

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	IN A CITY FILLED WITH DROWNING, DESPERATE SOULS, DARRAGH FINN, A DRUNKARD, FELON AND ATHEIST, BECOMES THEIR UNLIKELY HAND OF DELIVERANCE.


	 


	 


	Christmas morning and a solidly constructed stone chapel that was not there the night before sets in Central Park. That day’s front page of the New York Times is blank except for a single poem signed only “df.” Then each day, a new poem from the enigmatic “df” appears in seemingly miraculous ways no one can explain and people in need are helped. Is it a sign from heaven, a miracle for today’s secular world or somebody’s sick joke or computer hack? The powers that be want the chapel demolished and removed from city property, but some see this as a sacrilege and stand in opposition.


	 


	 


	“The Stone Chapel Poet, McCall’s masterfully inventive debut novel, is as vibrant and iridescent as the stained glass windows adorning the small chapel discovered Christmas morning on the lawn of Central Park. Poignant poetry, which appears simultaneously and just as inexplicably to usurp the front page of New York Times, becomes the loom weaving together the tattered threads of four desperate lives, shredded by the frozen winds of loneliness. Jaded New Yorker’s are left to wonder whether the chapel and the poetry are Christmas miracles or simply unconventional graffiti.


	McCall subtly waves his pen and the reader feels the soft kiss of snowflakes, hears Salvation Army bells and smells evergreen needles, transported viscerally to that place in us all where 


	 


	 


	memories of our favorite Christmases past reside. McCall reminds us that the threads connecting humanity are love and, wherever there is love, there is the intention of Christmas. As Cap Kencaid, McCall’s ill-fated fisherman reveals, Christmas, at its best, is not a season but an inexhaustible series of lifelines that can be used to salvage the overwhelmed.”


	As elegant as it is powerful, The Stone Chapel Poet is destined to be an annual holiday refresher for everyone who, as a child once upon a time, knew the undeniable magic of Christmas morning.”—Rick Norman, author of Fielder’s Choice. 


	 


	 


	“This book had me from the first paragraph. An intriguing story of a Christmas miracle, where the author paints vivid pictures of the characters, and of New York City. I loved it and plan to read it again. Definitely five stars.”—Lisa Stewart.


	 


	"What is the difference between believing in existence and believing in life? The Stone Chapel Poet takes us on a mysterious journey that offers an answer to that question, and as it does, H. Alan McCall balances deft storytelling that keeps you turning the page with poignant scenes that melt even 'a fisherman’s winter heart.' By the story’s end, you’ll be reminded that so much of life’s pilgrimage begins with a willingness to walk beyond the unseen."—Dr. Keagan LeJeune, Professor, McNeese State University.
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	For my parents, Norman and Joyce, and for those ancestors gone and those unknown.


	Dulce Periculum
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There set before you are fire and water;


	To whichever you choose, stretch out your hand.


	 —Book of Sirach 15:16


	 




 


	 


	THE STONE


	CHAPEL POET


	 




 


	


	 


	 


	Chapter One


	 


	The little chapel stood among the subtle snow drifts like the keep of a forgotten outpost. Gray, wintered trees formed broken walls acres away. The skyline was a subdued dark, hinting at shadows and soaring rises beyond. In the pre-dawn hours, the darkness ruled, with the close clouds hiding the moon. The winter wind moved through these dark canyons, lifting and dropping the falling snow in erratic exhales and long sighs, as if the clouds above were worn and surrendering to the coming dawn, a peaceful surrender, a gentle awakening.


	A stone laid path led to the chapel door, though barely visible beneath the fresh snow. The chapel was close-walled and small, with a single arched door in the front center of the narrow structure. The door itself was lined with four heavy iron bands, dark black, that were bolted to the door’s thick planks. Massive, rough, iron hinges held the door’s formidable weight. The recessed doorway was framed with thick, wooden beams that each appeared slightly odd in size, as if each were merely squared sections of hard wood tree trunks. A small stone landing spread across the chapel front, on one side of which rested a small bench, and  on the opposite side, a halved log made into another small seat. The chapel roof was steep and covered with irregular sized slate plates, most the color of pencil lead. The scattered plates of lighter colors appeared fragile and misplaced. 


	Thick oolitic limestone clad the chapel’s exterior walls. Its color and texture suggested that the stone was quarried from the North Yorkshire Moors, like the stones that gave the historic buildings of Bath, England their distinctive appearance. Timeless stones, rock that did not quarry easily, that preferred to remain buried, but once harvested, seemed to want to last forever, to make their buildings mountain strong and above the reach or hold of God’s falling weather. The mortar holding the stones, the cladding’s weakest link, was pitted and cracked, old and unwashed, but holding fast like cave art, and still cementing the stones to the walls. 


	The three stained glass windows on each side of the chapel rested in tall arches sized similar to the front doorway arch. Without the full sunrise or illumination from the inner church, the depictions in the glass were vague and waning, only hinting at the saint or sacrament cast in the art. But the images were grand and true, and the craft of the cuttings and colorings was visible even in twilight, all handmade and timeless.


	An age of use, and more so of existence, was all about this chapel. While it had no gated cemetery adjoining its grounds, common to so many old town churches across the villages of Northern England and Scotland, its features suggested that old world vintage. The walls and sills looked aged by long frigid winters and cool, damp summers. Its wood beams smooth from the wind more than from its varnish.


	But on this morning, of all mornings, a grand surprise waited for those who would pass by this lonesome, dark little chapel. A wonder bestowed for all those who would wander toward its snowy roofline.


	Because it was dawn on a snow blessed Christmas morning.


	Because this magnificent, frail little chapel rested on the Great Lawn of New York’s Central Park.


	And because, and mostly because, it was not there yesterday.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two


	 


	Isla Walson’s coffee shop was open late this Christmas Eve, not because of brisk business, and not by choice. She wiped the counter, lazily, not thinking about finishing. Outside she could see a car or two pass every few minutes, and some walking traffic moved across the sidewalk, people bundled in coats and bright scarves, hurrying to get out of the chill. But no one had entered the shop in over an hour. She glanced up at the clock on the wall, near a small, sparsely decorated Christmas tree, and saw that is was near the end of the eve. 


	She worked behind the counter on Christmas Eve because it was a condition of her new, revised lease. Isla only had one employee, a college student who worked part-time, twenty hours a week. Because Isla had no immediate family to be with, she let Josie, her part time help, have the night off to be with her boyfriend and his family. But someone had to be here until 1 a.m., even on this holiday, as her landlord adhered to the “city that never sleeps” mantra, even in this part of town. And since Isla lived upstairs, alone, she accepted the chore in place of her only employee. It would not be her first Christmas Eve at work, nor did she believe would it be her last. 


	When her grandfather was alive, the Walson family owned this building, located just off the corner of Essex and Hester Street. The family lived in a three-bedroom apartment on the top floor, and rented out the apartments on the other four floors above street level. Her grandparents used the bottom floor for a small grocery and dry goods store, and a separate entry bakery where her grandmother spent most of her time. Mamma Walson’s bakery filled the neighborhood with the aroma of fresh olive focaccia, panfoaccia and tomato pie. Her recipes were memorized legacies passed to her by her mother, who lived all her life in a small Italian coast town, never traveling more than twenty miles from the house where she was born. The Walson’s little bakery sold fresh breads daily, and also made breads and pastries for the grocery counter. The grocery was small, but had fresh meats and produce, some times trucked in from area farms and gardens by her grandfather. He devoted his life to the store, working at all of its jobs and needs, from butcher block to stock boy, check-out counter to floor sweep. As her grandfather aged, he spent more of his time sitting at a small table in the front corner of the store, tempting customers with bread samples and fresh olive oil, and stories of his wild days in the Italian countryside, where wine was as plentiful as water, and lawlessness was vivid as sunlight. In the late afternoons he would play dominos with friends, while the store business continued around his humble table. Eventually, he slowed so much he forgot how to score the game, and sometimes just stacked the dominos, as if the little bricks had no numbered markings and were just blocks to arrange in simple shapes. Isla had not realized it at the time, but he had gone full circle, and in many ways, was a child again.


	Her grandparents were proud and devoted parishioners at St. Ann’s Catholic Church, and a little engraved nameplate showing their name still recognized their gift of a sculptured station of the cross. They were the first parishioners to donate a station, and they chose the sixth station, Veronica wipes the face of Jesus. They never told Isla why they chose that scene, but she imagined that it was selected because of the woman’s simple, clear devotion, and bravery that Veronica  displayed by publicly comforting a man condemned to death. And when Isla made it to mass, she always sat adjacent to that station, where she knew that her grandparents had sat, as if they could see her there, or know that she was there as much to be with them in silence, rather than to follow the prayers and the hymns of the mass. 


	Her father inherited the building and the businesses when his parents died, and Isla grew up in the store and bakery, working on small chores under the watchful eye of her mother, but mostly playing with the cookie molds and cake icing tubes, a child artist who painted with sugar and colored frostings. Those had been comfortable years, as time is usually for children unaware of the struggles of business, or the strain of competition for status or wealth. 


	But time could also be a stark and deep, unforgiving river. Its rouge waves could surprise those afloat on a tranquil morning, and wash a cruel slap of cold across the decks of the day, to down you, maybe even to drown you. 


	Isla still struggled with witnessing her father collapse with a rag in his hand, washing the store windows, early on an autumn Saturday morning, with the aroma of baking bread just hinting in the air. Isla was only twelve years old when her father fell. Without him, what was left of the Walson family, now only Isla and her mother, went adrift that day, lost and almost invisible, like castaways unworthy of an extensive search and rescue. 


	Even now Isla could hear the ghost whispers of neighbors and familiar strangers at the funeral home, talking about what took her father’s life, the circulatory time bomb they called the “widow maker.” She had vivid memories of that day, the church songs, the windy graveyard, and the vacant eyes of her mother. Her memories of her father were much different, more like still pictures and sketches. She could no longer remember his voice, or see him laugh or smile. He was only present in her mind now in poses, in somber stages of life, in distant scenes of work and waves of goodbye. Those were bitter memories to hold, but they were all that she had.


	That was twenty years ago. Her mother sold the building within a year of her father’s death. She had been smart enough to get a 30-year lease on their top floor apartment and on half of the ground floor of the building, where the family bakery was located. But she gave up the grocery store, knowing that she could only hope to run one of the businesses. The sales price paid off the family bills, and gave her mother a modest cushion, but certainly not a fortune. Over time, the family’s prosperity became slow motion atrophy. The savings slowly dissipated, and the impact of the lease’s rent escalation clauses became more dire every few years. The combination of time and the decline of the neighborhood slowly crippled the bakery. Isla and her mother worked in the bakery seven days a week, but every year business was a little worse than the last. Three years ago, shortly after a stroke took her mother’s life, Isla was forced to sublease the bakery space to a regional chain bakery, Devil’s Sweet Temptations, keeping only a corner of a corner of the space for her coffee shop. Really, it was more akin to a coffee counter than a coffee shop. But she had the apartment, and between the small profit she made on the sublease, and her coffee counter, she made do. She was thirty-three, had never been married, and had resigned herself to a life of an imperfectly balanced equation; small expectations equal small disappointments.


	The hanging, overhead door bell rattled as the door opened. Isla looked up and smiled, and reached for a coffee cup. She put a splash of heavy cream into the cup, then poured in the black, steaming brew.


	“Hey, Jax, I was starting to wonder.”


	Jaxson Dissy shrugged and smiled. “Crazy night out there. Traffic bad on Broadway, Grand, really bad all around SoHo.” He set a bundle of newspapers on the counter and took off his gloves. “But you know you’re always my first stop. You’re the star shining brightest on the lower east side.”


	Jaxson Dissy had worked for the New York Times for longer than Isla had lived, holding all sorts of jobs in the print room, supervising circulation and delivery, and even running its motor pool and truck fleet. Now, at age 70, Jax was mostly retired. He drove a circulation truck to keep him somewhat engaged, but more than the work, he enjoyed seeing those people he’d grown to know. 


	Jax had a modest circulation route on the lower East Side, which he could usually finish in 3 hours or so. Normally, he would pick up a load of papers from the distribution center on Pike Street around 4 a.m., but this year, on Christmas Eve, the papers were printed earlier for late night circulation rather than at 4:30 or 5 a.m. on Christmas day. The few hours difference allowed Jax to actually wake up at his home on Christmas morning, for the first time in many years.


	“Really, Jax, we’re a pretty sad lot, working on Christmas Eve.” She handed him the coffee and leaned back against the counter.


	“Not just working.” He grinned, looking around the shop. “Working alone.”


	Isla frowned and nodded. “You’re a breath of Christmas cheer. Thanks for reminding me.”


	Jax took off his overcoat and set it on a stool. He yanked off his Jets stocking cap, and his grey, thinning curls welcomed the space. He took a slow sip of the coffee and smiled. “That’s professional grade,” he said after a long deep sip. “But that’s not a surprise. You are a professional brew master.”


	“You know what they say, aspire to greatness, in all things pointless,” Isla remarked as she retrieved a small plate of biscotti from a glass cupboard for Jax to sample. “That way everyone thinks that you’re irreplaceable, even when no one really knows what you do to begin with.”


	“The philosophy of a java engineer,” Jax remarked. “Timeless!”


	Isla playfully swatted at him with her dish towel. “Where Mrs. Jax tonight? All alone by her fireplace, waiting for Santa?”


	“Oh no, she’s just fine. We had Christmas at the neighbors before I left. She had her eggnog and fruit roll and my famous winter cream custard. I tell you, that was a big hit with everybody, but I’m not giving up the secret.” He winked at Isla, looking for a smile. “Not even to you.”


	“Understood, Jax, though you know your secret would be safe with me.” Then Isla looked over her shoulder at the dark bakery. “Well, maybe not too safe. Those bastards next door at Devil’s Donuts would find some way to steal it and make another fortune off me, and off you too.” 


	The watch on Jax’s wrist chimed at the stroke of twelve. He looked down at his Timex, and then at Isla. “It’s official. Merry Christmas.” He reached in a pocket of his overcoat and pulled out a capped container. “Here you go, darling. Fresh winter cream custard. This one just for you.”


	“And a Merry Christmas to you too, Mr. Jaxson Dissy. And to Mrs. Jaxson too, please tell her for me.”


	Jax smiled with a rare joy, that shone well in his brown, barrel colored eyes. The happiness of the moment was understood and given back to Isla. A feeling of holiday and spirit and joy, welled up in her from somewhere, a feeling that Isla had not seen or felt or dreamed of in long ages, at least in the last three years of living alone. In that quiet moment, in the first few minutes of Christmas day, Isla was given her sole Christmas present of the year, and she received it and cherished it for the treasure that it was. She was seen, she was remembered, she was welcomed. “Thank you Jax,” she managed to say, her eyes a little misty. “Thanks for being here with me, if only for a minute.”


	As Jax was finishing his coffee, Isla took a knife from the backsplash and walked over to the bundle of newspapers on the counter. Before she cut the binding, she paused and called over to Jax, “Hey, this bundle is messed up. Look at the front page. It’s blank.”


	Jax rose and put on his coat and cap. Then he finished his last sip of coffee, and answered, “No, I thought so too. But they’re all like that.”


	Isla shook her head, “Come on, it’s the New York Times. You know how many thousands of dollars a word is worth, especially on the front page. This has got to be some mess up.”


	“Isla, I’m telling you they are all like that. It’s not a mistake. And the front page is not all blank. Open one up and see.”


	Disbelieving, Isla unfolded one of the papers and saw that Jax was right. It was not completely blank. The paper had its regular banner. But that was it, except for one column of writing in the center of the page.


	 


	 


	This World


	


	On this world we wander


	Like shepherds in the field


	Drawn to every distance


	To every lamb concealed


	


	About this world we ponder


	What treasure can it yield


	Its jewels and lucre lavish


	Pagan paramour revealed


	 


	Across this world we plunder


	Breaking bone and earth afield


	Defy all hails deterrent


	Drunken pride, ambition steeled


	 


	If this world we squander


	Could its graves and wounds be healed


	Crimes and scandals pardoned?


	Doom and damnation repealed?


	 


	Of this world we wonder


	What source the power wield


	To fashion our existence


	To be our Savior and our Shield


	df 12.24


	 


	 


	Isla read the column again, then looked up at Jax. “What’s the d.f. stand for? Someone’s initials? Do you know who that is?”


	Jax shook his head. “Nope. But I was thinking that the Times commissioned some famous writer to come up with a Christmas message. Probably so.”


	Isla read the poem again. “I like it. Good thoughts for a Christmas day. Not like the Times to white out the front page of the paper though. I still think that somebody, somehow, made a big, big mistake.”


	Jax wrapped his scarf around his neck and headed for the door. “Isla, with all the writers, editors, interns, computers, software, programmers and obsessive quality control supervisor fact checkers that the Times has, do you really think that they would by accident forget to put print on the front page of the paper. I know some of those guys. They’re professionals. They’re perfectionists. They don’t make those kinda mistakes.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	
Chapter Three


	Christmas Day


	 


	Jason Dumbarton was on a three-way call with the Times’ vice-president of operations and the editor in chief. “Whoever screwed this up will be looking for a new job, as of today. And one or both of you may be too. Merry Christmas.”


	At 7:15 on Christmas morning, after a late night Christmas Eve party and with a pre-breakfast headache, the man responsible for the newspaper with the largest circulation of all metropolitan newspapers in the United States was ill-tempered and moody. He had only been awake for a few minutes, and had just seen a copy of the paper which he retrieved from his apartment’s doorstep. Within seconds he dialed JoAnn Taylor, the Times’ v.p. over plant operations, who was still asleep. After the profanity filled good morning woke her, JoAnn had patched in Mike Sandoval, the Times’ editor in chief. Neither had seen the paper at the time of this unplanned, unwelcomed conference call, and both were struggling to understand what was so enraging their superior.


	Jason Tobias Dumbarton ran the Times Publications division of the New York Times Company, and held several titles and positions to cement his power and clout. His tenure was going on four years, and during this short time he had lost more friends than he’d made. He was a dynamic leader, but also a callous realist and ruthless taskmaster. He well knew that paper media was archaic to the vast number of Millennials who accessed most aspects and events of their lives through smart phones or tablets. Their generation was spoiled by the sheer volume of choices of media. Instant access to news, events, sports, music, even television and movie content was not only what this demographic expected, but demanded. Print news in the digital age was difficult business, a high wire act without a net, and with no ambulance at the ready. For that reason, he ruled with a heavy hand, and micro-managed every aspect of the print Times, especially its business and content directions.


	JoAnn excused herself for a moment and retrieved a copy of the paper from the lobby of her building. Neither Jason nor Mike said anything while they waited for her to rejoin the call. When she returned all she could muster was, “I don’t know what to say.”


	She described the front page appearance for Mike. That potion of the call took a mere four seconds.


	Mike thought about what she said, a blank page one except for the Times banner and a five stanza poem. His first thought was that someone was playing a bizarre practical joke. He guessed for the right price a few fake papers could be in print, and left on Dumbarton’s doorstep, knowing it was the equivalent of sparking the fuse of many, large, dangerous, homemade fireworks.  “This is a bad joke. What else could it be?”


	JoAnn was not convinced. “So whoever did this also left not just one on Jason’s doorstep, but a stack of them in my building’s lobby.”


	While JoAnn and Mike debated whether a jokester had been able to fool the president of the Times with a gag paper, Jason Dumbarton paced the dark, wood planked floor of his condo, looking at the city skyline hold the shadows and light of the sunrise, diffused by low hovering clouds. His apartment was on the 44th floor of the One Beacon Court Building, located at 151 East 58th Street. The massive building covered a city block, bounded by 58th and 59th streets, and by Lexington and Third Avenue. None of the apartments had balconies, but his floor to ceiling windows gave him impressive views of the Upper East Side. He could almost feel the cold pressing against the glass, the winterness of the day blatant. But he also caught glimpses of Christmas as he scanned the skyline, twinkling lights,  alpine wreaths, elaborate decorations ranging from snowmen to religious themes, in the windows across the way. Of course his apartment offered no such seasonal cheer. His wife of twelve years had a tree adorned in the far corner of the living room, but her interests usually stayed in collectable art, rather than seasonal themed adornments. Her attention to anything else was shallow and waning. He quickly dismissed his wandering thoughts, and continued his reprimand of his two stunned employees. “So Mike, do we need to involve law enforcement? Or do we have anyone in-house I can depend on the figure this out?”


	Mike considered the bravado of such a prank, if it was a prank, then responded in a surprisingly analytical tone. “For now we need to keep this a closed system. Let me see if I can find a leak, a breach somewhere. There will be fingerprints, digital or otherwise, and that means there will be a trail. One thing for certain, if this is not a joke, then without doubt this was not an accident. This can’t be a mistake. Too many checks and balances. Someone had to approve the lay-out, had to sign off on all page one leads. I know for a fact that this did not come out of yesterday’s page one meeting. So this had to be done after the fact. To bump everything to the inner pages is unheard of.”


	“Well, Mike, isn’t that your job? To oversee those page one go decisions.” Jason’s deep voice was even but adversarial.


	“Yes, but I assure you that I had no input in this. No one ever suggested anything like this as long as I have been here. And I would not have approved of anything like it. It had to be a deliberate act to format page one to a single poem. I’ll find out how it happened, and who is responsible.”


	“So what you’re telling me is that a rogue employee took it on his or her self to commandeer page one this Christmas morning, or two, someone hacked into our system and over-rode our print process.” 


	“That is exactly what I’m saying.” Mike thought about that answer. This barren lay-out could not have been approved by the meeting of editors. The Page One Meeting is a daily ritual that usually occurs about 4 p. m. every day. The meeting is chaired by the masthead editor, who runs the news desk, and includes about thirty other editors, covering everything from world and local news, sports and entertainment, obituaries to opinion columns. Even on Christmas Eve, with the meeting moved up in time a few hours, the meeting would have been well-attended and would have flowed toward a tentative lay-out just like any other day.


	“Get me some answers,” Jason said. “By noon today, I need to know which way we are going on this. If we have a cybercrime, a criminal referral will have to be made today. This will not get away from us. Agreed?”


	Joann was pacing nervously, thinking that if someone was going to have to take a fall for this, Jason would without doubt burn her to the ground rather than blame Mike. The printing operations were under her supervision. She had to go into survival mode, and discover the root cause of this sabotage. She would have to contact the operations manager at the Queens facility, and also the plant control room coordinator, to understand how this could have happened. What if it had been systemic, happening at other printing facilities located across the country? And why a benign piece of poetry? Surely other, more caustic writings could have been presented on page one of the Times, the most coveted space in print newspapers. Without knowing she was mumbling her thoughts, she was snapped to attention by Jason’s sharp tone.


	“Repeat that, JoAnn. I’m not sure I heard you right.”


	Startled, JoAnn scrambled to gather her thoughts. “Nothing sir, just thinking out loud.”


	“Say it. What did you say, what were you thinking?”


	JoAnn stopped her pacing and looked out of her window, and her views from her apartment in the Village were neither as lofty nor as panoramic as Jason’s. Reluctantly she repeated her impulsive mutterings. “I was just thinking, sir, how many of our readers might like it. The poem, I mean. On Christmas, it’s not a bad thought. It’s not Robert Frost, certainly, but maybe it’s not the worst thing that could have been highlighted on page one. If some renegade hacker wanted to make us look bad, it could have been some racial slur or, some radical, profane hate speech in big block letters.”


	She was stunned not by any audible response, but by the penetrating, furious silence that seemed without end. Almost in panic she continued, “I’m not advocating that we claim to own the message. It’s not a serious alternative, sir, just a wild hair thought. I’m sorry to have even brought it up.”


	Jason finally relented, knowing that JoAnn was raw nerves and vinegar at this moment. “Not the plan B I had in mind. But duly noted. For the time being we say nothing about this. We do not say the poem is ours, but we do not put it out that we lost control of our process either. Now, one or both of you find out what in the hell is going on at my paper. I don’t want to wake up in the morning and find some diatribe that isn’t a nice little poem, but maybe some vile manifesto that will bring the wrath of hell to where we all live. Now, I’m going to Mass this morning at the Cathedral, and I want answers by the time I return. This is a career defining moment for you, and I mean both of you.”


	“Merry Christmas,” Mike said.


	All he heard in response was the electric click and hiss of the call disconnecting.


	“And a happy new year,” he said to no one.


	 


	***


	Claira Vasson’s phone also rang just after 7 o’clock on Christmas morning. She was awake, but still in bed. She had no reason to rise this early, as her tabby cat was still curled up sleeping, and she was otherwise alone. This was the first Christmas morning in years that she did not have someone with whom to share the morning. No husband, no son, at least not here in her apartment. Not far away, but to her on this morning, both as distant as another world. The solitude was as chilling as the dawn winter wind. She tried to prepare herself for this loneliness, for the absence of everyone she welcomed into her life, but she realized too late that there was no easy preparation for seclusion, or for a place familiar but now depleted of laughter, missing even the sounds of movement, of the simple background noise of a living, breathing place. She noticed more and more how her home sometimes had the silence of a vacant building. She imagined it was like an empty, dark, ruin of a church, shadowed in a state of abandonment, eons without the sound of a whispered prayer, without even the echo of a chant of canticle intonation. But it wasn’t just the silence that was sometimes so profoundly disturbing. It was the feel of the vacancy, of a hurried departure just missed.


	Her son was with her ex-husband this Christmas morning, so she was not pressured to get up early to see what presents waited under the tree. Tony was only four, and Christmas was still a magical event for him. Last year was the first year of the separation from Theo, and little Tony woke up at her home on that Christmas morning. But this year was the first Christmas where she suffered the absence of the divided custody. She asked for full custody, all holidays, all summer, with a rare and scripted visit for father and son. But she knew that was a fantasy, that Theo did nothing to justify a virtual loss of his son, and that Tony should not be deprived of all of the childhood memories a boy makes with his father. So this was her every-other-year year. Turned out that she got the odd years and Theo the evens. So today Tony he was with his dad. She knew that this sharing of Tony was their routine now, but could not have imagined how wounded she felt to be deprived of Tony’s presence on a holiday such as Christmas. He would only have one real Christmas morning as a four-year-old, and she would witness none of it.


	The phone cried out again, and Claira cursed in mutters, which sounded like grunts in a brutish foreign language. She debated letting the phone ring, but she checked the caller ID, and she saw it was a work call that she had to take.


	Claira worked for the Central Park Conservancy, and held the post of associate park director. This call was from the office of park police, and she was the Park’s on-call supervisor this holiday. Probably another mugging, she thought. Or vandals.


	“Claira Vasson,” she said.


	“Yes, this is dispatch officer Warren Hayes. Sorry to wake you Christmas morning, but we have a situation on the Great Lawn.”


	She yawned as she made her way to her kitchen. She knew Warren well, as he had been stationed with park police for the last several years. His unnecessary identification, with his position and last name, was meant to provoke both her irritation and amusement, as well as to promote his own vanity. Claira recalled the first time she met Warren. He was off duty, but had volunteered to help with a Park summer promotion of the city’s National History Museum. He appeared for work that Saturday, helping with a walking tour of several pavilions highlighting a new Native American exhibition, wearing a Bruce Springsteen Born to Run T-shirt, a size or two too small, and faded boot cut jeans that had the words BAD and ASS embroidered on the left and right rear pockets, respectively. As she looked about the shelves in her refrigerator, and turned to her cupboard for an empty glass, she managed to ask, “What kind of situation?”


	“Well, I’m not sure how to say this.” Warren’s pause gave Claira time to pour her juice. “Somebody put a stone chapel on the Great Lawn, not far from Turtle Pond.”


	Claira paused in mid-sip. “Not funny.”


	 “I know that sounds crazy, but it’s not a joke. Do you want me to text a photo to your mobile?” 


	Claira had already turned away from the kitchen and was heading back to her bedroom to dress. She was trying to picture what kind of pre-fab temporary building could have been assembled during the night, how many people it would take to pull off such a stunt. While those thoughts and similar questions were collating through her mind, she asked Warren, “What’s the scene control in place? Do we have perimeters established?”


	“Well, we have several officers there now and a tape barricade. But even at this hour, on Christmas, there’s a crowd starting to grow.”


	“Anybody in the structure?” she asked, thinking that this could be something like the Occupy Movement, where protesters would set up shop on public space to make a statement or to provoke attention for a grievance or a cause. Those events, though arguably noble in theory, had gradually devolved into unpleasant demonstrations, where public space was usurped from the public by rule-less occupiers, prone to drug use and eruptive assaults of every kind, not to mention the unsanitary blemish on the property resulting from the absence of hygiene in their communal, frontier living.


	“I don’t think so, ma’am. The little building was dark when I saw it. The door is not locked, though. Someone could have come and gone.”


	“Understood. I’ll be there in an hour. Send that photo to my cell. And not to anyone else. I don’t want it plastered all over Facebook, especially by Park staff.”


	The awkward, stuttering unsilence of an answer told her she was too late with the last direction. She stood in front of her closet, looking at the mirror on the sliding door, through the mess of blond hair hanging in bangs over her eyes. She dropped her head, and slowly said, “Warren, you still there?”


	“Yea well, another one bites the dust. I may have jumped the gun a little with a picture. I mean, you have to see this. It’s like a Christmas card. It looks like the North Pole, and Santa could be in there just chilling. It’s really way cool. I mean, if this ain’t ours, then it shoulda’ been.”


	Claira ended the call exasperated, but not surprised. Not a day went by without some crazy situation developing at the park. Last Halloween, several college students tried to erect a mini Stone Hinge, using large, grey died Styrofoam blocks. They were dressed like what they thought druids would wear, in white, hooded cloaks, and were completely unaware that their solstice ceremony looked more like a KKK rally. The scene had quickly deteriorated into a rancor filled riot, which fortunately did not erupt in physical violence other than several of the mock stones being knocked over and broken. 


	She picked black corduroy pants and a thick stitched turtle neck sweater, and dressed quickly. She skipped make-up and pulled on her boots. Remembering that it would be close to freezing temperatures all day, she grabbed her coat, and wrapped a green, dark blue and black plaid scarf around her neck as she headed for her door and the subway ride that would take her into the city from her Park Slope apartment. Depending on what she would find at the Great Lawn, she might end up spending most the day away from her Brooklyn neighborhood, and couldn’t help but wonder what her son would was doing, and how he would spend his Christmas, just a few blocks away.




 


	 


	 


	
Chapter Four


	 


	Cap Kencaid missed the icy wet sea wind of Deer Island, Maine. Even though the lobster fishing season was done until next April, he had much winter work to do, both on his boat and in his dock shop. He repaired his own lobster pots, and took small jobs repairing or building pots for other fishermen. Off island, he also had a stand of maples to tap starting in late January or February, depending on temperatures. He was behind in lining up his sales, though he doubted that he would have any problems placing or selling his harvest. He knew several locals who boiled the sap and bottled syrup. He had even tried doing that himself one season, but found that work to be too similar to cooking and kitchen chores for his taste. He would find a taker for his sap, he always did. He just didn’t like to procrastinate on anything. Plans worked out better than blind luck or hopeful prayers, in his experience, so he tried to not to take anything for granted. 


	The sap season only lasted for four to six weeks, but he loved every minute of his time with the maples. It was simple work, and it didn’t lead to riches, but it was a part of his winter. He was most comfortable with the trees, or the sea, or the night, or the solitary dawn in his small, smelly shop, any place where he was working alone. That was when he lingered between the tasks undertaken and the daydreams which played like sad songs over and over again in his mind. The early hours, the stormy weather, the quiet wind woods, all were his sanctuary. He was uneasy when he had to deal with others. His abruptness was often taken as rudeness, his self-assuredness taken as pretentiousness. While he didn’t really care what others thought or said about him, he had learned it was easier to keep to himself and to the one other person who mattered in his daily life. His mother was the only person he made time for, the only person who knew and accepted him as he was.


	But on this Christmas day he was fighting life outside of his elements. Really fighting two lives, fighting for one, and sadly, fighting against another. His mother was dying slowly, a convergence of complications from blood cancer and congestive heart failure. She was hospitalized in New York Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center for the last twelve days. She had been visiting Cissy, her daughter and Cap’s sister, with plans to spend the Christmas holidays with Cissy and her family, before heading back to Deer Island. Cap and Cissy had discussed the visit in detail, because traveling was now too difficult and draining for their mother. Cap argued against the trip altogether, and tried to get Cissy and her kids to travel up to the Island for Christmas. But Cap couldn’t convince either of them that the trip was a bad idea, and he relented when he saw the determination his mother’s eyes. It was as if she knew this would be her last excursion, in a way, her last adventure. After this Christmas, she would spend her remaining time in Deer Island, at Cap’s house, where she had been living for the last few years. At the time he didn’t consider the trip to be the lonely elephant walk to the secret boneyard, but now he saw it for just that. And it angered him, because he was caught unprepared, and had not done what he felt he needed to prepare his mother.


	 She was in New York City for two days before she needed acute care. Seemingly out of nowhere, her breathing worsened rapidly, becoming labored and shallow. Her legs swelled so much that her ankles were lost under the raised, discolored skin. At 69 years of age, she was weak and frail, and would have been so despite the leukemia that weakened her body and ravaged her immune system. Now her condition was critical, her body’s systems bordering on breaking, and any number of problems could start the domino effect of little falls or failures that would cascade into the collapse of everything.


	She was Critical Care/ICU for a week, and was now in a private room on the cardiac floor. Cap saw little improvement in her condition, but the move to a private room made the stay at the hospital easier, as he was not forced to spend long hours in the waiting room. Cap arrived in New York as quickly as he could after Cissy called him. His first impulse was to have her brought back to Massachusetts, where her internist and other her regular specialists could care for her, but when he saw her in the ICU, he knew traveling was no longer  possible. And even though he recognized this fact, he and his sister bickered over her care and treatment since he arrived.


	Cap was his mother’s appointed mandatory. Because she was in and out of consciousness, Mrs. Kencaid could not determine her own care, and even when awake, she was confused and disoriented. The durable power of attorney that Cap held vested him with the discretion and responsibility for her medical treatment decisions. And Cap was a fighter, so he fought his mother’s disease and failing health as if she was thirty and vibrant, and with decades of life left to live. Even sixty-nine was not considered old age anymore, not to Cap. Cissy  counseled a more passive treatment regime back when the leukemia was diagnosed two years ago, not wanting to subject her mother to round after round of chemotherapy, but Cap refused to consider it. And what Cap said, his mother did. So their mother endured the therapy, and the following sickness. Some days were tolerable, but most were misery.


	Now her failing heart was the primary enemy, with a worsening pneumonia a competing villain. And Cap demanded an aggressive treatment of both conditions. Cissy took part in the recent meeting with Cap and the pulmonologist, and the discussion of the likelihood of Mrs. Kenkaid needing a respirator, and the greater likelihood of becoming dependent on it to breathe, was a flashpoint of controversy between them. Just yesterday, Cissy raised the idea of hospice, and the mention of it infuriated Cap. Hospice meant surrender. To Cap, it was not much different than assisted suicide, and as long as he had to make that decision, he would not consent to or condone that course of action.


	That was yesterday. Now, on Christmas morning, Cap was alone with his mother in room 822. Cissy and her family were at their home in the suburbs, and he didn’t expect to see any of them until this evening. And that was fine with him. Cissy’s children deserved some normalcy on this holiday. They invited Cap for Christmas dinner, but he politely declined, preferring to stay at the hospital. Cissy and her husband even offered to stay round the clock at the hospital so that Cap could go back to Deer Island for a few days. But he chose to stay.


	Cap would remain as long as he had to, and to whatever end that would arrive.


	 


	***


	Claira arrived at the Central Park Police Precinct a little before 9 a.m. The 22nd Precinct was still housed in the old horse stable designed by Jacob Wray Mould in 1871, and is located mid-park, at 86th Street. The brick building, with its green accents and stone accouterments, fit the park well, but no longer stabled the police horses. Until recently, the horse squadron had been located at the stables on Pier 76, in Hell’s Kitchen. Their new home was the Mercedes House, located on West 53rd Street. With roughly 79 officers and 60 horses, significantly down from its previous high, the squad was still the largest mounted police unit in the country. Units still patrolled the Park, but did not operate out of the 22nd Precinct.


	A few officers milled about the Precinct office, and Claira had little trouble finding Warren Hayes. She had met him many times as their work and responsibilities at the park intersected, and his appearance was, as usual, unforgettable. His hair was thinning, but longer than regulation. He folded it over onto itself and made a tiny tail behind his head, like the cropped tail of a Schnauzer puppy. He was muscular and fit, but his movements and mannerisms were clumsy and awkward. He was a massive six feet six inches tall, and sported a faded scar across the line of his chin. If anyone would inquire about its origin, he would mumble some gibberish about ‘Nam, even though he was decades too young to have served in that war.


	But what made him an unforgettable character, aside from his wicked smile and eyes so blue that they could merge with the sky, was his habit of constantly talking in phrases he lifted from titles or hooks from old rock and roll songs. Warren had Rain Man skills when it came to  songs and music. He devoted most of his off duty time to learning and playing classic rock songs with a rag tag garage band named the Tattooed Badges. Warren played rhythm guitar, and could sub in for their drummer if needed. If the band was really desperate and he was really drunk, he might even provide vocals on a few selected songs. Sometimes he even told friends that he was a professional musician, and only got into law enforcement as an aside, for the medical benefits, and for when he had to do “day-stuff.”  If he had to describe his attitude about life in two words or less, it would be a loud and boisterous “Rock On.”


	Warren held two insulated coffee mugs, as if had seen Claira’s arrival, and offered her one as she sat across from him at his desk. “There you are. Long Cool Woman in a Black Dress. Except it’s too cold for a dress.” He grinned like a kid who invented laughter. Carefully he handed her one of the coffee cups. “No sugar and two creams. That’s the way I like mine,” he said to her as she loosened her scarf.


	“Sounds good to me.” She wrapped both hands around the warm cup. This would have to do for breakfast this morning, at least for now. She took a slow sip of the coffee, then said, “That hits the spot. Thanks.”


	“Don’t mention it. Now, about our little situation—”


	“Any news?”


	“Dream on,” Warren answered. He stirred his coffee with a red swizzle stick, its end already chewed and mangled, like a used toothpick. Satisfied that his coffee and cream was adequately agitated, he continued, “Nothing new to add. Damnest thing. I can’t see how that little church was built overnight. In NYC, that would be a yearlong project, union trade all the way. It’s like it’s out of some Sci-Fi movie, where we’ve all been mass hypnotized, because it’s been there all along. And we just woke up.” He took a slow deep drink of his coffee, then smacked his lips and smiled. “Did you ever see the movie The Shadow? That’s what happened in that movie. So we know it’s possible. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”


	Claira nodded, but not to signal acquiescence, but only to acknowledge that he had finished his thought. “I don’t see that as a plausible explanation.” She was jaded by the harshness of the city, with its well of cruel and depraved inhabitants, who somehow were also surprisingly adept at technology and the art of the impossible. Her experiences in the last few years would rival anything seen in the fictionalized NCIS television broadcasts. She had no doubt that they would soon discover the methods used to stage this hoax. Finishing another sip of her coffee, she said to Warren. “I’m sure that this prank has a proper explanation. Let’s go and see what we see, shall we?”


	“Do you mind walking? It’s about 4 blocks down off of East Drive.”


	“Walking is good. But fill up this mug before we leave, please.”


	“Beast of Burden,” Warren said as he took her cup. “The Stones had me in mind when they wrote that tune.”


	 


	***


	The Great Lawn of Central Park is located between the 79th and 86th Street Transverses, north of Belvedere Castle and the Delecorte Theater. Spanning approximately 55 acres, the lawn is famous for concerts and similar events, but is cherished more for the respite its lush summer grass offers to those tired of the sea of cement and pavement wrapping across the rest of the city. While Central Park covers about 845 acres, measuring 2.5 miles long and 0.5 miles wide, it is the Great Lawn at the virtual center of the park that thrives in the spring and the summer. 


	Claira knew most every square foot of the Park, having worked for the Conservancy since her internship during her last year in college. She had a degree in Environmental Science from NYU, but all of her electives were concentrated on botany and plant science. She immediately pursued a Masters in business administration, specializing in public bodies and non-profit organizations. That background made her an appealing hire, and she had worked for the Conservancy since her one-year internship ended a decade ago. Since then, she  immersed herself in everything belonging to the Conservancy. She was familiar with every room of every park construction, and  involved in all of the myriad of plans for grounds maintenance, building and gardens restoration, and events preparation. She even served as Park liaison with the State Tourist Bureau, making sure that the bureaucrats did not over sell or over promise what the Park could offer or accommodate.


	As they trudged through the snow, she inquired more about this strange, early morning discovery. “Tell me from the beginning, who first reported it, and what was said.”


	“Well, I had the graveyard shift. I was covering for a buddy of mine, so I was at the desk about 6 this morning. A call came in from one of the park patrols, asking why he wasn’t given a heads up about a new attraction.” Warren giggled. “That dumbass. He thought the thing was supposed to be there.” Then quickly his face became solemn, respectful. “That’s how cool it looks, like we put it up. It really is something special.”


	“Come on, seriously. If this building wasn’t there yesterday, it could have only been thrown up in a block of a few hours. It has to be a modular folly.”


	“A what?”


	“A folly.”


	“No. This isn’t a mistake. It really is there.”


	Claira looked over at Warren to see if he was serious. Satisfied that he was, she continued, “No, not that kind of folly. A folly like the Belvedere Castle. A mock-up. A fake gothic ruin. A façade.”


	Warren almost blushed, amused by his own naivety. “Oh, now I see.” Warren nodded his head. “A folly. Well, I can’t say how it was done, but it’s solid as rock. I know the difference between stone and Styrofoam. And it doesn’t seem to be on skids, like someone slide it off of the back of a trailer rig. Anyway, it’s too big to haul around in one piece. No way we would not have seen that delivery truck. And I couldn’t find any truck tracks or ruts.” Warren froze in his tracks, as if to behold a wonder of the world. “Look, there she sits, right up the path. Goodbye yellow brick road.”


	Claira also paused in her stride when she saw the Chapel. She ignored the small crowd hovering around the stone building and studied the structure. It was just as it had been described. The photo that had been sent to her phone did not do it justice at all, not in beauty or scale. The Chapel was beautiful, a rustic, stone and beam edifice that looked like it belonged in the Park, or rather, like it belonged next to a cobbled road in the Scottish countryside, a timeless landmark that a village could claim as its vein line to a simple and pious past. After a moment absorbing the scene, she hurried to the Chapel.
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