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Advance Praise for CELTIC CROSSING


“ A vast tapestry of inter-woven stories that link the past with the present, the saint with the sinner, the living with the dead, Celtic Crossing invites the reader on a quest to find the true Cross. To read this novel is to embark on a pilgrimage that takes us to an unexpected and holy place.”


—SUZANNE M. WOLFE, award-winning novelist,
author of A Murder by Any Name, The Confessions of X, and Unveiling


“ Celtic Crossing is simultaneously a tale of a disabling family tragedy and an urgent quest for a life-altering, missing relic dating back to the very foundation of Christianity. In tracing the mysterious path of the cherished relic from the Crucifixion to medieval Ireland and the Vatican, Mattano weaves a story of faith under challenge, new-found love, faith redeemed, and ultimately the resiliency and healing power of the human soul.”


—RAYMOND J. HUTCHINSON, MS, MD,
Professor of Pediatrics, University of Michigan


“ Weaves together the Christian messages of hope and healing with a cast of endearing, believable characters drawn together on quest to help a sick child at a time of crisis. As the story unfolds, those involved are forced to confront their individual struggles, their belief in the reality of God, and their relationship with God.”


—REV. THOMAS F. X. HOAR, SSE, PHD,
President and CEO, St. Edmund’s Retreat, Enders Island, Mystic CT


“ Len Mattano’s brilliantly researched story transports the reader between ancient and modern places and times. Despite betrayal, loss and fear, his characters fight to preserve their faith, even when overwhelmed by the helplessness and desperation that comes when a child is diagnosed with cancer. While humanity struggles to understand why a loving God allows such things, Mattano’s messengers offer God’s miraculous gifts of faith, hope, love, belonging and the wisdom that the path home lies through him.”


—KATHLEEN RUDDY,
CEO, St. Baldrick’s Foundation | Conquer Childhood Cancers
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PROLOGUE


Tuesday, 19 March 1191, Skellig Michael, Éire


Brother Murrough prayed silently as the westering sun descended into the sea and nightfall arrived. Few waves broke against the granite crags seven hundred feet below, washed gray by the late winter moon. At this height the winds were forceful and constant, gusting freely through the deep horizontal window. Chilled, he lifted the weathered alder plank, thrust it into a shallow groove on the sill, and secured it firmly with jamb wedges. It was at best a partial shutter against the cold.


In three cautious strides the monk was across the dark chamber, a barren stone hut set precariously on a narrow cliff in the shadow of the island’s peak. The sole furnishings were a low, shoulder-width wooden platform draped with a scrap of blanket, and a small stand sufficient for a tallow taper, a rosary, and the monk’s parchment-leafed breviary.


Light seeped from a candle cup that hung pendulous on a soot-black hook at the door. With his left hand he groped for the unlit taper and brought its wick to the flame. Holding the cup tipped, a flare erupted as melted mutton fat puddled aside. He placed the taper on the stand, pushed fast the door, and swiveled the latch into the drop handle.


It was time to begin Vespers.


The thirty-two-year-old Augustinian was alone on Sceilig Mhór: jagged, desolate, far from shore. Alert against the return of Viking raiders, he kept constant watch, his only sleep stolen as fragmented naps during sunlit hours. He knelt weary at bedside—hands illumined by a dim arc of wispy candlelight—and opened the breviary to the First Vigil. Softly, softly he began to chant the litanies designated for the Feast of Saint Joseph.


In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti …


Peace ached to enter his anxious heart. At last he surrendered—tranquil, silent, carried aloft in spirit by the lilt of Latin to mystical reverie, then unintended slumber.


Rest was brief. He awoke instantly to the crushing sounds of a score of men marauding about the nearby abandoned monastery, their anger rising in foreign tongue as they discovered little to plunder and raged into the wilds.


He extinguished the taper, hand quaking in fear of discovery. The candle cup had guttered out and the room became pitch. Clasping the rosary, he pressed the crucifix to his lips and began to pray fervently for the safety of the venerated relic under his guard.




[image: image]


PART I




CHAPTER ONE


WHITE BLOOD


[image: image]


Friday, 25 June 2010, Rome Fiumicino International Airport


“Padre! Padre!”


The Vatican limousine driver left the engine running, door wide open, as he padded off after the priest. His short legs and heaving belly guaranteed he would never catch up—not with Kevin’s head start and determined intent to make his flight. “Padre Schaeffer!” Neither would his yells reach the priest over the barrage of horns and spewing curses: Italians have no tolerance for transport strikes despite—and paradoxically assuring—their frequency. He finally relinquished and returned to the black sedan.


Without breaking stride, Kevin swung the duffle strap over his left shoulder and wove deftly between the mass of idled vehicles spread across Via Leonardo da Vinci, flexing kinks from his sore hand as he went. Picketers brandishing sciopero signs had slowed traffic back in the Eternal City, but the chauffer made decent time speeding along A91 until reaching the airport exit where they came to a halt, just within sight of an imposing sixty-foot statue of the famed artist and inventor. After twenty minutes he knew he’d do better hoofing than fuming. If he were destined to miss his noon flight back to Dublin, at the least he hoped to vie for a later departure home this same day.


As he rounded a curve near an Alitalia hangar, his iPhone vibrated in the breast pocket of his cassock. Hearing the chauffeur’s voice, he knew immediately why the call: his briefcase had been left on the rear seat.


He cursed, knowing he could hardly abandon a week’s worth of notes—even though twice already he’d threatened burning them, for the paltry value they meant to his doomed research. A week wasted at the Vatican library and rooting about the Secret Archives, not to mention the expense. Suddenly deflated, he sighed and headed once again toward the limo, shrugging that it really didn’t matter when he left Rome.


Saturday, 26 June 2010, Dublin


“Damn unions,” Kevin muttered as he fell exhausted into the back seat of a Diamond cab at the Dublin International Airport.


It was now after midnight. He’d missed his original flight, and the next one, routed through Heathrow, was not only overbooked but delayed: a tide of events that transformed what should have been a tolerable two-hour trip into virtual medieval torture. To cap it off, he’d just waited dead last in a line of vexed passengers who’d rushed the underserviced taxi stand. The only positive tonight would be the quiet of deserted residential streets in this otherwise frenetic Irish capital.


“Oldham House off Dartry Road, Rathmines, thanks.”


Like the Roman traffic he’d just left behind, Kevin’s sabbatical at Trinity College was at a standstill. A dusty two months digging in the stacks of the Old Library and the past week’s search of yet-older codices at the Vatican had led nowhere. In his fatigue he despaired he’d need to abandon his treatise, provocatively titled Apostolic Apostasy—and the planned mainstream book he’d counted on as his ticket out of teaching. Approaching fifty, he coveted the chance for change, for a much-needed reassignment. This year away from Boston, away from academics and far from the ever-present reminders of his mother’s merciless death a year earlier, tantalized as a segue to new life. Stillborn, it now seemed.


Yet he was never one to cower. He sat up and reconsidered. Perhaps his hypothesis was wrong that the disciples had lost faith in Jesus after the crucifixion. If instead their faith truly had been “rendered impenetrable through the miraculous power of the Holy Spirit,” perhaps so too could his. A ray of hope emerged.


As they sped across the Samuel Beckett Bridge, its steel cables and spar rising harp-like from the center span, he decided on a premium bottle of Jameson to thank his lifelong friend Marco for hosting his stay in Italy. The Old Distillery over the River Liffey would be the place to shop, and he could certainly use the long walk through town after a night’s sleep—if only to sort out next steps in his work.


Soon the taxi pulled to a stop. With a light sprinkle falling, he tipped the driver and walked briskly to the house entrance several buildings down the empty pedestrian road. Boisterous laughter from a few inebriated undergrads sparring in the TV room spilled into the foyer. He collected his mail then left the party behind, climbing the stairs to his flat.


Stagnant air awaited him. He opened windows an inch or two over the bed and by the dining table, which he’d left heaped with papers. Immediately a damp cool draft scented lightly from the gardens at Palmerston Park began to freshen the small space. As a Boston College professor, he was lucky to have snagged housing usually reserved for students of the school’s Centre for Irish Programmes. Absent this academic perk, he could never have afforded research abroad or had access to key original documents.


After grabbing a chilled bottle of Evian and stripping off the long buttoned cassock—not his usual garb—he leaned back against the counter and flipped through flyers, coupon sheets, and the glossy campus weekly. Among the detritus was a business-sized interoffice mailer, addressed in youthful cursive simply to Fr. Kevin—Oldham #12. He recognized at once the writing as Stephanie’s, his BC summer intern. It was her first time abroad, a fact that shone in pure enthusiasm like the gleam of her smile.


Setting aside the rest of the mail, he unwound the string tie and lifted the flap. Tucked inside were a newspaper clipping and a plain white envelope with a yellow sticky note:


Father —


a woman stopped by this morning asking for you. She was disappointed you weren’t here and insisted that I get this to you today. She needs help with a personal matter but didn’t say what. Hope you had a good flight. Here’s the Irish Times write-up on you nice! See you monday.


—Steph


In silent protest to what seemed at that moment an insolent demand, he intentionally glanced at the article first. It spanned three columns and extended down a full half page. The introduction centered on the worldwide popularity of his debut book, Acts Two: The Post-Biblical Lives of Jesus’ Companions, and prominently featured the cover of the European edition. Interview-style questions and answers about his current project followed. He was pleased with the extent of coverage but cringed as he read through the optimistic replies he’d given the editor. Much had changed in the few weeks since.


With a sigh, he cast the clipping onto his work pile and rather dejectedly ripped open the sealed envelope, cutting his finger in the process. The single sheet of stationery within bore the centre’s logo—clearly the visitor hadn’t come prepared to leave a note. And in rather striking contrast to Stephanie’s loose contemporary hand, the woman’s writing appeared tense, or more precisely, constricted: the chatty sentences were crammed into the top of the page. It was signed Aideen Callaghan.


Fr. Schaeffer,


Your kind assistant said you’re expected home from a trip this afternoon. I’m so sorry to bother you at week’s end, especially to ask for help. I read yesterday’s Times article about your research and must talk with you. Is there any way we can meet tomorrow? Please ring me at Our Lady’s Children’s Hospital, Crumlin. Ask for Michael Callaghan’s room. I’m there most of the time.


  God’s blessings to you.


Kevin reread the brief note and berated himself for his premature knee-jerk irritation at the woman. Still, he puzzled at the oddity of a stranger, who had apparently just learned of his research, suddenly—even urgently—requesting his help.


What in the article had triggered her interest?


Who for God’s sake was Michael Callaghan?


Perhaps most perplexing at this late hour: What possible relevance could there be in a bit of biblical history dating back two thousand years?


He was cautiously intrigued but far too tired to think more about it until the morning.


His visit to the distillery gift shop might need to wait.


Saturday, 26 June 2010, Rathmines


It was a quarter after nine before Kevin awoke. Having slept through the night, he should have felt more rested. After a quick bite of toasted soda bread with currant jam, he showered, pulled on a pair of black joggers and a light gray tee, and headed north in his sneakers to the Insomnia Coffee Company two kilometers up Lower Rathmines Road.


This was his first run in months, and how quickly his pace slacked was disheartening. He adjusted his earbuds, chose a calmer playlist, and walked. Soon, though, he found that his stamina for concentrating was equally poor.


Into this void of ordered thought—as stealthily as in sleep—slithered the hydra of grief through unguarded gates. A flush of face, a catch of breath worked its venom: gut-punched with unwaned intensity by his mother’s loss was its effect.


He paused. And on he walked.


By the time he arrived, the sidewalks were dense with families, couples, and raucous teens drawn out by the sun and warmth following the overnight rain. The queue extended out the café door, but unlike weekday mornings, the mood was pleasantly relaxed. Once inside, he joined the separate line reserved for those only ordering coffee straight up.


There was an empty stool at a row of tall tables pushed together to form a counter facing the window. He dug his iPhone out from his back pocket along with the folded envelope and sat down.


With renewed sharpness bolstered by a half cup of Sumatran blend, he reconsidered the letter. As before, its vagueness left him apprehensive—what he could now name as an uneasy, yet likely irrational, sense of vulnerability. While the appeal seemed sincere, the recent media attention did make him an easy target for fanatics. I read yesterday’s Times article about your research and must talk with you. Still, priestly compassion dictated he not dismiss the woman’s request without learning more, particularly if a child were involved. The least he could offer was a listening ear.


The call took a minute to connect. He was greeted by the children’s hospital operator who confirmed that, yes, there was an inpatient named Michael Callaghan, and yes, of course she would be very pleased indeed to patch him through.


She answered on the first ring.


“Hello, this is Aideen.” Her voice was calm, and she spoke quietly.


“Hi, Aideen. This is Kevin Schaeffer—”


“Father, thank you. Thank you so much for calling. Can you hold just a second?” There was a muffled pause. “So sorry. I needed to step away from Michael’s bed.”


“That’s all right.” He swirled the coffee slowly, fragrant vapors rising. “You’re at the hospital. Is your child ill?”


“He is, Father, quite. Actually, Michael is my ten-year-old grandson whom I’m raising. He’s been fighting leukemia for two years and doing really very well. Unfortunately, we’ve just learned that the cancer’s come back.”


“I’m saddened to hear that,” Kevin said, genuinely moved.


“Father, can we possibly meet this afternoon? There is some family information I want to share that I hope will interest you. With it, I think you may be able to help Michael.”


“This afternoon …” In the pause of hesitation he heard her inhale quickly.


“Or Monday. Whenever.”


“Aideen, I’m not sure—I don’t understand how it is I could help.” His finger tapped the rim of the paper cup in soft, irregular bursts.


“I’m sorry. I must sound desperate.” She cleared her throat, then spoke in measured words. “I know it’s an imposition, but this can only be explained in person.”


He thought for a moment. With his research stalled, there was no compelling reason to work the weekend. Moreover, he longed to believe this woman. Setting apprehension aside, he yielded to curiosity.


“I’ll be free at one o’clock. Where would you like to meet?”


Saturday, 26 June 2010, Dublin


Kevin was three-quarters of an hour late finding the rosarium at Iveagh Gardens, having guessed wrong that it was near the children’s hospital and off he’d gone by bus, only to return downtown close to where he’d started.


Adorned by an ivy-laced stone entry tucked away off Clonmel Street, the iron gates to the Victorian park stood open. Once past a narrow walled corridor and a canopied path deep in shade, sunlight drew him rightward: an expanse of green stretched forth, edged crisply by broad bands of crushed-stone paths. The harshness of rectangular lawn was artfully dominated at either end by identical angels, winged bodies weathered gray, each figure bearing aloft a censer of overflowing water that collected in large pools about the feet. Beyond a stand of mature trees, half-hidden in the distance, was the rosarium.


His immediate impression of Aideen as she approached was of youthful grace overlaid with fatigue. Her auburn hair was parted to one side and hung in waves just brushing her shoulders. She wore a knee-length muted floral skirt and a soft white cotton blouse under a thin yellow sweater with the sleeves pulled up to mid-forearm. Her gait was easy, almost carefree: no doubt reflecting less an absence of anxiety than her welcoming him in friendship.


He felt as though he had known her always: at once embraced yet overcome by a mournful image of his mother, equally vibrant until insidiously masked by dementia.


“Father …” She extended her hands and grasped his tightly, leaning forward slightly, her head tilted down but with a somber smile, her tear-filled eyes looking directly into his.


“Aideen, I’m glad you were able to reach me—sorry about being so late.”


She looked down and acknowledged his kindness with a gentle nod, then let go of his hands and indicated with her eyes the path to the bench where she had been sitting. “Father, I want you to know how grateful I am, even if there is nothing to be done.”


They sat on the beige honeycomb throw Aideen had draped over the wooden seat, surrounded by quantities of roses blooming on shrubs, clambering vines, and hedges.


No more than a moment passed before she began. From a hand-sewn quilted satin case she withdrew an oversized volume bound in deep red, finely grained burnished leather, and placed it carefully on her lap. It was embossed in gold with two large Greek characters: Α•Ω.


“I inherited this Bible from my great-grandmother, Maire O’Donnell—I called her Maw Maw—who was born in 1850. She was given it by her grandfather, Fionan Reid, born in 1798. It dates back several generations before that, to the late sixteen hundreds.” She opened the cover as she spoke, voice subdued. “Our family history is recorded inside.”


The front endpaper was vellum, of a red matching the cover. On the title page were imprinted the words An Bíobla Naomhtha. Kevin guessed this tome represented a rare early Gaelic printing of the Bible—exceedingly rare in such pristine condition.


She leafed through several pages until she came to one with two parallel columns of ruled horizontal lines. Centered above were the words Beannaigh an Leanbh: “Bless This Child,” she translated. On each line was a name written in ink, followed by the years of birth and death. The baptismal list continued onto the successive pages.


Aideen let him gaze at the entries in silence. He was instantly captivated, inspecting them up close and tracing his finger lightly across some—each a face, each a soul. When he came to the end he saw the names Aideen Fiona Brennan 1940 and Michael Sean Callaghan 2000, and between them, Caitlin Maire Callaghan 1968–2003. He sighed, sat back, and shook his head slowly. “Amazing.” He had seen many age-old books, but none with this degree of personal human connection.


“Many lives lived, Father,” she said, brushing away a tear. “Maw Maw also gave me this.” She removed her necklace and held its shimmering silver pendant gently between thumb and forefinger. Kevin saw that it was perfectly triangular in shape and easily measured two inches from tip to base. Inscribed deeply on the front were tarnish-black lines in the shape of a cross within a circle.


Only when she placed it in his hand could he appreciate its heft.


It was of significant size for a precious metal object and certainly carried value beyond sentiment alone. The edges were worn smooth but the corners remained sharp, lending it a vintage, timeless appearance. He examined it as closely as he had the Bible entries, running his thumb along the lines, then returned it to her palm.


His eyes were again drawn to the Bible. There in the margin next to some of the names appeared letter-height versions of the identical symbol, which had escaped his attention at first. Baffled by the apparent coincidence, he looked to her for an explanation.


“Father, Michael is not the first member of my family to suffer from cancer. His mother died with a brain tumor when she was thirty-five. My daughter, Caitlin—” The pain in her voice was unmistakable as she touched the name. “I’ve been Michael’s guardian since we lost her seven years ago. He was only three at the time.”


Kevin sat attentive as she gained composure.


“My mother was six months pregnant with me when my own father, Aidan, died of a brain tumor.”


After a long moment her head lifted, eyes dry, and she spoke without emotion. “When Michael’s doctor first told me he had leukemia, I refused to accept it. How could it possibly be true? Father, I was also eight when I was struck with leukemia. My nightmare—mine—inflicted on my grandson.”


Instinctively, Kevin reached out and placed a hand over hers, quickly offering a silent prayer that she find peace.


“Maw Maw gave this to me when I became sick,” she said, clutching the pendant to her chest. “Can you believe she was ninety-eight at the time and healthier than me? She cried, but I had no concept of cancer—or death, for that matter. I felt her love, that’s for sure.”


Aideen now looked out at the horizon, her vision inward.


“Then she apologized, repeating over and over that the cross was lost. From her dress pocket she brought out a drawstring pouch. I remember thinking it was for coins—that she might be giving me a gift—but it was just jewelry. A child’s thought.” Again her gaze drifted. “She pressed it into my hand and told me to wear it always, to protect me from harm. She said she’d received it as a symbol of the wood of Christ’s cross: blood-stained wood that by mere touch had cured many of our ancestors from cancer—and had cured her from white blood as a young girl. But then the cross disappeared from our land. Vanished from history, it seems.”


Kevin listened intently, trying to assemble the many pieces of her story into a whole. Most extraordinary was the professed healing power of what sounded to be wood of the true cross and its presence in Ireland. But there was more—that which involved Michael: her great-grandmother had called her illness white blood. In Greek: leukos haima. In Latin: leukemia. For Aideen’s family, cancer was a connection between generations—the wood of the cross, a salvation.


She continued, startling him as she pulled him from his thoughts.


“Yet I was so young I didn’t know enough to ask what she meant. What did she have to apologize for? I just didn’t ask. It was years later, long after she’d passed on in her sleep and I’d been cured by a new medicine—a miracle itself, really—that I turned to her Bible.”


“What did you find?”


“Father, I wasn’t looking for religion. I was looking for answers to a riddle—the real meaning of the pendant.” She closed the book and slipped it back in its case, then looked up. “I hope I’ve not offended you.”


Kevin raised his eyebrows, shaking his head as though her comment were senseless.


“At any rate, I looked hard, but found no answers. Instead I discovered just what you noticed moments ago: woven through my family tree is a string of ancestors whose names are embellished with the symbol of this pendant: a triangle about a Celtic cross.” His gaze turned again to the necklace in her palm. “I saw that many in years past died very old, like Maw Maw. Not so with my grandmother Siobhan. Or my father, or my daughter.”


She paused, then spoke deliberately.


“The written symbol only marks those who were cured by the cross. Do you see, Father? Certainly you must—you’re a biblical scholar.”


His eyes betrayed confusion at what she was requesting, but also a deep yearning to understand.


“The curing cross has been lost. I need you to find it in time to save Michael.”




CHAPTER TWO


SEVEN DEMONS
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11 Kislev, AD 29, Cana of Galilee


Preparations for the wedding of Samaan’s son had created a festive atmosphere throughout the village of Kana for weeks. Except during Sabbath, family and relatives had bartered gifts, baked matrimonial desserts, and assembled tables for the feast. The bride’s family made ready a home for the new couple as dowry. Now candles and torches were lit. It would be a memorable evening.


According to custom, Samaan and his wife had invited a large number of friends to celebrate this most holy ceremony. Many guests walked a day or more to attend. Samaan seemed especially pleased when his son’s villager friend Nathanael arrived with the group from Nazareth. Nathanael had spent much of the winter in Bethany as a disciple of John, a prophet and baptizer, but had recently become a follower of Jesus, a Nazorean. Samaan was curious to learn more about the man Jesus, who everyone knew was simply a carpenter by trade.


After the promise of vows, traditional songs burst forth and wine was poured for all. Samaan’s wife retreated to the galley tent, where she directed the setting out of the meal. Should she fail her husband’s expectations, she would bring shame to him as host. At her side was her devoted cousin Mary from Magdala, a nearby village on the Sea of Galilee, who was staying at their home to help with the innumerable tasks.


It was an hour past sundown when a steward entered the tent seeking Samaan’s wife, who had stepped away. Mary approached him and asked his concern: The supply of wine was almost spent, yet the day’s celebration would not conclude until past midnight. What would the host have done? She promised to get word to Samaan.


A hand gently touched her arm. Turning, a flow of peace bathed her as she looked into the eyes of Jesus’s mother. My son will help.


Tuesday, 29 June 2010, Trinity College


Kevin entered the Old Library through the faculty entrance on the west side and climbed the stairs to the third floor reading room. The Manuscripts and Archives Research Library had just opened for the morning and already half the tables were occupied. He was relieved to see that his favorite spot was still available, near a north-facing window that framed a view of the Campanile. He settled into the same straight-backed wooden chair as the day before, carefully took Aideen’s Bible from his briefcase, and resumed work from where he’d left off.


The archives had been his primary research source during the past two months. The Keeper of Manuscripts had taken a particular interest in his topic, directing him to first-millennium texts that might validate the premise, and they had previously arranged to meet at eleven that morning. A substantial number of relevant volumes had been added to the collection since 1592, when the institution was founded by Queen Elizabeth. Its Protestant affiliation and charter purpose to impose Anglican domination in the strongly Catholic Ireland of the sixteenth century did not interest Kevin in the least.


Now, however, Kevin’s research had taken a different tack. On a fresh legal pad, Kevin transcribed the names and dates from the baptismal list, indicating with an asterisk those who had been marked in the original as cured. He also noted the kinds of cancer that had afflicted some of the relatives, according to an oral history provided by Aideen. The direct lineage from Oonagh Shea Gallagher, born 1693, to Michael Sean Callaghan represented twelve generations. These names were underlined in the Bible, linking their relationship. The entire list totaled fifty-three, which included siblings of the primary descendants. In all, sixteen names were marked by the symbol of the cross, the last being Maire Reilly O’Donnell, Aideen’s great-grandmother.


His natural approach was academic—methodical and decidedly remote from mystical.


Kevin leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes to concentrate. Clearly this family was plagued by cancer. Tracing the string of cancers through twelve generations had created a pattern that, to his mind, was best explained by inheritance, not random ill fortune. To decipher the mystery further he would need expert help.


Sitting up, he decided to page through the Bible looking for notations in the margins and for any papers inserted over the years that could yield more information. Halfway through Genesis he heard the bells of the Campanile chiming eleven o’clock. He gathered his items, walked to the keeper’s office, and knocked gently on the partly open door.


“Come in.”


“Hi. Is this still a good time to chat?”


“Kevin, it’s good to see you. Please, sit down. Welcome back, my friend. I’ve been anxious to hear about your visit to the Vatican. Any progress?”


“Progress … I suppose, in a way. I confirmed that my theory is likely a bust. Which is good news for Christianity. Less good news for my sabbatical.”


“Ah. You have my full sympathy. I was hoping for a triumph. Be that as it may, is there perhaps another angle you can pursue? Anything I can do to help at this point?”


“Thanks. I appreciate that. I need to give the whole thing some thought. In the meantime, I’ve gotten involved in a side project. I’d like your thoughts on this Bible, if you would be so kind?”


“Of course.” He rose, pointing to the oak table opposite his desk, and cleared space on the surface for Kevin to place the Bible.


A mere glance at the cover was sufficient to capture his attention.


“Kevin, what on earth have you brought me? There’s nothing like an old book to capture my intrigue on an otherwise dull Tuesday.” He lifted his head slightly and looked down to bring the cover into focus through his bifocals.


“Ah, calfskin. Expertly tanned. Dye, even and rich. Minimally worn. Spine solid. Gilt lettering. Fine craftsmanship. Very old. Let’s have a look inside.” He opened the cover and ran his gloved fingertips professionally over the front endpapers, then examined the back endpapers. “Lambskin.”


At the title page he stopped cold: Gaelic. “Kevin, I suspect you anticipated my reaction. You’re quite familiar with rare volumes.”


“I’m pleased you’re as excited as I am.”


“I would date this between 1695 and 1715, and local, not German. We’ll take a look at the leaves for condition. Assuming there’s no damage or untoward aging, I’d say you’re looking at early retirement in style.”


Kevin grinned. “For the owner, possibly. I doubt she’d let go of it at any price.”


“A donation, then, as a priceless addition to our collection?”


“I’ll mention it to her.” While he spoke he turned to the baptismal list. “What do you make of this?”


The keeper again took in the details on the page. “These appear authentic. The inks are of varying age, particulate concentration, and color. The handwriting differs for all but a few sequential entries. Birthdates were written in the same hand as the names, and the dates of death entered later. Lettering styles are consistent with the birth eras. Kevin, what do the triangular symbols represent? I’ve not seen these elsewhere. Are they astronomical in nature?”


“I believe they’re religious.” He left it at that.


“So, an incomplete answer for the moment. Please do share more, when the time is right.”


He nodded as he stood and extended his hand. “As always, I am indebted.”


Tuesday, 29 June 2010, Crumlin


Kevin left campus through the Nassau Street gate and crossed over to the neighborhood Insomnia for a spicy ham-and-goat-cheese panini. Not yet a convert to tea and glad for the thriving java culture among urbanites, he ordered an iced coffee to go, then stepped back out into the strong midday sun for the short walk up to the bus stop off Grafton.


Compared to the there-and-back route he’d taken to meet with Aideen on Saturday, Kevin now found the way to Crumlin remarkably straightforward. He exited near the children’s hospital. It was almost 1:50, safely past the restricted lunchtime visitor hours.


A nurse was just leaving Michael’s room as Kevin arrived. With the door open he could see Aideen sitting in an upholstered bedside chair. The privacy curtain was drawn, and he could make out the silhouette of Michael’s feet through the bed linen.


“May I come in?”


Aideen looked up with a smile and greeted him at the doorway.


“Father, let me introduce you to my grandson.” They walked toward the window and around the curtain. Michael was half-sitting, his head resting on the inclined mattress. He was a handsome child, with light brown hair and hazel eyes. His face was pale, there were scattered bruises on his lower arms, and he appeared tired: otherwise Kevin could easily visualize him playing with classmates in the schoolyard or riding a mountain bike along hilly roadside paths.


“Michael, this is Father Schaeffer.”


After a protracted moment of nonresponse and a prompt from Aideen, Michael finally set down his electric blue Nintendo DS, the kinetic music stopping as he paused the game. The room was suddenly quiet.


Kevin leaned against the bedrail. “You can call me Father Kevin. Do you go by Mike?”


His eyes blinked upward, then away. “My friends call me Mickey.”


“Mickey, then.” The boy hinted a smile. “Mickey, what are you playing?”


“Just an adventure game. I have a lot of action games too.” He picked up the console tentatively.


“Sounds fun.” There was no reply. “I hope we get to talk again sometime.”


“Sure.” Michael pressed play and music ended the brief exchange.


Aideen affectionately pinched Michael’s blanketed toes and shook his foot. “I’ll be back in a bit, okay? Ring for the nurse if you need help,” she said, tucking the call button into a fold of blanket near his hand.


Once in the hall, Aideen shook her head forlornly as an apology for Michael’s behavior.


Kevin laughed. “It’s great to see he’s acting like a healthy youngster.”


“Yes—perhaps again, one day.”


About them a passel of afternoon visitors streamed by. It seemed most knew their way: those who joined the staff in pacing brusquely past the uninitiated and darting in front of the slow. Kevin stood aside as Aideen maneuvered to the nurses’ station to report she was leaving the ward. They then took the elevator to the ground floor and found their way to the tranquility of the chapel.


The sun high, abundant light fell through its windows: bright swaths rising from sills far above the eye’s reach and stretching upward to the coffered ceiling. She led, Kevin behind in slow procession, past row after row of empty chairs. Ahead, the altar: looking down, a diminutive crucifix floating lost against an expanse of marble.


At the side aisle, votive candles stood lit in red array next to a statue of the Christ child. She leaned back and rested on the wall, hands tented over her face, eyes searching, slowly, behind closed lids.


Softly, Kevin ventured a question. “Aideen, tell me more about Michael’s mother.”


“My tempestuous Caitie,” she said with energy, dropping her hands. “She was a strong one. She made me a strong parent.” Again they walked, each step a moment to itself. “My husband died in a car crash on the back roads coming home from work one night. Caitie turned five a month later. The few memories she had of him were intense and I think happy, but growing up without him led her to be a risk-taker. Ironically.”


The extent of her loss—no less the boy’s—left him numb.


When they reached the far aisle she sat. He turned a chair and faced her, noting the contours of her cheeks, the delicate lines about her brow. “And now you’re raising a second child alone.” For Kevin it was a thought beyond imagining; for a priest, doubly so. Her shoulders shrugged resignation. “What about his father?”


She sighed. “I suppose it’s for the better that Caitie told me nothing about him. Maybe she didn’t know much herself. If she had any relationships before the cancer, she kept them secret. After surgery her personality changed subtly, from risk-taking to what I considered simply reckless.”


“In what way?”


“Well, most of the tumor could be removed, but not all. She refused radiation despite my pleading: she didn’t believe it would help and wanted nothing to do with side effects. Instead she sold her apartment, moved her things back home, and took off to Istanbul. She came back pregnant. He’s been a blessing to me. I just hope—” A tear traced a path to her chin. “I hope I’ve been enough for him. That I’ve loved him enough.”


Aideen’s energy was spent. A minute later their solitude was broken when a chaplain ushered in an elderly woman and what looked to be her middle-aged daughter, both crying.


“Let’s get back to your grandson,” Kevin suggested. They stopped at the café briefly, strolled the garden, then returned to Michael’s ward—Aideen now smiling in the telling of happier memories.


“Father, I’ve written down my cell-phone number and home address in County Kerry for you—it’s anyone’s guess when we’ll be going back. I don’t know how to thank you for trying to help.”


“I’ll do what I can.” He tucked the notecard in his shirt pocket. “Aideen, do you think it would be possible for me to talk with Michael’s doctor? About your family’s history?”


“Of course. She knows some of the details, but not all. Our focus has always been on Michael. I’ll ask the ward clerk to call her office, and you can fix a time. Her name is Lenore Thomson. You’ll like her Scottish accent.”


Wednesday, 30 June 2010, Smithfield


“Thanks for coming here to the clinic, Father Schaeffer. Sorry I couldn’t meet with you at the hospital yesterday.” The pediatric oncologist removed her readers as Kevin sat down, giving him a quick once-over while shoving the door closed—an easy reach from her desk.


“On the contrary, this worked out perfectly. I’d been meaning to stop by Jameson’s up the road—for a gift, I should explain.”


“Aye, right. And who would expect to find a physician’s practice located in the Market?” Both smiled. “But, it’s convenient for many of our patients, and the lease was priced right after the economic downturn.” Her chair squeaked softly as she swiveled toward the table cramped into a dark corner of her office, Kevin tight against the wall. She switched on the green-shade lamp and folded her hands. “So, you’re here to ask after Michael Callaghan.”


“That’s right. I do have Aideen’s permission to speak with you.”


“Yes, that’s my understanding.”


Kevin’s eyes narrowed in a friendly crinkle before breaking her gaze. Easing back, he noted the austerity of her looks: graying hair cropped short, nondescript marble-rimmed glasses, lips gently lined with mauve-stained creases—stark features all, yet embodied by such warmth that outward beauty seemed relegated to afterthought.


He straightened, retrieved a folder from his briefcase, and set before her the list he’d prepared. “Doctor, you may not be aware of the full extent of cancers in Michael’s family history. This seems extraordinarily unusual to me.”


A frown gradually emerged as she examined the paper. After a moment, Dr. Thomson raised her eyebrows and took a deep breath.


“Father, where did you come by this information? How reliable would you consider it?”


“It’s as reliable as the family’s Bible and Aideen’s memory.” He mistook her silence for skepticism. “I should add that a friend of mine, an expert at the Old Library, does not doubt the authenticity of the entries made in the baptismal record.”


“Nor would I—although I imagine a broader family tree would demonstrate even more cases among cousins and distant relatives.” Their eyes met. “Father Schaeffer, I don’t need a blood test to tell me this is a type of inherited cancer syndrome.”


Suspicion confirmed, he simply nodded.


“Thank goodness it’s rare, but for these unfortunate families it is devastating. Affected relatives are at an extremely high risk of developing cancer—sometimes even more than one kind—often at a very young age. And as you can see with the Callaghans, inheritance from either the mother or father is sufficient. It is a dreadful autosomal dominant disease.”


Kevin pondered what had been said, overwhelmed with the vast degree of suffering, of grief, of unfounded guilt inflicted across the years. “So Michael had no chance.”


“Actually, he had a fifty-fifty chance of inheriting or not inheriting the condition—this predisposition for cancer—from his mother. Not until his leukemia occurred would one know for sure. Without genetic testing, that is.”


“And this could go back generations.”


She sighed. “As far back as descendants continued bearing children.”


Wednesday, 30 June 2010, Rathmines


It was well past sunset. At his dining table, Kevin twisted side to side and stretched, hoping to relieve the soreness in his lower back. He had been working his way through Aideen’s Bible, continuing his search for notations and finding none. He would finish Luke, wash the neglected three-day stack of dishes, then rest for the night.


When he reached chapter 8, he immediately saw a heavy red line drawn beneath the words of the second verse: chomh maith le mná áirithe a bhí leigheasta ó dhrochspioraid agus ó éagruais: Máire ar a nglaotar an Mhaigdiléanach, a raibh seacht ndeamhain imithe aisti. In his own Bible he read the verse in English: “and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out.”


Luke, the physician from Antioch, had spoken over a distance of two millennia to reveal an enigmatic clue in the mystery of the cross.




CHAPTER THREE


CROWN OF ROSES


[image: image]


Tuesday, 7 December 476, Kildare


She sat on the cover of the old stone well, a quarter mile distant from the small domed oratory. Next to her, sheep had gathered at the trough to slake their early morning thirst before meandering haphazardly to the grazing fields. Erratic bleats, some playfully childlike and others ornery as old men, rose and fell in waves, sending clouds of winter wrens aswirl from the massive barren oak only to disappear moments later into convenient branches of leafless trees farther from the din.


The sun was now twenty degrees above the horizon, streaming light and warmth into the clear sky and onto her back. Highlights of the knee-high stone foundations of the new monastery were just becoming visible from their silhouettes. Brigid was pleased. As abbess, her life of holiness and caring for the poor had inspired a score of girls to adopt the habit in a life of service and prayer. The building under construction was a dire need. Soon she would begin work on its twin for the multitude of young men who yearned for solitary monkhood.


In her heart, the twenty-five-year-old was passionately devoted to asceticism. Together, she and Father Padraig of Armagh had begun a monastic movement that was destined to spread throughout Éire and the vast reaches of Western Christianity. The Holy See was patiently observing this experiment from afar, eager to nurture any saintly endeavor that might solidify its central authority during the inevitable disintegration of the Roman Empire.


She would christen this place Cill Dara, Church of the Oak.


On the fringe of her thoughts she became aware of a faint rumbling of the ground and air that quickly resolved into hoofbeats. Turning around, she could make out the shadows of four riders as they approached along the dirt path from the east. Soon their pace slowed to a trot, then a walk. The first figure dismounted and circled around her, bringing his familiar face into the sun.


“Brother Tomas, welcome. It is good to see you again. Have you ridden the night through? How is Father Padraig?”


“Sister, all is well. Be at peace. Padraig dispatched us with a message of importance. Our journey was made with haste.”


“Then please, come with me to the residence and rest. We will break fast with the sisters and you can share the message in quiet.”


Inside, the scent of boiled mutton and potato pancakes met them at the entry. The hut was no more than twenty by thirty paces, divided into a partitioned room with sleeping quarters to the left, and a larder to the rear. The central fireplace was open to all rooms, providing warmth and ready access from behind for cooking. They removed their cloaks and sat on benches drawn up to both sides of the plain wooden plank table.


“Sisters, we thank you for your graciousness on this blessed morning,” Tomas said. He offered grace, and two meager platters were placed before them. Hushed activity in the larder could be heard, hinting that additional food was being prepared for the unexpected visitors. They ate in silence.


Following the meal, Tomas brushed away crumbs with his shirtsleeve. From his dusty brown leather satchel he brought out a sheet of sun-bleached parchment folded lengthwise thrice on itself and wound closed with a green woolen tie. Brigid accepted the letter and read its contents to herself.


Greetings, Brigid, dear sister in Christ!
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