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The secret to writing is blood.


When calves at our monastery are born in the spring, only the healthy females and a few of the most promising males are kept alive to grow into breeding stock. The rest are slaughtered in the first few months to provide meat for our tables and soft leather for our shoes and clothing. But a monastery is a place of learning and the copying of manuscripts, so the best calf skins are turned into vellum on which we write sacred and secular texts for worship and study.


The actual process of killing calves is a horrible thing to watch and even worse to participate in. The poor creatures are tied with ropes by their hind legs and hung upside down from a low and sturdy branch. The calves are terrified and bellowing for their mothers the whole time, so we try to do everything as fast as possible—hoist them up, hold the neck firmly, knife across the throat—then silence as their muscles twitch and the blood drains away into buckets on the ground. If you’re hoping to use the skin for manuscripts, you have to let the blood drain very thoroughly, more than you would if you’re just making sausage and shoe leather. If you don’t, the pages of your book will have dark veins of dried blood across the surface and won’t be fit to write on.


I was thinking about this as I sat at the wooden table beneath the windows of our scriptorium. I was copying the text of one of the psalms onto a sheet of vellum as part of a prayer book we would use in services at the church next door. The manuscript page I was writing on had a few thin and jagged veins across the surface at the bottom. The young novice who had prepared the skins was a dedicated girl, but she hadn’t let the blood drain as thoroughly as she should have. I considered fetching a new sheet from the cabinet, but vellum is a precious material and laborious to create. After the slaughter of the calf is done, the skin is soaked in water and lime for days, the hair carefully removed by hand, and the skin tied to a frame and worked for weeks until at last it can be trimmed and cut into pages. You might get two sheets of vellum from a calf skin if you’re lucky, so you don’t toss one aside lightly. I decided to keep writing.


My pen was cut from a goose quill and my little pot of ink was made from oak galls that we gathered from the forests around Kildare, our monastery on the plains of eastern Ireland that Brigid had founded over fifty years earlier. I dipped the quill into the ink and slowly wrote the lines of the psalm:


Shout with joy to God, all the earth.


Sing praise to the glory of his name.


Give glory to his praise.


Say unto God, how terrifying are your works.


Of course, I didn’t spend all my time writing in the scriptorium. There was always so much work to do at the monastery. The sisters and brothers of Brigid were a religious order dedicated to service, so much of our time was spent feeding the poor, tending to the sick, and teaching the children who came to our school. Whether they were Christians or followers of the old ways of the druids didn’t matter to us. We were up every day before dawn milking the cows and feeding the pigs, then off to morning prayers in the church. Our abbess Sister Anna and the rest of the women always stood on the left side of the church near the chest that held holy Brigid’s bones, with the smaller group of brothers and Father Ailbe gathered on the right. After that a quick breakfast of porridge in the dining hall for ourselves and the widows and children who stayed with us. It was then the real work of the day began, from teaching the children and putting new thatch on the buildings to tending sheep and mending fences outside the monastery walls. After a long day of labor we would have dinner, gather again in the church for evening prayers, then collapse onto our beds. If we had the energy, a few of the younger sisters and brothers might make their way to the kitchen before bedtime for a mug of beer and to trade the latest gossip. It was a good life, though a hard one, serving God by serving those in need.


But it was precarious. A monastery of women and men living and working together as equals was not popular with the church authorities in Ireland nor in Rome. Some monasteries had a few sisters to do the cooking and cleaning for the priests and brothers, but these women were servants, not partners. Most monastic communities kept women away completely out of fear that they would lead the men into sin. It was my experience that the opposite was more likely, but even that was rare at Kildare. We took our work and our vows of celibacy seriously. And honestly, we were too busy most of the time to think about sex.


Brigid, who had died a few years earlier, had fought all her life to keep the bishops from shutting us down. If church politics weren’t enough, the monastery faced the constant challenges of poor harvests, disease, war, and threats from the noblemen of the province who coveted our land. It was a miracle that Brigid and her successor Sister Anna had managed to keep the monastery running amid the famine and violence of our island. But as Brigid once reminded me, miracles favored those who worked hard to make them happen.


The sun was dipping low in the western sky and evening shadows were reaching across the room when I finished copying the psalm. The windows of the scriptorium were larger and higher than in the other buildings and faced south to catch as much light as possible for writing. I sometimes copied texts at night, but candles were expensive and the light they gave out was never bright enough. So when darkness began to fall, I placed the vellum sheet on the table with stones weighting each corner so that the ink could dry. I then took the old psalm book I was copying from, placed it carefully back into its leather case, and put it on the shelf in the cabinet with the hundred or so texts we owned. If there were ever a fire in the monastery, we would save the books before anything else. Clothing, farm animals, even holy objects used in the church could be replaced, but—aside from the souls inside our walls—books were the most precious commodity at Kildare.


I walked outside and stood in the doorway looking toward the setting sun. It was one of those rare autumn evenings in Ireland without a cloud in the sky and no threat of rain. I could see our tenant farmers leading cattle to their barns in the fields beyond the walls. To the south was a thick forest of oak where we grazed our pigs on acorns, and the winding path that led to my grandmother’s house nearby. Inside the walls the sisters and brothers were busy finishing their chores and getting ready for our evening meal. Across the yard I saw my friend Dari leading her class of young children from the school to the well to wash for dinner. The hut for widows was next to the school and our kitchen stood across from Sister Anna’s stone hut. Most of the other buildings, apart from the church, were circular structures like you would see anywhere in Ireland made from woven branches and mud caulking roofed with thick thatch to keep out the rain. The sleeping hut for the brothers was on the eastern end of the compound while the sisters slept in a larger building on the western side. The church itself was made from heavy oak planks whitewashed with lime that shone brightly with the last rays of the sun.


“A peaceful scene, isn’t it?” said a familiar voice.


Father Ailbe was walking slowly from his hut to the dining hall. I came down the steps and kissed him on the cheek.


“And what did I do to deserve a kiss from a beautiful young woman?” he asked.


“Nothing special, Abba. I’m just glad to see you, as always.”


I had called him Abba since I was a little girl and couldn’t pronounce his name properly. Father Ailbe was once a tall man, but over eighty years of life had left him slightly stooped. When his arthritis was acting up, as it was lately, he walked with a slow gait since he refused to use a cane.


I had known Father Ailbe my whole life. He had come to Ireland as a missionary from Alexandria in Egypt when he was in his twenties, a few years before Patrick himself arrived on our island from Britain. Father Ailbe was a skilled physician and gifted scholar as well as our bishop. He conducted our services and taught the older students theology and languages, but he deferred to Sister Anna in all other matters related to the running of the monastery. Even he did not dare to tell our abbess how to manage the affairs of Kildare.


“How goes the copying of the psalter?” he asked.


“Well enough, Abba, though the vellum page I’m using could have been prepared more carefully.”


“Ah well, my dear, the Lord doesn’t demand perfection, just our best effort. Are you coming to dinner?”


“Yes, but I’m going to wash up first. I’ve got ink all over my fingers.”


Father Ailbe was listening to me, but he was also gazing out over the walls past the eastern gate to the path that led from the woods about a quarter mile away.


“Deirdre, is that someone coming toward the monastery?”


I squinted and saw a small figure moving slowly out of the trees along the path. I couldn’t tell who it was at such a distance, but it looked like an old woman dressed in a dark gray cloak.


“It is. A woman I think. But all the sisters are here and we’re not expecting visitors. I’d better go and make sure she’s all right.”


“Yes,” he replied. “I’ll tell Sister Anna we have a guest for dinner.”


I walked quickly across the yard and out of the gate toward the approaching stranger. As I got closer, I could see she was indeed an old woman—and a fellow nun, from her clothing and the wooden cross around her neck. But it wasn’t until I was a few feet away and had called out a greeting that she raised her head and I recognized Sister Branwen, a British nun I hadn’t seen since she was a guest at Kildare when Brigid was still alive.


She looked exhausted and in pain, grasping her chest. I moved quickly and caught her by the arm as she started to fall.


“Deirdre . . . is it really you?”


“Yes, Branwen. Are you hurt? Let me get some of the brothers and sisters to carry you to the infirmary. Father Ailbe can help you.”


“No . . . just let me . . . sit here . . . in the grass,” she gasped. I eased her down and took off the satchel she was carrying over her shoulder.


I lay my cloak on the ground for her to lie down on. Her breathing was shallow and she was as pale as a ghost. I don’t know how she had managed to walk any distance. I shouted to the monastery for help to carry her inside.


“Branwen, don’t worry. We’ll take good care of you. The others will be here in a minute.”


“Too late,” she answered as she lay on her back in the field staring up at me. “Doesn’t matter anymore . . . now that you’re here . . . I came to find you . . . Deirdre . . . in my satchel . . . leather case.”


I rummaged through the few belongings she had in the bag and found a round leather tube about a foot long. It was similar to the cases Father Ailbe had in the large chest in his hut to store the papyrus scrolls he had brought from Egypt—dark with age and sealed at the top with wax to keep out moisture.


“Take it. . . . Keep it safe.”


“Forget about that now, we’ve got to take care of you before—”


“No!” she shouted as she grasped my hand with surprising strength. “I don’t matter. . . . Keep it safe. . . . They will be coming.”


“Who will be coming?” I asked. “Why is it so important?”


It took her a moment to gather the strength to answer me. I could see Brother Kevin and several of the sisters running down the path toward us. I bent down as Branwen held me close and whispered in my ear.


“Deirdre . . . she wrote it. . . . They will be coming.”


With that, she closed her eyes and let go of my sleeve. She was still breathing, but no longer conscious. Brother Kevin arrived with the others and knelt down beside her.


“Kevin, please carry her to the infirmary right away.”


He and the sisters with him rolled up the edges of my cloak and gently carried her between them up the hill to gate of the monastery. She was a small woman and no great burden.


I followed them up the path and inside the monastery walls. The infirmary was on the eastern end of the yard near Father Ailbe’s hut. I went inside behind the litter and waited while Kevin and the others eased Branwen onto the examination table on the right side of the hut beneath the medicinal herbs that hung from the ceiling. Sister Anna was already there and had lit several candles to help Father Ailbe better see his patient. I placed the leather case Branwen had given me on a bench in the corner and went to help Father Ailbe.


He placed an old rag pillow beneath Branwen’s head and put a woolen blanket over her shivering body. A quick examination told him there were no external injuries. He felt the pulses on her neck, hands, and feet, then gently pulled aside the blanket and her tunic, then put his ear against her chest to listen to her heart and lungs. He tucked the blanket back up to her neck and shook his head. He then asked Kevin to carry her to a bed on the far side of the infirmary.


“Chronic heart failure,” Father Ailbe reported to Sister Anna, who had been standing nearby the whole time. “She must have been sick for months. I’m amazed she was able to walk at all in her condition, let alone journey here from Britain. I think she used the last of her strength to come to us. I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be done for her except to keep her comfortable. I doubt she’ll regain consciousness. She may not make it through the night.”


Sister Anna nodded and turned to face me. Our abbess was about sixty years old, a small woman, but I had never met anyone who could command respect like she did. Her dark gray eyes fixed on me and her strong voice reminded me, as always, of when I was a little girl in her classroom.


“What did she say to you, Sister Deirdre?”


“Only that she wanted me to keep this safe.” I walked to the bench and brought the leather case, which she examined.


“Did she say anything about what is in this?”


“No, Sister Anna, only that she had written it, whoever she is.”


“May I see that?” Father Ailbe asked Sister Anna, who handed it to him. He looked at the case and ran his fingers over the wax seal at the top.


“This is very old,” he said to us. “I haven’t seen one like this since my student days in Alexandria. They haven’t been used for centuries.”


He gently shook the case. There was definitely something inside.


“Branwen was desperate for me to keep this safe,” I said to Sister Anna. “She said they would be coming for it.”


“Who?” she asked.


“She didn’t say.”


Sister Anna took the case back from Father Ailbe and looked at it for a few moments before speaking.


“Father, would it harm the papyrus inside to open the case? I would like to know what exactly we’re dealing with before I decide what to do.”


“I doubt it would do any damage,” he answered. “But we must be careful. The scroll is likely to be fragile. I would recommend Deirdre open it. I’m afraid I don’t trust my old hands with something this delicate. Besides, I should stay here with Sister Branwen.”


Sister Anna looked dubious, but nodded in agreement. “Sister Deirdre, take the case to the scriptorium and find out what is inside. But be very careful. I don’t want to damage it, whatever it may be.”


“Of course, Sister Anna.”


I met Father Ailbe’s eyes as I left and he smiled. I was honored that he trusted me so. I took the case and left the infirmary. Just outside the door was Dari.


“Deirdre, what’s going on?”


Dari’s real name was Sister Darerca, but no one called her that except our abbess. She was the same age as me with long blond hair and bright blue eyes that always seemed joyful. She was my best friend at the monastery. I knew she had a past that should have left her anything but happy, but joy was Dari’s gift.


“I’m not sure yet. I’m afraid Father Ailbe says Branwen isn’t going to live very long.”


“Oh no. I never met her, but how could she make it here from Britain if she was in such bad shape?”


“God knows, Dari. But she gave her life to do it. And it was all for this.”


I showed her the case as we walked together to the scriptorium.


“What is it?”


“A storage container for a papyrus scroll. Father Ailbe says it’s hundreds of years old. Sister Anna wants me to open it and see what’s inside. Branwen said that people would be coming for it.”


“Do you mean Branwen stole it?”


“That doesn’t seem likely. I knew Branwen when she was here years ago and she was the least likely thief you could ever meet. But somehow she ended up with an old papyrus scroll that somebody wants very badly.”


We walked through the gathering darkness to the scriptorium. Once inside, I moved the psalm page I had been copying from the table and took it to a nearby shelf, chose some candles from the basket in the corner of the room, and sent Dari to light one from the lamp we always kept burning on the altar of the church. While she was gone I ran my hands over the case and put my nose close to the skin. It smelled old, but there was something more. Just a hint of the sweet smell of incense.


Dari returned, and I placed the candles around the edges of the table close enough to see whatever I took from the case, but far enough away to keep the flame from the papyrus. The last thing I wanted to do was burn it.


I took a sharp knife I used for trimming the nubs of the writing quills and eased it into the hard wax around the top of the case. The seal was ancient and hardened, but I carefully slipped the blade beneath it and worked my way around the top of the case.


“Be careful, Deirdre.”


“I am being careful. I’m nervous enough without you warning me.”


“Sorry.”


I finished working the blade around the case and loosened the top. Slowly I twisted and pulled the cap from the tube until it made a dull popping sound as it came off. Dari jumped slightly.


The air must have been sealed inside the case for centuries. It was musty and stale, but again with a faint sweet smell. I was sure now it was frankincense.


“What do we do now?” Dari asked.


“I take out the papyrus—very carefully—and see what it says, assuming I can read it. Papyrus was used for writing a lot of different languages.”


I placed the case on the table away from the candles and reached two fingers inside. I could feel the tattered edges of the roll. I held it gently between my fingers and slowly pulled it out of the case.


It was certainly old—that I could tell right away. The scroll itself was rolled up tightly and was dark yellow, almost honey-colored. Like all papyrus, it was made of long fibers running up and down as well as across the surface. Papyrus is made from reeds that grow only along the banks of the Nile that are soaked in water for days, then laid out across each other and pounded while wet with a wooden mallet until they form a solid sheet that’s then dried. Papyrus scrolls are usually about a foot high and maybe six feet in length. This one was slightly smaller than most, but I couldn’t tell how long it was until I unrolled it, a task that terrified me.


When I was a teenager and learning Greek, Father Ailbe had loaned me a papyrus scroll of the poetry of Erinna, a Greek woman who had lived just before Alexander the Great. He had told me to be very careful, since no other copies of her work survived anywhere that he knew of. I was so excited that I took the scroll back to my desk and opened it too quickly. It tore down the middle with an awful ripping sound and some of the lines were lost. Father Ailbe had never raised his voice to me before that day, but I learned then what it was like to see him angry.


I held this scroll in my hands as Dari watched and forced myself not tremble as I slowly unrolled it a few inches. The letters were small and the writing was badly faded.


“Dari, get a few more candles from the basket and put them on the end of the table. There’s not enough light to see what this says.”


She did as I asked. I held the end of fragile scroll in front of the flickering light.


“What does it say?”


“I don’t know yet. It’s not in Greek or Roman letters. It looks like Hebrew—no, Aramaic.”


“Aramaic?”


“Yes, it was the language of Syria and Palestine centuries ago. Father Ailbe taught it to me when I was younger. It was spoken by the Jews and others when the Romans ruled there.”


“Okay, but what does it say?”


“I’m working on it. Give me a moment.”


The writing was so faint that it was hard to make out the letters. But after a minute my eyes adjusted to the low light and the writing style of the scribe. At last I could read the first line.


“No . . . it can’t be.”


“What? What does it say, Deirdre?”


I took a deep breath, then translated it for Dari:


These are the words of Miryam, mother of Yeshua of Nazareth, the one they call the Christ.




Chapter Two
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Miryam?” Dari asked. “Do you mean Mary, the mother of Jesus?”


My hands were shaking as I lay the scroll on the table in front of us.


“Yes,” I answered. “Miryam was her name in Hebrew. The Greeks and Romans called her Maria. We call her Mary.”


“Are you . . . are you saying that this was written by the Virgin Mary almost five centuries ago?”


“That’s what the scroll says. But lots of old books claim to be written by someone famous—Homer, Plato, even the Apostle Paul. Though I’ve never heard of any book daring to say it was written by Mary herself.”


“But what if it’s true?” asked Dari.


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I want to talk to Father Ailbe and Sister Anna before I translate any more.”


I carefully put the scroll back into its leather case and twisted the top on tightly. Returning to the infirmary, we found Father Ailbe and Sister Anna sitting by Branwen’s bed. When Dari and I approached, they stood up.


“How is she, Abba?”


“Still unconscious, I’m afraid. Her breathing is shallow and irregular, but she’s not in any pain. Praying is all we can do now.”


“What did you discover about the papyrus?” asked Sister Anna as she motioned us away from the bed and back to the table on the far side of the hut.


“I opened the case and read the first line. That was as far as I got. I wanted to come back and tell you and Father Ailbe what it says before I read any more.”


“Continue,” said the abbess.


“It’s written in Aramaic, the language of the Jews in the time of Jesus.”


“I know what Aramaic is, Sister Deirdre. What does it say?”


“It claims to be a document written by the Virgin Mary.”


Father Ailbe let out a slow breath and closed his eyes. Sister Anna didn’t change her expression as she stared at me.


“Mary. A document written by Mary herself. No wonder Sister Branwen was so afraid.”


“I don’t understand, Sister Anna,” Dari said. “Why would something written by Mary be dangerous? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have her own words and stories? We could learn so much from her.”


“Let’s all sit down,” said the abbess.


We moved to the hearth in the middle of the hut and sat on the benches in front of the fire. Father Ailbe sat next to me.


“Let us consider this carefully,” said Sister Anna. “What we do next could have tremendous consequences, not just for our monastery but for the whole church.”


“I still don’t understand,” said Dari.


“Consider the possibilities,” said the abbess. “We have an ancient document that claims to have been composed by the Virgin Mary. Now either it was written by someone using her name or it is genuine. If it is a forgery, it could spread false teaching like the many documents that claim to have been written by the apostles or fathers of the church. There are dozens of gospels, letters, and collections of sayings in circulation claiming to have been composed by important figures in the early church. Some assert that the true knowledge of Christ can only come through secret teachings—which he just happened to have revealed to them alone. Other groups claim that Jesus was only a gifted prophet, not God himself, or not a man at all but a spirit who only seemed to take human form. In any case, they can confuse and lead astray those who are weak in the faith. This document may be one of those. I do not wish to add to the library of false teachings already in circulation.”


“But, Sister Anna, what if it’s true?” I asked. “What if this scroll really was written by Mary?”


“Sister Deirdre, can you tell the difference between a genuine and false document written centuries ago?”


I turned to Father Ailbe.


“Abba, is there a way to know if this was written by Mary or not?”


I could tell his mind had been somewhere else up to this point. When he was deep in thought, he always pursed his lips together and stared at the floor. But now he looked up at me.


“There is no way to be certain,” he answered, “but there are signs to look for. For example, does a story seem to fit the character who claims to be telling it? A peasant woman from Galilee isn’t going to sound like a Greek philosopher. Does it contradict in some notable way what we know from the genuine Gospels? Naturally there would be new stories and a different point of view from Mary, but if it portrays Jesus as something radically different from the man we know, then either all our sources are wrong or the author is creating a fictional character.”


“That makes sense,” I said.


“And then there’s the feminine point of view,” he continued. “I don’t subscribe to the idea that women and men are profoundly different from each other in the ways that they think, but then again they are not the same. A woman tells a story in a different way than a man. Not better or worse, just differently. That could point you at least to whether the author was a man or a woman.”


“Yes,” I said. “I think you’re right. But, Abba, you should be the one who translates this, not me.”


He smiled and looked at me as he spoke. “No, Deirdre. I’m afraid my old eyes are no longer able to read faded letters on a papyrus scroll. But aside from that, it isn’t my work. I’m not a great believer in fate, but I don’t think it’s by accident this scroll has come to you. I can’t help but believe that Branwen placed it in your hands for a reason.” He looked now at Sister Anna and Dari as well. “You see, I have heard of such a document, a Gospel of Mary. I have serious doubts about whether it’s genuine, but the stories about it are very old. There were whispers about it even in the Library of Alexandria. The legend passed down through the centuries is that Mary dictated it to a scribe soon before she died. The scroll was supposedly sealed inside a case and passed down among women in the Christian community who kept it hidden and safe through the years. The women who guarded it held it as a sacred trust. It was so revered that no one dared to break the seal and read it, so no one knows what it says. I heard when I was young that the scroll had been spirited away from Palestine when the Romans destroyed the Jewish temple and that it was kept safe by a community of Christian women in the deserts of Egypt for many years. When the Persians threatened the eastern part of the Empire, it was taken to Italy and then to Gaul. If this is indeed that fabled document, then I presume it was sent even farther away to Britain as the Roman Empire began to collapse so that it would be safely beyond the reach of barbarian invaders, not to mention male church leaders. I can only guess that the sisters at Branwen’s monastery hid it from the church authorities. And now it seems it has come to Ireland. Again, I will need solid proof before I believe this gospel is genuine, but the one thing I do know for certain about it is that in all the centuries it has been in existence, the church at Rome has been trying to find and destroy it.”
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