until she articulated it that day I had not been aware of it. But it was true. I had built a dissection room a lot like my father’s Montreal anatomy laboratory in this unlikely setting. Miss Skerry was scrutinizing me. “Your father was a man of science. Am I to presume, Agnes, that you wish to be one too?”

I nodded again but then realized the mistake. “Not a man of science, Miss Skerry,” I corrected her. “After all, I am a girl.”

She broke into laughter, making me start. For the first time since her arrival her face was clearly friendly. “A girl of science, then,” she said. “Of course. That’s it exactly.” She laughed again. “You are original, Agnes White. No one can deny you that.”

Miss Skerry and I talked for some time that day. She explained that she, too, was the daughter of a man of learning. He had not been a scientist like my father but a school master at a private academy for boys. He had had a passion for natural history, which he’d shared with Miss Skerry as if she were one of his students. “He was constantly dragging me off to swamps and bogs to collect things,” she said, smiling at the memories. “And the school had a microscope, although I must confess it was primitive compared with yours.”

At some point that afternoon she discovered my jar of butterflies. “This is Honoré Bourret’s work too, I suppose?” she said, rotating it in the light. They were monarchs, big and brightly coloured. Their wings were spread so the markings could be seen. They bobbed up and down as if actually in flight.

This was the accomplishment of which I was most proud. Until that moment no other living being had seen it. “No,” I said firmly. “That is mine.”

INSTEAD OF BURNING THE squirrel’s carcass that afternoon, Miss Skerry and I completed the dissection. She was excited when I showed her my illustrated volume on human anatomy, with which we managed to confirm my identification of the heart. Miss Skerry thought we should pickle it in brine, along with the kidneys and liver for future anatomical study.

We found the pancreas, which, according to the book, regulated sugar levels in the blood, and the gall bladder, which helped digest fats. Miss Skerry let me do all the cutting, reading out passages while I snipped and pinned. She did not mind blood, which was an enormous relief. But most importantly my fascination with the dead squirrel didn’t bother her. In her vision of things it was not morbid at all, at least not in the conventional sense of the word.
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Around four thirty in the afternoon, when the sky outside the barn window began to dim, Miss Skerry and I took what was left of the squirrel and buried him under pine branches in the woods. Then we scrubbed my coat and the surface of the crate and cleaned up the barn. The microscope we put back in its hiding place, along with all my slides. Miss Skerry did not make me get rid of the specimens, although she confiscated the butterflies. I was not particularly worried as we made our way with them over the snow back to the house for tea. By then I trusted her. I knew she wished me well.

The Priory’s windows were glowing, and I realized suddenly that I was happy for the first time in a very long while. Happy and tired and sufficiently hungry to eat a horse. I had no idea what would happen next but I had a feeling that the day would not end badly.

Over tea, Miss Skerry spent some time explaining what a useful teaching tool the microscope could be. The best finishing schools in Europe were offering courses in natural history. The implement in the barn was of excellent quality, she assured my grandmother. It was an achromatic compound microscope manufactured by Beck, the best company in England. All this was said while toast was buttered and tea was drunk, as if we were talking about the weather or food.

Laure joined us. She was sitting on the couch, wearing her nightdress and a robe. Her face was milky white like the tea Grandmother had prepared for her.

“And what will Laure do while you teach Agnes the mysteries of natural history?” asked Grandmother. “You saw for yourself how delicate she is.”

“Laure does not need to study it. We can keep this work separate from what goes on in the schoolroom. Agnes has things arranged quite cleverly out in the barn.”

We were using the ordinary teapot and bone-china cups. I had just started in on my second piece of oatmeal bread slathered with my grandmother’s raspberry jam. “Chew,” ordered Grandmother. “You are swallowing it whole, Agnes, as if you were a boa constrictor and not a human being.”

She turned to the governess. “As you must have noticed, Miss Skerry, my granddaughter is still in many ways a child. My object in hiring you was to change this. Encouraging her to spend entire days alone in the barn, or worse yet, to trek through the countryside collecting things for microscopic inspection will not help her. Nor, I fear, will condoning the slaughter of squirrels.”

“I didn’t slaughter it,” I objected.

Laure made a sound like a kitten, jerking her head and spilling tea down her bathrobe. Grandmother mopped her and took away the cup. “This one’s got an excess of sensibility. The other’s got hardly any at all,” she said, sighing and settling back in her chair.

“From what I saw today,” said the governess, “Agnes has plenty of sensibility. She has an eye for beauty and patience for handiwork.” From beneath her chair she produced my butterflies. “Just look at these, Mrs. White. Your eldest granddaughter is a person of considerable gifts.”

Grandmother took the jar and stared. “Agnes did this?”

Miss Skerry said nothing. Grandmother turned to me. “You stitched them yourself?”

I nodded, forgetting to chew and swallowing a chunk of toast more or less whole.

“But she hates sewing,” Grandmother said. “She wouldn’t mend her frock if I paid her.”

“These are butterflies, not frocks,” said the governess.

For the first time Grandmother smiled. “So they are.”

“But sewing is sewing,” said the governess. “And here’s proof that she can do it.”

Grandmother said nothing. She raised the bottle and rotated it, causing the butterflies to bob up and down. “You are a compelling advocate,” she told Miss Skerry. “And you’re right. The butterflies are beautiful, and superbly sewn.” But her smile began to fade. “They do not, however, negate the squirrel. Bad enough, the scandal with her father hangs above us like a cloud. If word gets out what she was doing in that barn, Agnes will be done for.”

“Done for?” Laure repeated. She had just turned eight and often failed to get the gist of adult conversation.

“It’s a figure of speech,” explained the governess. “Your sister will be fine, Laure. I can assure you, nothing bad will happen.”

“Except spinsterhood,” said Grandmother. A faint blush spread up the governess’s neck and Grandmother lowered her eyes. “Forgive me, Georgina. That was uncalled for. But Agnes is unconventional enough without outside encouragement. What man will want her if I allow these studies in the barn?”

Laure was sitting very still, her slippered feet pressed together beneath her chair. “Perhaps the man she is to marry will appear tonight, Grandma,” she said in her sweet, small voice.

Miss Skerry looked confused. Not even I understood until Laure asked for the poem. She was trying to be kind, feeling guilty perhaps for having been a source of trouble in my life.

Grandmother smiled and patted her youngest granddaughter’s knee. “There’s no trouble raising you, is there, Laure?” She turned to Miss Skerry. “She’s just like my daughter when she was young. Same sweet disposition.”

“Today is Agnes’s name day,” Laure explained. “January twentieth. We always read John Keats before we go to bed.”

“Of course,” said Miss Skerry, who had told Agnes on the path up from the barn that although she liked the sciences, the subject she loved most was literature. “‘The Eve of Saint Agnes.’”

“You know it?” asked Laure.

Instead of answering the governess stood up and began to recite.

“She knows it!” cried Laure. Even Grandmother smiled. She took the heavy volume Poems of Our Land from the bookcase and opened to an illustration of an old man in robes rubbing cold fingers, his breath emerging in puffy clouds.

“Shall I read, Georgina, or will you do the honours?”

Miss Skerry took the book and we pulled our chairs in close around her. I had always loved this poem. I listened as Porphyro stole through the halls of the enemy castle to find his sleeping love, the beautiful Madeline. It was the middle of January, Saint Agnes’s Eve, and when Madeline awakened, Porphyro was bending over her like the prince in Sleeping Beauty.

Miss Skerry did not need the book. She kept looking up and grinning at the three of us, pronouncing the last syllable of the heroine’s name as if she were a French princess and not an ordinary English girl.

Grandmother closed her eyes as Miss Skerry recited the last lines. “Well read. You have outdone yourself.” Then she looked at the clock in the hall and rose to her feet. I was studying the final illustration. In the light of a full moon two lovers raced on the back of a dark steed across a snow-swept field. Madeline was holding Porphyro about the waist, her hair streaming behind them like a cloak. I could almost feel my own legs gripping the horse, my front pressing hard against the boy’s spine.

“Dishes before sleep, Agnes,” said Grandmother, looking straight at me. “No shirking of chores tonight, no matter what your name is.”

“Agnes is the patron saint of virgins,” said Laure, beginning to giggle.

I looked at my lap. Of all the saints with whom to share a name.

“Hush now, Laure,” said Miss Skerry. “I bet you don’t even know what ‘vir-gin’ means.”

The way the governess said it, mimicking Laure, made us laugh, but then Grandmother got up and left, displeased with the conversation. I stayed, eyes glued to Miss Skerry. I did not really understand what a virgin was myself, and I was hoping that she might enlighten me. I knew it had something to do with men and sex. A woman was a virgin before she got married, and after that she was not. If she never married she might remain a virgin forever, which I supposed was the governess’s case.

Laure was in high spirits now that the unpleasantness of the afternoon had been resolved. “Agnes ate too much for it to work,” she teased. “We were supposed to fast.”

“Nonsense,” said Miss Skerry. “Your sister’s name means that tonight she is above the rules.”

“Laure’s right,” I said, vaguely regretting all the tea I had taken. “You’re supposed to retire early on an empty stomach and lie completely still, looking up at the ceiling.”

“At the heavens,” Laure corrected, although in our shared bedroom the ceiling was what we would see. “And then Saint Agnes comes with the man you are to marry.”

“Does she now?” asked Miss Skerry. “You sound like an authority.”

“I do it every year,” said Laure.

“Well then, I should expect to hear your wedding bells ringing any day.” Miss Skerry smiled at the pint-sized virgin who was already dreaming of her marriage. “And you, Agnes?” Miss Skerry asked. “Do you practise this rite too?”

I could feel myself reddening. It was superstition and I knew it. The kind my father had scoffed at. And yet, I liked it. It was a ritual Grandmother had taught us when we were very small. I looked up at our governess and nodded.

“Then I suppose I must try it too,” said Miss Skerry. “If a mind like yours accepts it, it will not do me any harm. Has it worked?” she asked, eyes shining like a girl’s. “Be truthful now,” she urged. “Have you had a vision?”

I could not meet her eye. Someone did come, year after year, hovering like a ghost over my bed in the early hours of my name day, but he certainly was no suitor. His presence was not at all what John Keats had had in mind.

Grandmother reappeared just then from the kitchen with a tray for stacking dishes. “It worked for me when I was young, Georgina. Saint Agnes brought me the girls’ grandfather.” She handed me the tray. “It works for those who want it to. That is the key. It is a question of intention.”

THAT NIGHT I LAY in bed next to my sister, who had the annoying habit of slipping into unconsciousness the moment her head touched the pillow. Laure was on her back in the position Keats had recommended so that her eyes, had they been open, would have been staring heavenward. Her hair fanned across the pillow like spun gold. She could have been Keats’s heroine herself lying there, awaiting her secret lover.

Because my hands were cold beneath the sheets, I was thinking about the beadsman from the poem and his numb fingers counting beads on his rosary. I exhaled in the darkness, my breath emerging in puffy clouds. How had Keats put it? “His frosted breath ... seemed taking flight for heaven without a death.” I liked that.

I would also have liked to have met John Keats, who had been a sensitive soul. He knew about desire, the kind that would push you toward dangerous things, to risk derision and reprimand. He had been a medical man like my father, a fact Miss Skerry had divulged when Grandmother brought out the book. So it was possible to be a romantic and also to steep oneself in science.

The moon was gleaming like a coin in the frame of my window. How could anyone sleep with such brightness in the sky? Ten years ago, almost to the day, my father had disappeared, leaving my mother, me and a second unborn child who turned out to be Laure. For me, January was, and always would be, the ache of absence. The ache had faded slightly but it still made pastimes like dreaming of suitors and wedding bells misplaced. That was my very last thought before I fell into a deep and visionless sleep.
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When I woke up the next morning, the bedroom was already light. I had been curled on my side of the bed and rolled over onto something hard — my sister’s doll. Three of them were crammed into the space separating Laure’s side of the mattress from mine. They were from England and my sister loved them passionately. Their heads were carved out of wax and their bodies out of wood. Every night she tucked the sheets tight around them and kissed their translucent cheeks, now greying with age, and every morning the dolls were scattered. I awoke with a wooden hand or foot poking me in the back.

These pokes and pains were forgotten on that particular morning because of other quite novel sensations. Each time I moved my head I felt nauseated. Pain in my belly was forcing me to fold my knees hard to my front. I was actually holding my breath it was so pronounced. My back was turned to Laure and I was looking out the window. Grandmother was already down in the kitchen fussing with the woodpile and pans.

It felt as though someone were prodding around inside me with large, clumsy fingers. The squirrel came immediately into my mind. I had dreamed about it, I realized. On Staint Agnes’s Eve a dead squirrel had been my vision.

Laure gave me a kick. “Will you stop?”

I realized I was rocking and sat up, but it only made the pain worse.

Laure sat up too. “You groaned the whole night, Agnes. Are you sick then after cutting up that animal? Did it make you sick?”

I shook my head and even this small movement made me dizzy.

“What’s wrong?” Laure’s face was scared.

“Nothing.” I was trying to remember what I had eaten the previous night, thinking it might be poisoning. I had been sick once before after eating pork, but the sickness had come right after my meal and I had retched violently and repeatedly until the poison was gone. All I had eaten last night was Grandmother’s freshly baked bread — safe food to which I was accustomed.

Laure’s face was the colour of chalk. “I’ll get Grandmother.”

I shook my head even though it almost toppled me. “I just need to do my business.” I stood up, wobbling a little, then crouched beside the bed.

I dragged out the chamber pot and pulled it to a spot beside the dresser, out of my sister’s sight. I felt like a river as I voided, gushing wildly and noisily. When I hoisted my nightie and peered down though I got the shock of my life. The contents were red.

Maybe Laure was right. Maybe I was cursed. Or maybe I had fallen ill. Blood was often a precursor to death. It had certainly been so with mother, although she had bled from the mouth, coughing up clots, staining the pillowcases. Laure and I slept on those pillowcases with their faint rusty halos that no scrubbing would ever remove. Pulmonary tuberculosis was the scourge of women in the White family. All three of Grandmother’s daughters had died of it. But White women tended to be willowy and wan, nothing like me. And besides, my blood was coming from the wrong end.

I carried the pot to the window and tossed the contents into the yard. Cold air pushed into the room and Laure squealed. Throwing things from windows was not allowed at the Priory, especially when the things were the contents of a chamber pot. I knew the rules. Every morning I had to carry our chamber pot to the outhouse for emptying. Then I sprinkled ash from the stove into the hole to mask the smell. After that I had to scrub the pot so clean it felt like a sin to use it again.

A bit of blood dribbled down my leg and dropped, bright and wet, onto the floor. I smudged it with my toe then squeezed my legs tight and hopped to the wash basin.

Laure was sitting up in bed watching. “What are you doing?”

I did not answer.

“Why are you hopping like that?”

Just then Grandmother called up. “Gi-irls!” One word split in two and sung at the top of her lungs like a song. Her voice dropped midword, as if pronouncing it reminded her of all the effort involved in raising two granddaughters alone.

I wanted to get back into bed and tell Grandmother I was ill but that would have been impossible. Laure had flopped back down in the sheets for the moment, her face thankfully hidden.

I had to get dressed. My winter dress was dark blue, so it would not show the stains. I refrained from moaning for Laure’s sake. I moved my clothes to the side of the bed farthest from my sister.

“How come you’re over there?”

“I’m dressing.”

“Why there?”

One leg was through a bloomer hole. The other leg I did not want to lift. I had used a towel to staunch the blood and was trying to squeeze it in place with my thighs. All of a sudden it was too much and I tumbled face first into the mattress.

Laure crawled over her dolls and stretched out a finger. “What is that?”

My bloody towel lay in full view on the floor. I picked it up and tried to hide it, but I knew that it was futile. Laure’s pupils were already the size of pennies. Her chin was trembling.

“Nothing,” I said hopelessly.

She let out a scream that brought Grandmother and Miss Skerry scrambling up the stairs and into our room.

All the attention went to her, of course. Even after they calmed her down and put her to bed with two teaspoons of brandy, Grandmother refused to talk about my blood. Laure had blathered about it until finally I had to reach under my dress and pull out the towel. Strangely, Grandmother did not blink. She simply folded it and my soiled undergarments in our bottom sheet and handed the offending bundle to Miss Skerry for the wash.

Eventually, after Laure was settled, she brought me to her bedroom and showed me how to use rags to protect my clothes. There were no explanations. The guidance was about rags, nothing else. Grandmother did not mention the need for a doctor, which could have been a good sign or a bad one. Either my condition was not serious enough to kill me or else I was so far gone that medical attention would be futile. This was what had happened to Mother. By the time the doctor was called to examine her, there was nothing anyone could do. I listened to my grandmother’s instructions, allowing my hips to be moved this way and that by her old, dry hands. Her face was closed to questions.

That morning I sat by myself, rising only occasionally to check on the rags. I had retreated to the window seat in the schoolroom and picked up Jane Eyre, which I had already read but liked and found comforting. Around noon the door opened and Miss Skerry slipped inside. “I have been busy with the laundry,” she said, making me blush. “How are you feeling?”

To my consternation I began to cry. I had not realized until that moment how alarmed I was at what was happening. I was lonely and scared, half-convinced that, like my consumptive mother, I was going to die. I had not wanted to cry and I rubbed my eyes furiously, but this only produced a new surge of tears.

“There, there,” she said, offering me a clean hankie. Miss Skerry sat down beside me and took off her spectacles, which she rubbed several times with the pleats of her skirt. “Has your grandmother not explained about your menses?” she asked, holding the frames above her in the dim gaslight and then replacing them on her nose.

I looked up in confusion.

The governess was quiet. She reached for my sketch pad and a pencil and turned to a clean page. The sketches were not proportional, but to me they were better than the paintings in any museum. I had become a woman, Miss Skerry said. What she called “menses,” from the Latin word for month, was not a malady. It was simply discharge from the uterus as it restarted the female cycle of fertility. I was fertile, no different than an animal reaching maturation, or a field become ready for sowing, or the wives and mothers who walked every day on the streets of St. Andrews East. I had come of age.

I did not feel “of age.” I looked down at my body, which had altered drastically over the past year, rounding and softening where it had once been flat and hard like the body of a boy. Now there was blood and an ache in my belly Miss Skerry called menstrual cramps. I was not sure I wanted any part of it. The information was overwhelming, but at least I knew I would live. I was all right.

Miss Skerry communicated all of this as she would anything else she thought I should learn, in language precise and clear. The menses, she said, were a time to stay quiet and think about things. The female body was like a garden, with cycles of birth and growth and death. A woman had to tend and respect it in its various seasons.

The cure for cramps was heat, which, on that cold January day, came as much from the governess’s smile as from the hot water bottle she prepared and pressed against me. “There,” she said, tapping it lightly so the water inside jiggled. “Being a woman can be painful at times, Agnes White, but I assure you, it is hardly ever fatal.”
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It is sad but true that people tend to dwell on the troubles of their lives and forget the riches. I am no exception, for in this account of my early days I am skimming over the two years I spent in Miss Skerry’s company out at my grandmother’s farm, which I count among the happiest years of my life. Of course, I did not realize how happy I was while I was living them. Happiness is a strange thing. It is something I tend to recognize only after it has passed, when I realize I miss it.

In Miss Skerry I discovered a companion every bit as intellectually driven as I was. I had not met anyone like her, and it freed me in ways at which I still marvel. Although I could not know it at age thirteen, when she arrived at the Priory to take charge of me she was a mentor, dropping from the sky as Athena did in The Odyssey to guide the fatherless Telemachus. It was Miss Skerry’s idea that I leave St. Andrews East. She instigated the plan and worked tirelessly to ensure its success, even though she knew it meant we would have to separate. The year I turned fifteen Miss Skerry announced she had taught me all she could. There were gaps in her own education — algebra and geometry — which would become gaps in mine if I did not get myself out of the Priory and off to a regular school.

She did not boast about how splendidly she had prepared me in other respects. I was exceptionally strong in natural history. It was our mutual passion. She had also taught me a great deal about literature and history. I read widely in both English and French and was fluent in dead languages — Latin and Greek — which Miss Skerry had learned from her father.
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