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  WHAT IF THE VIRGIN MARY WROTE AN ACCOUNT OF HER LIFE AFTER THE CRUCIFIXION? WHAT IF IT CHANGED EVERYTHING?




  WHAT WOULD IT BE WORTH?




   




  A priceless painting is altered to hide its suggestion that the Virgin Mary wrote an account of her life after the crucifixion. Its revelations would forever change the role of women in the Catholic Church.




  Marcus Po, reclusive book reviewer for the Burlington Times, is determined to learn the painting’s potentially explosive secret. The fate of the Church and the life of a pope hang in the balance.




   




  "A fascinating spin on the intersection between religious zealotry and psychosis. Well done."—Dr. Pat Pope, Clinical Psychologist.




  "This fast-paced contemporary mystery/thriller, with the papacy, the Virgin Mary, and a powerful love story at its heart, grabs the reader from the first page and never lets go!" —Allene Stanton Fay, Publisher and Editor, New Jersey Countryside Magazine.




  Hank Luce’s dexterous writing in SECRET OF THE NIGHTINGALE MADONNA hooks the reader from the beginning and keeps hooking captured readers all the way until the end of the story. Well-chosen words, dense description, interesting dialogue, mystery, and romance create an intriguing story that begins with a secret scroll and an unknown painting. I was blown away by the richness of the words and the cliff-hanging chapter endings. The book is a great entertaining escape.—Claudia Taller, author of DAFFODILS AND FIREFLIES.
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  “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero returns from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”




  —Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces




   




  SECRET OF THE




  NIGHTINGALE




  MADONNA




  

  Prologue




  Paris, France




  September 9, 1881




  Abbe Etienne Foucault stood silent and anxious, awed by what was transpiring before him — and by the potential implications of its outcome. His Eminence Cardinal Joseph-Hippolyte Guibert shared Foucault’s feelings, but the stern cast of his features gave no indication of it, though he was even more acutely aware of the consequences. The contents of the ancient scrolls, which were the source of their anxiety, could change everything.




  They were in the Cardinal’s ornate study. Professor Georges Bouchard, an archaeologist from the newly created Catholic University of Paris, had studied the scrolls and had gone over each page slowly and carefully with a magnifying glass. He had found the text to be both fascinating and provocative, and potentially devastating. His Eminence was not going to like the scholar’s conclusions.




  Bouchard handed his translation to Guibert and said, “The scrolls’ material is of course papyrus. The language is Aramaic, as might be expected. In my best judgment, the contents and authorship are not apocryphal. Indeed, I am quite certain the author and the contents are… authentic.”




  Cardinal Guibert quickly read the translation then crossed himself with trembling fingers. “Where are the scrolls themselves?”




  Bouchard looked to Abbe Foucault who said, “Upon completion of Professor Bouchard’s translation, I returned them to a place where they are safe and protected.”




  Cardinal Guibert nodded and said to Bouchard, “Merci, Professor. Now leave us. And on your immortal soul say nothing of this to anyone — ever.”




  Bouchard started to protest, “But a discovery of this magnitude, I —” Seeing Guibert’s expression darken, he simply said, “As you wish, Your Eminence.”




  Following Bouchard’s departure, the Cardinal turned to Foucault. “You understand fully what this means, Abbe, do you not?”




  Foucault, struggling to maintain composure, answered, “Yes, Your Eminence.”




  “Good. Then I want you to retrieve the scrolls and destroy them.”




  “Destroy them, Your Grace? Consider the source! And even if — ”




  The Cardinal’s voice became sharp, his manner nearly violent. “Destroy them! Or we ourselves are destroyed. Even Bouchard cannot be trusted. As for the drawings and the painting, the clumsy efforts of some heathen student guide who fancies himself an artist are of no consequence.”




  “But Your Eminence, the young man is quite gifted. And the art depicts a story told by an ancient Christian sect that once occupied the place — that people came there and were nourished.”




  “That is irrelevant! It is the scrolls! Do what you will but destroy the scrolls!”




  Foucault, shaken, asked, “What of Rome, Your Eminence? And Ephesus?”




  “I will send a private missive to Rome informing of the danger and the need for absolute silence, now and forever. As for Ephesus, if anything comes to light, we will attribute it to the delusions of a tortured, demented nun. Nothing more need be said.”




  “Your missive, Eminence, it will be for His Holiness only?”




  “How naïve you are, Foucault. I will send it to Cardinal Caterini, the Secretary of the Sacred Congregation of the Roman and Universal Inquisition. No office in the Vatican is more secure or more experienced in the keeping of sacred secrets. Or more willing to do what is necessary to protect them.”




  The Cardinal then looked threateningly at the insignificant abbot who had first raised the issue and caused this predicament. “As for you, Foucault, you will do as you are ordered. Destroy the scrolls. Then return to your tiny island abbey and remain silent about what you have seen and unearthed — silent even unto death.”




  Abbe Foucault nodded.




  

  BOOK I: SEPARATION




  Chapter 1




  Istanbul, Turkey




  August, 2000




  The Mavi ay Galerisi (Blue Moon Gallery) was located in the Sultanahmet section of Istanbul, along Utangac sokak, just a short walk from the famous Blue Mosque and conveniently close to the Museum of Fine Arts. The sun was bright and hot, the air redolent of spices and exhaust fumes. The late August humidity was tempered by a steady breeze from the nearby Bosporus, connecting the Sea of Marmara with the Black Sea. Nevertheless, inside the gallery its owner-proprietor, Orhan Galib, was feeling a distinct chill. He had done business with this steely American woman several times before, and quite profitably. Yet, she always made him feel uncomfortable, even inadequate. It was not simply that her knowledge of art, especially religious art, surpassed his own; it was her general demeanor — cold, distant, unapproachable.




  Furthermore, despite the fact that she was perhaps only in her mid-twenties and quite beautiful, Orhan sensed her to be devoid of sexuality or passion, as if she were a female but not a woman. Her companion, obviously a bodyguard of some sort, was a pale-eyed, pale-haired, brutal-looking fellow who rarely spoke and was never more than a few feet away from her. They were a most unsettling pair. Still, this potential sale was big, and the opportunity to close the deal had to be seized.




  Orhan and his clients were in the gallery’s basement storage room, a large, dank, musty room crowded with boxes, crates, assorted broken pieces of sculpture and torn, damaged paintings. In the center of the room, a painting stood on a large easel under a naked light fixture. Two pencil sketches obviously by the same artist and depicting the same subject were on a table that had been placed next to the easel.




  The woman silently, slowly, meticulously scrutinized the painting and the sketches — especially the activity of the hands of the painting’s central figure. Eventually, she asked, “You are sure of the provenance?”




  “Absolutely, Madame Byrne. You can see the signature of the artist, Halil Riza, 1881. The title is Bulbul Meryemana. In English it means the Nightingale Madonna. It is a very early work, done when he was in military engineering school. He was studying the ruins at Izmir at the time. He went on to become one of Turkey’s great artists. Riza did few portraits, concentrating on landscapes and seascapes. Hence, it is even more rare.




  “My research discovered that the painting was commissioned by an Abbe Etienne Foucault, who visited Turkey that year on a mission from his superiors in Paris. Archbishop Timoni of Izmir arranged for Riza to be Foucault’s guide and translator, since Riza had studied in Paris the previous year. Foucault returned to Paris with the painting, but for reasons unknown, sent it back to the artist. Riza was by then serving in the military and had no use for it, so he simply stored it away and forgot about it. Hence, its century-long stay in the seaport warehouse, which of course is our good fortune.”




  Monica Byrne had no doubt about the painting’s monetary value. But if what she suspected were true — about what the painting depicted — it was beyond price. It was dangerous. “Tell me again, Mr. Galib, exactly how it was discovered and by whom.”




  Orhan explained that several weeks previously, construction workers were tearing down an old abandoned warehouse near the harbor. No records existed as to who owned the items in the warehouse’s eclectic inventory. It had all seemed merely to be random junk. In the course of disposing of the remaining items, a crate happened to fall off a forklift and spilt open. The workers looked inside and saw the painting and several similar drawings. The foreman had then contacted Galib.




  “I generously rewarded them, of course, and paid my claimant’s fees to the government. I then set about authenticating the work as a genuine Riza. I am quite sure that the setting is what many believe to be the subject’s residence near Ephesus, hence the title. As for the other aspects of the painting, her activity, the people in the background, I am uncertain of their significance. Nevertheless, it is a great find. I was sure you would be interested, Madame Byrne. That is why I contacted you in Rome before you returned to America. You may wish to include it among your other acquisitions.”




  “What is the price, the two drawings included?”




  Orhan Galib smiled unctuously, now he was on his turf. “I have in the past sold two works by Halil Riza, a seascape for six-hundred twenty thousand American dollars and a garden scene, most wonderful, for seven-hundred fifty thousand American dollars. But for you, Madame Byrne, for you I will let this most magnificent portrait go for only nine hundred thousand American dollars! A bargain at that price it most surely is!”




  She never blinked. “Agreed.” She reached into her purse, extracted her checkbook and wrote out a check. Before handing it to him she said, “Have it transported to Ataturk Airport and placed aboard my private plane — in less than four hours.”




  A delighted Orhan said, “You have my absolute assurances, Madame. It will be as you wish.” He gave her the bill of sale.




  Monica Byrne had one final question. “Mr. Galib, who else knows of the painting, specifically, of its existence, provenance and subject matter?”




  Orhan answered, “Why, no one, Madame Byrne. The construction workers never got a full look at it. Other than myself, its existence is unknown and unsuspected.”




  Monica Byrne turned to her bodyguard/companion. “We’ll fly out first thing in the morning. Inform the pilot. After you have returned me to my hotel, you may have the rest of the day and the evening free.” The man merely nodded.




  After returning Madame Byrne to her hotel, her bodyguard, Damien Leeds, returned to his own room to perform his ritual. He removed his clothing and stood naked in front of the full-length mirror. He did forty-five minutes of arcane but very strenuous martial arts exercises, after which he was covered with sweat and prodigiously erect. He went into the bathroom and masturbated into a washcloth. He took a scalding hot shower then turned the spray to icy cold. He dressed and went to an early dinner in the hotel dining room, where he ate poached fish and boiled rice and drank mineral water. He returned to his room and read from the Book of Leviticus about the importance of ritual and purity. And then it was time.




  At 9:00 p.m. that evening, the painting safely aboard Monica Byrne’s private jet and himself $900,000 richer, a smiling, satisfied Orhan Galib strolled leisurely through Sultanahmet’s narrow, winding back streets on his way to a late dinner at his favorite rooftop restaurant, the Terrace Marmara. He paused in an alleyway to light one of the rich, highly aromatic Murad cigarettes of which he was so fond, when a dark figure suddenly pulled him into shadows and struck him a tremendous blow on the head, shattering his skull and killing him instantly. The figure quickly rifled through Orhan’s pockets, found what he was looking for, paused briefly to crush out the cigarette, and then went silently on his way.




  The next morning, following Mass and Communion at St. Anthony of Padua Roman Catholic Church in Istanbul’s Beyoglu district, Monica Byrne left a sizeable donation in the church’s poor box. She could afford the generosity not only because of her extensive personal fortune, but also because she had recently been saved the not insignificant sum of $900,000.




  

  Chapter 2




  Waterbury, VT




  September, 2000




  Sister Mary Angela De Marco sat behind her large highly polished pine desk and looked at the twelve year old boy standing in front of her, hands folded behind his back, staring down at the floor. He was dressed in a worn navy blue blazer with several buttons missing, a formerly white now almost yellow shirt with frayed collar and cuffs, a faded old blue and red striped tie, and baggy gray corduroy trousers about an inch or two too long. He was a very good-looking boy, tall and athletically built, slender but not skinny, with dark hair and dark lashes and eyes whose color Sister Mary Angela had not yet determined — somewhere between green and hazel, she thought.




  Glancing down at the file in front of her and then back at the boy, Sister Mary Angela said, “Marcus Aurelius Po, you have a large name for a young boy. Do you know who Marcus Aurelius was?”




  “A Roman emperor.”




  “One of the greatest. But equally important, he was a philosopher, a Stoic. Judging from your file, Mr. Po, it seems you are something of a Stoic yourself.”




  Marcus’ file revealed that he had been orphaned at age six. Both parents had taught at the University of Vermont, his mother in the art department, his father a professor of Greek and Roman Classics. One winter evening, following a night out for pizza at Bianca’s in Burlington, the family was driving home during a brutal Vermont blizzard, his parents in the front, Marcus securely strapped in his seat in the rear of their Honda Civic. They were carefully navigating one of the winding back roads leading home when a giant black Cadillac Escalade came roaring around a curve in the opposite direction. The driver tried to swerve but smashed into the passenger side of the Civic, driving it violently down an embankment where it rolled and flipped and finally came to a halt in the silent, snow-driven darkness.




  From the back seat, Marcus could see his father pressed against the air bag, not moving, his head and neck at an impossible angle. Next to him, Marcus’ mother, whose side of the Civic took the brunt of the hit, was also trapped by the airbag. She was covered with broken glass, bleeding from every part of her that Marcus could see. Marcus struggled mightily, bucking in his seat and attempting to tear the straps with his hands, scraping at them with his nails, fighting and fighting to extract himself to try to help his parents. He tried and tried, his nails becoming bloodied and torn, but the straps held firm. He was trapped, while his father remained unmoving and his mother moaned faintly.




  Then he heard his mother’s voice, faint and weak in the darkness. “Marcus…Marcus, it will be okay. Don’t be scared. They’ll come for us, someone will come. Pray with me now, Marcus. Pray the Hail Mary with me.”




  And so they prayed together, Hail Mary full of grace…the Lord is with thee…” They prayed and prayed, but after a time, Marcus no longer heard his mother voice. Still, he continued to pray.




  The snow fell. The winds gusted and swirled and moaned, creating an endless monsoon of white, until Marcus no longer could see through the windows and was surrounded by a world of white — frigid, unceasing, isolating. He then grew sleepy and as he did he began to stumble over the words of the prayer, to lose his place and forget what came next. He repeated over and over, unaware that he was even doing so, Blessed art thou...Blessed art thou.




  Struggling to keep his eyes open, for he was afraid to close them, he looked out into driving white storm — and for just a brief second, he thought he saw a woman’s face. It was sad and wise, yet gentle and loving and, somehow, reassuring. And it was beautiful. Then it was gone.




  After four hours, the wrecker summoned by the Vermont State Police pulled the smashed Civic upright and the troopers extricated the nearly frozen, utterly devastated boy from his white cocoon. The Troopers saw that his fingers and hands were raw and bloodied from tearing at the straps of his car seat in an attempt to help his parents. When they tried to reassure him that he was now safe, all he said was “I tried so hard...”




  Although such accidents are not uncommon in Vermont during the long, often brutal winters, there was one strange element to the incident. The State Troopers filing their report had noted that the Civic might not have been found for several days, given the intensity of the blizzard and the isolated location, had a passing motorist not seen what appeared to be a woman in a cloak standing by the side of the road. When the driver stopped and went back to see if the woman needed help, he saw the faint glow of the Civic’s headlights, nearly covered by the snow at the bottom of a seventy foot slope. He had then called the State Troopers. When he looked again for the woman, she was gone.




  With no relatives able to care for him, Marcus had been raised in a series of foster homes and public institutions all over Vermont, until eventually receiving a scholarship to Saint Dominic’s Prep in Waterbury, the prestigious co-educational boarding school for grades 7 through 12 of which Sister Mary Angela was Headmistress. She also taught courses in Church History, Latin, and Moral Philosophy.




  “According to your file, Mr. Po, you are unusually bright. ‘Gifted’ is how it describes you. And you are said to have ‘unbridled curiosity’.”




  Marcus did not react.




  The nun continued, “The file also says that you have significant anger and emotional issues. You have difficulty forming emotional attachments. You’ve never been known to cry — not from pain, or grief, or anger. And you get into a lot of fights.”




  Marcus’ eyes remained on the floor. Here it comes. The same old shit.




  The nun asked, “Do you win?”




  Astonished at the question, Marcus looked up at the nun, his eyes meeting hers for the first time. She saw that they were green.




  “Mostly,” he answered.




  The nun nodded her head. “Good for you. Do you start those fights, Mr. Po?”




  “No.”




  “No, Sister.”




  “No, Sister.”




  “Do you fight only when absolutely necessary?”




  “Yes, Sister…mostly,” Marcus answered truthfully.




  Sister Mary Angela nodded in approval and walked around the desk and stood in front of Marcus. She was slender, with deep brown eyes behind gold wire-rimmed glasses. She wore the typical Dominican nun’s habit — white scapular, white coif and black veil. Marcus thought she probably had brown hair.




  She looked at him for several moments and then said, with just the slightest hint of a smile, “Mr. Po, I grew up with four brothers in Cranston, Rhode Island. We’re Italian. I have sufficient life experience to not expect or demand that a boy never get into a fight. It is in the nature of boys to fight. However, I will expect that if you do get into a fight here at Saint Dominic’s, it will have been unavoidable or absolutely necessary. Then you will come to me, explain, and we will work it out together. Will you promise me that much, Mr. Po?”




  Marcus had never heard anything remotely like that. “Yes, Sister. I promise.”




  She smiled and held out her hand. “Welcome to Saint Dom’s, Marcus.”




  He took her hand and his world was changed.




  ***




  The Cornelius and Monica Byrne Museum of Religious Art (known as ‘the Byrne’) was located on the campus of Mount Saint Mary’s University, the alma mater of Cornelius, just outside of Montpelier, Vermont. The museum was founded in 1997 by the late billionaire investment banker and his wife, who were both devout, traditional Catholics. The museum’s mission was to “educate and inspire those longing to explore, exult in, draw strength from, and find inspiration in their Roman Catholic heritage.”




  Towards this end, the 50,000 square foot museum collected, commissioned, preserved and exhibited Catholic paintings, sculpture, drawings, manuscripts, literature, music, and historic documents. The museum also conducted, sponsored, and supported a variety of programs designed to inspire and nurture upcoming artists and writers who created in the Roman Catholic tradition. In a minor and quite perfunctory nod to the rest of the religious world, the museum did devote a small, out of the way gallery to a collection of Greek Orthodox art, Muslim art, Hindu art, Buddhist art, and Judaica.




  The pride of the museum, however, was its unrivaled collection of Marian Art — art inspired by and concerned with the life and impact on the Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary. This collection, together with the university’s School for Marian Studies, comprised the foremost Marian resource in North America and, arguably, the world. It was the potential impact on this resource of the recently acquired Nightingale Madonna that was the topic of the urgent discussion now being held by four of the people presently gathered in the offices of the museum’s curator. The painting in question stood on an easel in the middle of the room, the focus of everyone’s attention.




  Winton Myers, who’d been curator of the museum since its founding, was seated at his desk. He was a fussy, florid man who had held a number of curatorial positions previously, but at much smaller and significantly less prestigious institutions. His position at the Byrne was the highlight of his life and the capstone of his career. He would do anything to keep it.




  Across from Myers sat Reverend Declan O’Mara, Chairman of the Department of Marian Studies at Mount Saint Mary’s University and Monica Byrne’s older brother. He had spent three years studying in Rome and later in Spain, where he had undergone some unusual training. In both of these postings he had made a number of important, highly placed, and useful connections. Very fit and trim, he was thirty-three years old, handsome and urbane, and was viewed by all as having a sterling future in the Church. His devoted sister was seated next to him.




  On the other side of the room sat F.X. Devlin, recently appointed Chairman and CEO of the Catholic Corps of America. Headquartered in Boston, the Corps was a powerful, if controversial private organization funded by wealthy, religiously conservative lay people who were passionately dedicated to fighting anti-Catholic defamation and discrimination wherever it existed — or wherever it was even remotely suspected or they chose to imagine it. The Catholic Corps actually held no official position within the Church; it simply behaved as if it did. Its motto was Supra omnia ecclesia — the Church above all. Insofar as the Byrne Museum was concerned, F.X. Devlin was a senior member of the board of trustees and routinely gave input into the museum’s most critical decisions.




  Damien Leeds, Monica’s bodyguard, stood in the back of the room, silent, arms folded across his chest.




  Winton Myers, his eyes never leaving the painting said, “It would be a magnificent addition to our Marian collection. It is a wonderful piece, certainly unique in its subject matter and of considerable worth artistically. And, given its unusual provenance, it is also financially important. It would be a shame not to display it.”




  Father O’Mara, cool and reserved as always said, “It is a rare treasure, certainly, Winton. But the life of the Blessed Virgin Mary after the Crucifixion is left largely unexplored in the Gospels and is a matter of much conjecture. How this painting might be interpreted, and what those interpretations might lead to, could prove highly provocative and possibly even dangerous to the Church. Still, I admit, the painting is a great addition to our collection.”




  He turned to his sister and asked, “Monica, what is your expert opinion?”




  She didn’t hesitate. “I believe the painting is monumental in its significance. That is why I chose to I acquire it — irrespective of cost. But we must be careful as to how we proceed. These are uncharted waters.”




  She arose and walked over to the painting, gesturing towards certain elements.




  “Notice the quill in her hand, the scroll on the table and the other in the jar at her feet — all of that is powerfully suggestive. The date, 1881, is a full ten years before the discovery near Ephesus was even acknowledged. The implications are staggering. But I ask you, who better than we to possess it? I suggest — ”




  F.X. Devlin broke in, “I don’t like it. This whole situation is rife with potential trouble. If we let something like this scroll business get out or even be suspected, it will give rise to all manner of bizarre avenues of research and God knows what else our enemies might choose to do to us. It could cause a disaster of catastrophic proportions. I’m against it, valuable painting or not.”




  Monica remained confidently silent. Despite Devlin’s obnoxious bluster, it was she who would ultimately make the decision.




  Winton Myers, still concentrating on the painting itself, sighed. “Yes, yes, I understand. Still, it would be a shame. She is really quite beautiful, in a sad, serene sort of way. And she’s worth a bloody fortune.”




  Father O’Mara said, “Let us be clear — if what this painting suggests were true, it could alter the entire understanding of Mary within the Catholic Church, to say nothing of its impact on our own Marian studies program.”




  He let this sink in then continued. “On the other hand, it is a masterpiece of extraordinary artistic and financial consequence. And it is ours.”




  The issues having been made clear, everyone looked at Monica, who turned to the curator. “Winton?”




  After several moments of silence, Myers said quietly, “I may have a solution.”




  As the others looked at him expectantly, he explained, “It is essentially a matter of composition, as Monica has so rightly noted.”




  He walked over to the painting and pointed. “The problem is the quill and the scrolls. But what if we had the painting altered, so that the Virgin’s hands were doing something else, perhaps folded in prayer or something? And there were no scrolls. Finally, we simply alter the date. That way, we retain the painting — and its considerable artistic and monetary worth — at no danger to the Church or to ourselves. And only those of us here in this room know what the painting really suggests. What do you say to that?”




  Monica Byrne was intrigued. “What do you propose, Winton?”




  “There is someone, an art restorer you might call him. He is an Italian who lives in Montreal. He’s retired now, but he might be persuaded to do one more restoration if the price and circumstances were right.”




  “How good is he?” Father O’Mara asked.




  Myers replied, “The best in the world, I daresay.”




  Monica said, “Can you count on his absolute discretion, Winton? It is essential.”




  “He is the ultimate professional.”




  F.X. Devlin was still uncomfortable, but remained silent, deferring to Monica.




  Monica nodded to Myers. “Get him,” she said. “Get the restorer.”




  

  Chapter 3




  Much to Marcus Po’s surprise, his adjustment to Saint Dom’s was progressing quite smoothly, notwithstanding a few minor bumps along the way. On the plus side, Sister Mary Angela seemed to be keeping an eye on him in a supportive and non-intrusive sort of way, and the other kids seemed not much concerned with his checkered background or tragic family history. His name did raise a few questions, however.




  Artie Ryan from Boston asked, “You mean Poe like the weirdo writer?”




  Marcus said, “No. It’s Po like the river in Italy.” Artie still thought it was a weird name, but being named for an Italian river seemed way cool.




  Another classmate, Caroline Lacey, said breathlessly, “Oh my God, your name is Marcus Aurelius? Like really? I can like hardly say it. Forget about trying to spell it. I’ll just call you Marcus and you can call me Carrie, like that old gross movie.”




  Among the bumps were the religious aspects of life at Saint Dom’s. Although the Catholic elements were to be expected (it was after all Saint Dominic’s), the extra religious obligations — not just Sunday Mass, but also Wednesday morning Mass and Friday evening Rosary — were, to Marcus’ way of thinking, largely a pain in the ass. He attended when he had to and skipped when he could get away with it.




  Several weeks into the semester, the art department at Saint Dom’s arranged a class outing for its seventh grade students. Their destination was the Cornelius and Monica Byrne Museum of Religious Art. Marcus had eagerly signed up. As pleasant as things were, any excuse to get off campus for even a little while was quickly seized upon.




  The thirteen-mile bus trip from Saint Dom’s to the Byrne would normally take about twenty-five minutes. But when the driver was Sister Helen Augusta, inevitably referred to by students as Sister Gus, the trip took less than twenty minutes, as Sister Gus joyfully jammed through the gears, passing other vehicles left and right, first on Interstate 89 and then the smaller state highway, Route 2. About two dozen students were on board the bus. Marcus was sitting across from Artie and Carrie.




  A look of disappointment on his face, Artie said, “I guess there won’t be any nudes at this museum.”




  Carrie told him, “Sneak into an empty office and go online, like you always do.”




  A smiling Sister Gus pulled the bus up to the museum’s main entrance, checked her watch, nodded in approval, and opened the doors. The Saint Dominic’s students were greeted by Winton Myers himself, who escorted them into the museum’s amphitheater for the fifteen minute orientation film on the museum’s history and holdings.




  Following the film, Myers told them, “You may have access to all three floors of the museum, but please do not wander into areas that say ‘Staff Only.’ Many of the items in the collection are near priceless and certainly are irreplaceable. Museum guards are stationed throughout the museum and available to answer any of your questions. Sister Helen Augusta and I will be circulating, as well. I expect you to exercise good judgment and take great care. You are now free to explore. Enjoy yourselves. You will re-assemble back here in three hours. The cafeteria is here on the ground floor, as you saw in the orientation film, as is the gift shop. The major collections are on floors two and three. Restrooms are marked as such. The basement is off limits. Please enjoy your visit.”




  Marcus hung with Artie and Carrie for a while but eventually wandered off by himself. He thought some of the sculptures were really cool, and the paintings of various martyrs — a guy shot full of arrows, others being eaten by lions or burned at the stake — were interesting in a gross sort of way, but after a while, how many people with halos and their hands clasped in prayer can you look at. And if he saw one more Madonna and child, he’d thought he’d gag. He decided to head to the cafeteria for a snack.




  He followed a sign to the elevator and stepped in. As the door closed, Marcus reached out to hit G for ground but inadvertently and unknowingly hit B for basement. He stepped out into a long corridor, took a few steps and knew immediately he had arrived in the wrong place. He was about to turn back to the elevator when he heard the faint strands of what sounded like opera music coming from the end of one the corridors. Curious, he headed towards the sound.




  He walked the length of one corridor, passing storage rooms and filing rooms, and rooms filled various kinds of shelving and hardware; then the music drew him to turn left into another corridor, equally as long. The music was louder now, and he saw a shaft of light emanating from a doorway about halfway down the corridor. He walked slowly and silently towards it, wondering who could be doing what down here in the bowels of the museum. The sign next to the door proclaimed, Workshop. He stopped next to the door, peeked inside then took a step in.




  A sixtyish-looking man with gray, curly hair, a precisely trimmed beard and wearing a light blue artist’s smock sat before a painting, alternately dabbing different color paints onto the canvas or using the brush as a baton, as if he were conducting the opera. On a table to his left were tubes of oil paints in myriad colors, different brushes, a magnifying glass, cleaning materials, and two drawings, along with a bottle of cognac and a brandy snifter that was about one-third full.




  The painting on which he was working, like so many others Marcus had seen, was a Madonna. But this Madonna was different. The setting was not solemn but casual, outdoors in front of what must have been her home. The use of color was different from other Madonnas in the museum, abundantly bright but hazy at the same time, and light and shadow were not only a matter of time of day or the position of the sun but also seemed to suggest mood and feeling. Marcus saw that the brush strokes were thin and fine but readily apparent. Another difference was that except for some people walking up and down a hill in the background, she was alone. There was no Christ child.




  But then Marcus looked closely at her face — and he gasped. He knew her. She was beautiful, a beauty that was hauntingly familiar. And her wise, gentle sadness suggested she not only knew things, but she wanted to explain things — to him.




  Marcus looked from the painting to the two drawings and saw that they looked like practice versions of the painting but with slight differences. In the drawings, Mary was holding what looked like a feather. On the table in front of her was a kind of piece of paper, like a scroll or something; in the jar at her feet there was another rolled up piece of paper. But in the painting, her hands were folded in prayer and there were no scrolls. It was this part of the painting on which the man was working.




  Sensing someone in the small room, the man looked over to Marcus and frowned. “What are you doing there, young man? Are you lost or just nosy?”




  “I guess both. I ended up down here by mistake, but then I heard the music.”




  “Puccini, La Boheme. Who are you?”




  “Marcus Po.”




  “Poe, like the writer?”




  “Po, like the river in Italy.”




  “Ah, Paesano! How do you come to be here?”




  “Class trip. Who are you and why are you painting down here in the dungeon?”




  “Mother of God, you are nosy. I am Serafino.”




  “Is Serafino your first name or your last name?”




  The man said huffily, “I require only one name. And I am restoring this painting.”




  “What’s the painting called?”




  “The Nightingale Madonna. Now go away and leave me to my work.”




  Marcus couldn’t see a nightingale or any other kind of bird. Maybe it had to do with the feather she was holding in the drawings. He asked, “What’s ‘restoring’?”




  Serafino sighed, “Among my many artistic talents, I repair and restore damaged works of art, so they appear identical to the way the artist first created them.”




  “Are you a good restorer?” Marcus asked.




  “I am the best. Now go. You are becoming tedious.”




  Marcus looked from the painting to the drawings. “You changed some stuff.”




  Serafino’s eyes narrowed. He gathered up the two drawings, folded them, placed them in a heavy-duty manila envelope, and slid it beneath a rack of shelves. He turned to Marcus and said, “Go now or it will be very bad for you.”




  Back upstairs Marcus ran into Artie and Carrie. Artie said, “There you are! It’s almost time to go. We hardly have time to get something to eat. Where were you?”




  “In the basement. I met an old guy who was restoring a painting. He was kind of cranky. But the lady in the painting was really beautiful. And...”




  “And what?” Artie asked.




  Marcus hesitated then said, “And I thought I knew her.”




  Fifteen years later, Marcus would see her again. And it would change everything.




  Chapter 4




  South Hero, VT




  September, 2014




  Marcus Po arose each morning at 5:00 a.m. and ran from his tiny lakefront cottage in South Hero, on Lake Champlain’s Keeler Bay, to Grand Isle State Park and back again — a distance of some ten miles. He did this religiously and relentlessly. Weather was not a factor, unless the snow plows had not yet cleared Route 2, in which case he walked through the snow and the drifts as far as he could towards his goal, weather be damned.




  Now twenty-seven years old, Marcus had been adhering to this routine ever since returning from service in Afghanistan with the 10th Mountain Division two years earlier, following his graduation from the University of Vermont with a degree in Comparative Literature and an ROTC obligation of three years active duty.




  The town of South Hero is part of the Lake Champlain Islands, located between Vermont’s Green Mountains and New York’s Adirondacks. The Islands are some thirty miles long, eight miles wide and include five small towns totaling slightly fewer than seven thousand people — South Hero, Grand Isle, Isle La Motte, Alburgh, and North Hero. Access is gained via the ferry to and from Plattsburgh, New York, or one of the several causeways and drawbridges connecting the islands to the mainland. An additional ferry operates during the summer. Marcus chose to live on the Islands not only because of their proximity to his work and their beauty and tranquility, but also because the relative isolation suited his temperament.




  Despite the pleasure he took in his morning run, Marcus understood that it had long ago ceased being just a workout; it was more like an obsession. For it was during this run that Marcus was best able to flee the assorted demons and tortured dreams that continued to haunt him — the death of his parents, the sudden, unexplained disappearance of Sister Mary Angela, the events in Afghanistan and the death of Artie Ryan in his arms. The run did not end the pain, but it did keep it at bay.




  After finishing his run, Marcus showered and shaved and made a quick cup of barely palatable coffee. He headed out onto Route 2 in his ten year-old Honda CRV across the causeway to the mainland, then south on I 89 to Burlington, a trip of less than 30 minutes. His destination was the Burlington Times, the newspaper that had been his place of employment for the last two years.




  The offices of the Times were located downtown on the corner of Battery and Pearl Streets, overlooking Battery Park and the lake. Marcus was the paper’s principal book reviewer and also filed occasional stories about life on the Champlain Islands, primarily during the busy summer tourist season and the frozen isolation of winter. These responsibilities enabled him to work almost exclusively from home, with only a once-weekly trip to the paper to pick up copies of the books he’d be reviewing. It suited him perfectly.




  As he entered the newsroom on his way to the office of Peyton Peabody, the arts editor for the Burlington Times, he was stopped by a raucous voice calling out, “Well praise be to God! The Hermit of South Hero has graced us with his presence! To what do we owe this pleasure?”




  Mick Romano, the Times’ senior sportswriter for over twenty years, had first met Marcus when he covered him as a student athlete at UVM. Mick came over and shook Marcus’ hand warmly. “You’re looking great, kid, like you can still swim the 400 meter individual medley or run like the wind. How come you never took my advice and tried out for the Olympics?”




  Marcus returned the handshake, smiled and shook his head. “No interest, Mick.”




  “Yeah, that’s you — ice water in your veins and always above the fray. I never knew an athlete who won so much but gave less of a shit about winning. It’s very Zen of you, Marcus. So, what’re you up to?”




  “Picking up some books, checking in with Peyton. How about you?”




  “On my way to Fenway to cover the Red Sox’ charge for the playoffs. Listen, Marcus, when I get back let’s go out for a few beers, if you can tear yourself away from your hermitage on the lake. We’ll go back to that place by you, McKee’s.”




  “Sounds good.”




  Mick turned to go but then stopped. “Oh, I damn near forgot. Sal sends you his best regards.”




  Sal was Father Sal Romano, Mick’s older brother. He’d been an Army chaplain whom Marcus had met in Afghanistan when Father Sal was on his third tour. As a young priest, he’d worked in a wealthy suburban parish outside of Boston. After four or five years he’d found it a little too quiet for his taste and temperament, so he enlisted in the Army. He was the only Ranger qualified priest Marcus had ever met.




  Marcus smiled at the memory of Father Sal saying Mass and distributing the sacraments in the roughest of conditions and never batting an eye. He was a pretty salty character, especially for a priest. Marcus asked, “How is he? Is he ever going to retire?”




  “He did,” Mick told him. “Did his twenty years and retired as a full Colonel. He’s now chaplain at the VA hospital in White River Junction. You should drop by some time. He’d love it. I gotta go now, kid. Let’s keep in touch.”




  Marcus entered Peyton Peabody’s office not expecting a greeting as effusive as Mick’s. He wasn’t disappointed. Peabody was in his mid-forties, a gaunt, cadaverous-looking man who somewhat resembled an aardvark and who favored paisley bow ties and patterned suspenders. He claimed to be descended from the famous Peabody family of Massachusetts. No one cared.




  He said to Marcus, “Po, that stack on the chair is for you. You have two biographies, a history of the Punic Wars, a celebrity memoir, several works of fiction and a collection of scientific essays on global warming. The one you need to do first, however, is The Art of Faith: Masterpieces of the Cornelius and Monica Byrne Museum of Religious Art, by Lawrence Edgerton. I need it in a week.”




  “No problem, but why the rush?”




  Peabody waved his hand in the air, as if the foibles of people lesser than himself were tedious. “The Byrne evidently put pressure on our beloved publisher to get it reviewed quickly, and favorably. Given their prominence and influence, Mr. Hanlon acquiesced. The Byrne wants to create a significant degree of buzz, prior to the new pope’s visit to America. Evidently, the Pontiff is devoted to the Blessed Virgin and the Byrne is moving heaven and earth to secure a papal visit.”




  Marcus was aware that the recently elected Pope Clement XV was scheduled to make his first papal visit to the United States sometime in the fall. The final itinerary and dates had not yet been disclosed, but a papal visit to the Marian art collection at the Byrne would be a significant feather in their cap. A lot of positive buzz about the book and, consequently, about the Byrne would be a big step towards securing that visit.




  “I’ll begin today,” Marcus told him. Then, he headed back to South Hero.




  Home for Marcus was a rented pine-sided cabin on the Keeler Bay side of South Hero. It was situated at the end of a winding, packed-dirt road, off by itself among a stand of pine trees. The interior consisted of two smallish bedrooms, one of which Marcus used as his office, a tiny kitchen and eating area, a bathroom, a family room with fireplace, and a screened-in porch. Outside was a wooden deck with a charcoal grill. A grassy path led from the deck down some forty feet to the flat rock beach and wooden dock, which was a great spot from which to fish and swim. A canoe sat on two sawhorses near the water.




  Upon arriving home, Marcus opened his mailbox and withdrew several pieces then entered his little cabin and dumped the books on the kitchen counter; then he checked his phone messages. There was only one.




  “Marcus, this is Ruth. I’ve…Jesus, this is so fucking hard…Marcus, I’ve decided I’m going to say yes to Jeffrey after all. He’s a good man, he’ll be a good provider and, shit, I’m past thirty now and I don’t have forever. And you and I both know there’s no future for us. Marcus, you’re brilliant and you’re a wonderful, considerate lover. But you drift through life like you’re on an ice flow — it’s like you’re alone even when you’re with people. You build walls, Marcus. I can’t live with that. I know this is a shitty way to tell you, but frankly it’s just a whole lot easier. I wish you well. Goodbye.”




  Ruth was Ruth Peters, a nurse practitioner Marcus had met when he’d utilized the services of the local Redi-Medic Clinic, a walk-in medical care center. Tiny pieces of shrapnel that remained in his body from wounds he’d received in Afghanistan had worked their way to the surface and threatened to become infected. He’d gone to the Redi-Medic to get them removed. In the course of the procedure, performed by Ruth, they’d struck up an acquaintance, dated, and had then progressed to a sexual relationship that was more one of convenience than any sort of grand passion.




  Jeffrey was Dr. Jeffrey Berger, Ruth’s boss, who owned and operated some half dozen Redi-Medic clinics throughout north-central Vermont. He was twelve years older than Ruth, divorced, wealthy as hell and, after working with her for three years and having two dates, had proposed marriage. Marcus figured it was likely the best outcome for all involved. In fact, it brought with it a kind of relief.




  He flipped through his mail, noting several bills and an eagerly awaited application packet from the English Department at Boston University concerning their Ph.D. program in Literary Theory and Criticism. He immediately opened it and quickly read through the program description and application requirements. It would mean moving to Boston and leaving his beloved solitude in Keeler’s Bay, but the program was just what he was looking for. He sat down at his computer and got to work. In less than an hour, he’d completed the application and filed it online.




  He grabbed a beer from the fridge, took the Art of Faith book and went and sat outside on the deck. Sipping his beer, he looked out across the lake, the Green Mountains to the east, the Adirondacks to the west. The early afternoon sky was clear, a slight breeze coming off the lake and across the peninsula from the New York side — peace, tranquility, and best of all, solitude. It was time to go to work.




  Marcus scanned the cover of the book, noting its size, quality and heft. It was priced at $125.00 and included some 500 color photographs, the provenance of each work of art, and brief biographies of the artists. It was not a scholarly work but rather a classic high quality “coffee table” book, albeit very well done. Turning the pages, Marcus was reminded of his first and only trip to the Byrne, of Artie and Carrie, and the strange old man in the basement, Serafino the “restorer.” He flipped to the index to find the page for the Nightingale Madonna.




  And there she was. The beautiful, sad Mary, her face hauntingly familiar, sitting outside her small stone house near Ephesus at the foot of what he now learned was Bulbul Dagi, Nightingale Mountain, hence the name of the painting. Her hands were folded in prayer, several figures walking up a mountain trail in the background, others coming down. The book’s author, Lawrence Edgerton, cited the provenance as having begun with the painting’s commission by an Abbe Foucault, a French priest, in 1891; the painting was returned to the artist, Halil Riza, later that year but was then lost for over one hundred years. Eventually, it had ended up in the possession of a gallery owner in Istanbul from whom the Byrne purchased it in 2000.




  All of that was interesting but not unusual. Then Marcus read the following, “The Nightingale Madonna is perhaps the finest and most valuable example of the contribution of Turkish artists to early Impressionism. Despite one hundred thirty years of neglect, its condition is pristine and, miraculously, it never suffered the slightest damage from its years of storage and abandonment in an obscure Istanbul warehouse.”




  Marcus took a sip of beer. Pristine? Never suffered the slightest damage? So what was Serafino doing? Something was very wrong here. If Serafino had altered or forged some aspect of the painting, with the knowledge of the Byrne, it would be a huge story — and catastrophic for the Byrne. And they could forget about a papal visit.




  Marcus kept reading, but Edgerton made no mention of any restoration having been needed or done. Curious, Marcus went inside and Googled Lawrence Edgerton. He learned that Edgerton had a Ph.D. in Art History, had published several scholarly articles but no previous books, and was an assistant professor at nearby Mount Saint Mary’s University. His credentials were respectable, though not especially impressive.




  With respect to his assessment of the provenance of the Nightingale Madonna, the guy was either totally mistaken or something else was going on. Marcus knew it would be inappropriate for him to interview Edgerton; the review, like the book, had to stand on its own merits. So Marcus did the next best thing. He Googled the Byrne. It was open Saturdays from 10 until 4. He looked at his watch — just past one. The drive to Montpelier was just under an hour. He had plenty of time.




   




  Marcus pulled into the parking lot of the Byrne amid scores of cars and tour buses, found a spot, and headed inside. The expansive lobby looked vaguely familiar from fifteen years earlier — assorted pieces of art on display, information desk, ticket windows, calendars of upcoming events, kiosks filled with various pamphlets and booklets, instructions for taking self-guided tours, signs pointing to different internal galleries and exhibits, a cloak and storage room for paraphernalia not permitted inside (backpacks, umbrellas, etc.).




  On the wall behind the main information desk was a large oil painting of the museum’s founders and benefactors, Cornelius and Monica Byrne. He was seated; she stood behind him, hand on his shoulder; he was smiling; she was not. At the time of the museum’s opening, Cornelius (since deceased) was forty-two years old and wealthy beyond measure from a sizeable inheritance and years of investment banking in Boston. He was a round-faced, puffy-looking man with thinning blonde hair, gray eyes and a smug, self-satisfied smile.




  Monica had been in her early twenties at the time of the portrait; she appeared tall, fashionably slender, unsmiling and serious, with black hair pulled back into a tight bun, pale skin, and pale blue eyes. Marcus thought that all it would take for her to be remarkably beautiful would be the slightest hint of warmth in her eyes or humor in her expression. Cornelius and Monica must have been a real fun couple. He paid the $17 visitor’s fee and took the elevator up to the third floor.




  The Marian Collection was housed in a series of galleries containing hundreds of images of Mary in paintings, sculptures, and folk art, images large and small, holding the baby Jesus, holding the dead Christ after his crucifixion, with the angel Gabriel, standing atop a globe with her foot on a snake, with a sword piercing her heart, nativity scenes, and on and on. Marcus passed through several rooms before finally happening upon the Nightingale Madonna. It was hanging by itself in a corner, illuminated by a single spotlight from the ceiling. She was still quietly sad, still beautiful, still hauntingly familiar. As he had been fifteen years earlier, Marcus was deeply moved by her.




  He stood back and looked carefully at the painting, his eyes roaming left to right, up and down. Then he walked closer and leaned in, his face only inches away, looking closely at the hands folded in prayer. There was something about them…




  A chilly female voice behind him said, “Impressionist art is usually best appreciated from farther away, in order to get the full effect of the use of light and color and the fine brushstroke.”




  Marcus turned and saw the woman from the painting in the lobby. Monica Byrne was now in her late thirties, and she was still as striking as in the painting. Her black hair had several strands of gray, but her face was unlined and she remained slender. She wore an expensively tailored navy blue pantsuit over a high-necked pale yellow silk blouse. A single pearl hung from a gold chain on her neck. She wore no other jewelry. And, as in the painting in the lobby, she appeared devoid of humor or warmth.




  She continued, “Do you have a particular interest in that painting or the artist?”




  Marcus smiled, “Yes. But I have an interest in the whole museum, actually. I’m reviewing Professor Edgerton’s book, The Art of Faith, for the Burlington Times. I thought a personal visit would be helpful.”




  “You’re Marcus Po. I’m familiar with your book reviews. You’re very insightful. And much younger than I would have expected. I’m Monica Byrne.” She extended her hand and Marcus took it, finding it dry and cool, the skin soft and finely textured. She asked, “Is this your first visit to the Byrne?”




  “My second. I was here on a seventh grade class trip fifteen years ago.”




  “Well, I hope you won’t wait another fifteen years before visiting us again. What is it about this particular painting that so fascinates you?”




  “For starters, it has an interesting history — Istanbul, being hidden away in a warehouse for more than a century. More important, she’s beautiful. And she’s older than any of the other renderings of Mary. Plus, her hands folded in prayer don’t seem to match the expression in her eyes. It’s as if she knows something and wants to share it.”




  Marcus noticed a tiny hint of color appear on Monica Byrne’s cheeks. Her smile tight, she said, “That’s an interesting interpretation. I don’t believe it has ever been put forth before. Well, Mr. Po, if I can be of any help to you in your work on the Edgerton book, please feel free to contact me. Perhaps a private tour, if you’d like. Good day.”




  Monica Byrne returned to her office in the museum and sat at her desk for several moments to gather herself. She knew of this Po from his brilliant book reviews, but this encounter with him was…disturbing. He was quite a handsome young man but seemed totally unaware of it. He appeared remarkably poised and at ease when talking to her, whereas most people, men especially, found her intimidating. This combined with his unusual interest and close examination of the Nightingale Madonna was more than a little unsettling. He said he’d visited the Byrne fifteen years ago; that was right around the time they had first exhibited the “restored” painting. Was there a connection? Did he know or suspect something?
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