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“The eye altering, alters all.” 


William Blake









Chapter One


Dreams


In Benares, India, the sweltering night dragged on. Moonlight slid through the bedroom window and bathed the young, Christlike figure who sat cross-legged on the floor. Only a loincloth covered his slender hips, and his long, coarse hair was coiled in a topknot on his crown. He’d been watching the young woman on the low bed for hours. She was feverish, her breathing shallow, as she squinted at him now through half-closed lids. Her husband held her hand and shot the young man a pleading look. “Please let her live. I’m a rich man. I can pay you. I can help the poor of Benares, the poor of India.”


“To thwart death is not to conquer it,” the young master said, and the husband buried his head in the bed’s embroidered cover. In a single, fluid movement, the holy man rose and stroked his host’s bent head, His long, graceful fingers raking the dark hair, slick with perfumed oil, revealing a channel of pale, moist scalp.


Beyond the bedroom, in the narrow hallway, the master found his three companions propped against a wall and dozing. He tapped the closest with a calloused foot, and one by one the sleeping men awoke. “Is she well now?” the tall one asked, stretching.


“She will be dead come dawn,” his master whispered, as the four men stepped into the dusty and deserted Indian night.


The phone rang. Claire woke up and realized her face was wet. She’d been crying again. She eyed the clock—9 a.m. She cleared her throat, picked up the phone, and tried to sound awake. “Hello?”


“You still sleeping?” Claire held the phone away from her ear to stop Deirdre Vetch’s whine from piercing her brain. “You’re coming to the gallery to talk about the painting, right? We must talk.” Deirdre’s verbal pummeling began.


“It’s not for sale. Sell something else.” Claire pulled herself into a sitting position on the bed.


“The buyers don’t want anything else. They want the Miracle.”


“Absent a Miracle,” Claire corrected her agent—again. “The name of the painting is Absent a Miracle.”


“I know what the painting is called, Claire. I also know it’s the best thing you’ve done, and we could retire on what this latest buyer is offering for it.”


“Sell the others.”


“They’re no good,” Deirdre blurted out and then caught herself. “I didn’t mean that. Your work is good…all of it…most of it...but Absent a Miracle is unique. It shows the others up as...”


“As what, amateurish?” Claire winced. Talk about not pulling your punches, Deirdre could be brutal.


“No, not amateurish.” Deirdre groped for the right words. “They’re good abstracts, very promising, but you know, Miracle, I mean Absent a Miracle is powerful, a modern masterpiece.”


“I have to go.” Claire felt exhausted, disoriented by the recurring dream that had been disrupting her sleep and upsetting her for months. How many times had it come? She’d lost count, but enough for her to memorize it and depict it perfectly in her painting, the one Deirdre was itching to sell. The dream always made Claire sad for the husband and wife she didn’t know. They needed a miracle from the young holy man, but he just watched their ordeal and did nothing.


Deirdre kept pressing her. “You’ve got to come to the gallery.”


“I’ll come later,” Claire relented. “I can’t talk now, I’m expecting someone.” She glanced at the clock. “In thirty minutes. I have to go.” She hung up without saying goodbye. It wasn’t like her to be rude, but boy, was Deirdre annoying.


At 9:30 exactly, Claire heard the buzzer announcing a visitor to her Upper West Side apartment. She buzzed him into the building and checked her face in the hall mirror. She looked pale and had puffy bags under tired eyes. “I look like a wreck,” she groaned, as she tucked wayward ringlets behind her ears. She glanced at a framed photo of Jake taken on a friend’s sailboat. He grinned up at her, windswept and rosy in a sunshine yellow slicker. Gently kissing the tips of her fingers, she touched them to her husband’s smiling lips, a daily caress that left fingerprints on the glass. Pressing her ear to a crack in the front door, she heard the click of footsteps on the tiled corridor and squinted through the door’s peephole. Like a fun house mirror, it distorted the stranger who was now standing on her doorstep. Claire opened the door.


“I’m Richard Markson,” he said. He was tall, at least six feet two, reserved and perhaps a little shy. The type that can tolerate pauses in conversation and never feel the urge to fill them.


“Come in, please.” Claire stepped aside to let him enter and experienced the familiar and pleasing sensation of feeling feminine in the presence of a tall man. Jake had been tall, as tall as this guy Markson, who smelled of fresh air and a subtle cologne. “Please come into the kitchen. I just made some coffee. Want a cup?”


“No thank you.”


Claire heard the chill in her guest’s refusal. Dressed in slightly wrinkled khakis, and a tee shirt embroidered with the symbolic third eye, she led the way, barefoot, down the apartment’s long, narrow hallway that acted as a gallery for her soft abstract paintings. Her visitor followed. “Just have a seat in here, please, while I get some coffee.” Claire pointed to a chair in the small, casual but stylish living room. Two walls were covered with her artwork. Two more had the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves Jake had built. Their oak shelves were overloaded with rows and stacks of books, with the spines of her oversized art books jutting out. Rays from a fall sun pierced the apartment’s windows and bounced off a vase of wide-awake white daisies, as dust motes danced in a shaft of light. The aroma of fresh-ground coffee snaked in from the kitchen, and as she left to go grab a cup, Claire noticed her guest take in his surroundings. When she returned, she brought the wrinkled flyer she had torn days earlier from the bulletin board at her local grocery store. Markson perched on the edge of an easy chair, as Claire sank into the cream, overstuffed couch opposite. His eyes flicked over the flyer on her lap, and she saw him press his mouth into a grim line. “Who’s the artist?” he asked.


“I am.” Claire scanned her paintings, trying to see them through a stranger’s critical eye. Markson nodded, noncommittal. I hate it when they silently judge the work, but make no comment, she thought. She ignored an eruption of artistic insecurity, ignited by her earlier spat with Deirdre, and fueled now by her aloof visitor. “Your phone number is on here. I assume you know the young woman on this missing-person flyer?” Claire pointed to the wrinkled paper.


“She’s my sister.” Markson flexed the fingers on both hands.


“I’m not sure how to say this, but I’ve been seeing images of this woman,” Claire said, taking a sip of coffee.


“Really?” As Markson stared at her, Claire saw both annoyance and sadness in his blue eyes. She reached down to uncurl the fringe of the area rug.


“Ms. Lucas,” Markson said.


“It’s Mrs. Lucas,” Claire corrected him.


“I posted the flyers over eight months ago when Hilde first went missing, before I knew she was dead.” Markson looked her right in the eye.


Dead! She was shocked, but why? It made sense that a missing woman might turn up dead. Now she understood his annoyance. He probably thought she’d called him out of morbid curiosity. “I’m sorry, Mr. Markson. I had no idea that this woman was your sister, that she was dead.”


Claire wondered if she should explain her strange behavior to her annoyed visitor. Should she tell him about the bizarre occurrences that had led her to call him? He was staring at her, waiting. She touched slender fingers to her left temple. “A few months back, I started having a problem,” she began. “I noticed a strange, egg-shaped opening next to the corner of my left eye. At first it was just like a dark spot, but soon I began to see colors, flashes, and flickering lights there. The space gradually grew bigger, until I could make out shapes, fragments of images, faces even. I saw one face repeatedly,” Claire hesitated, “a young woman with bobbed blond hair, wearing a striped blue and white shirt with the collar popped. I had no idea who she was until I recognized her on the poster in the store.” Claire stared down at the flyer and stroked the image of the young woman.


“Maybe you saw her first on the flyer without realizing it. It was probably the flyer that triggered the images.” Markson’s voice was even, but his eyes were still sad.


“Maybe.” Funny, she hadn’t thought of that. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. I recognized your sister as the woman in my…” she struggled for the right word, “my vision. I thought I could help.”


“Are you a psychic, Mrs. Lucas?”


Claire saw Markson staring at the mystical third eye on her tee shirt. The top was something she’d picked up on impulse a few years back at the Amsterdam Avenue street fair. “Groovy!” Jake had laughed and paid the vendor for it. A bad choice for today, it was the first thing she’d yanked from her chaotic top drawer in her rush to get ready. “Oh no, I’m not a psychic, I’m a painter. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”


Markson stood. “I’ll show you out.” Claire led him back down the hallway past her paintings, feeling self-conscious and certain that her guest disapproved of her, and everything about her, including her artwork. At the door, she was about to say goodbye when her visitor turned to her. She studied his face. He was handsome in a finely drawn, refined way. “The police found my sister’s body in the East River,” he said. “They think she jumped from the Brooklyn Bridge. There was nothing suspicious. She’d been depressed.”


Claire watched him study the photo of Jake on the sailboat and take in her husband’s strong, friendly, open face. “Why did you come here?” she asked.


“I’m not sure,” he said finally. “Your message wasn’t clear. You said you’d seen my sister. I thought you might have known her, had seen her in person before she died, and maybe you had a message from her.”


“I’m sorry if I made things worse,” Claire said.


“No, not worse.” He stood for a moment on her doorstep with his hands in his pockets, then started down the corridor, looking back just as she was about to close the door. “Mrs. Lucas, what was my sister doing when you saw her in your vision?” Claire tilted her head. “She was crying.” He nodded. Then, rather than taking the elevator, he headed down the stairs. Claire lingered on the threshold of her apartment, listening until she no longer heard his hurried footsteps echo through the stairwells.


Less than an hour after his meeting with Claire Lucas, Richard Markson arrived downtown at one of the trendier Soho art galleries. Sitting in the middle of a sleek white modern bench, he stared at the canvas hanging on the wall before him. As he contemplated the work, a steady stream of people passed between him and the large, four by six-foot painting. All of them, he saw, even those who clearly knew little or nothing about art, lingered a long while before this particular canvas. Like him, they could feel the painting’s strange pull. They stood before the hypnotic work, as he had many times, and allowed its meaning to penetrate their being. They don’t realize it yet, Markson thought, but when they leave the gallery, these unsuspecting observers will take the painting’s message with them. They will think about it often in the days and weeks to come and feel a strange sense of tranquility and well-being when they do.


Markson continued to scrutinize the work, even though he’d already committed every inch of it to memory. A beautiful young Indian woman lies sick in bed. Her half-open eyes are fixed on a young holy man who watches her. Another man, her husband probably, is weeping, his face resting in the woman’s open palm. Even without the help of the title, Absent a Miracle, it was easy, Markson thought, to grasp the painting’s message. The holy man will not perform a miracle to raise the sick woman from her deathbed. And although her husband grieves, the young woman is accepting. She’s in receipt of a more powerful miracle, grace in dying, peace amid suffering. Tears slid down Markson’s cheeks, unlocking his own grief, and making it hard to control the medley of pain that tightened his chest and throat. He stood up and reached out to touch the canvas.


“Sir, please step away from the painting.” The guard’s tone was firm. People turned to look at the tall, well-dressed respectable man, who didn’t look like the type to get out of line. Markson pulled his hand away, but not before lightly touching the canvas. He knew from prior furtive touches that it felt warm. Glancing at the guard, he nodded. He’d got the message. He wasn’t going to mess with the painting. He squinted again at the imprint on the card pinned next to the work, Absent a Miracle, oil on canvas, by Claire Lucas. Released from the pull of the extraordinary work, Markson left the dim interior rooms and spot-lit paintings of the Soho gallery and stepped into the bright sunshine.


Claire was headed downtown, too, and sat lost in thought under the fluorescent lights of the subway car. At 59th Street, she almost missed her stop. Jumping up at the last minute, she elbowed her way through the heavy doors as they were closing. She emerged from the subway into the bustle of Columbus Circle and checked her watch — 10:45. Good, she had fifteen minutes to make the walk across Central Park South to her 11 a.m. appointment.


Out of habit, she swiveled her left eye to check its far corner. This spot where strange visions and light shows routinely appeared was dark; no lights, no activity, and no sign of Hilde Markson. I know her name and what happened to her now, she thought. Her brother thinks the flyer triggered the visions, but he’s wrong. I saw his sister crying through the strange opening long before I noticed the flyer in the store. She strolled on, deep in thought, until she reached her doctor’s office on East 63rd Street.


Dr. Bentley smelled like peppermints. He shone the light in Claire’s left eye and told her to roll her eyeball this way and that. He did the same with the right eye and then the left again. “Well?” Claire asked after he’d examined her in silence for a minute or two.


“I can’t see anything out of the ordinary. Is it a floater?” he asked, crunching his peppermint. Claire struggled to explain. “It’s not really in the eye itself, it’s more in front of the eye, next to the far-left corner.”


“Hmm.” He switched off his light and slipped it into the pocket of his bright white coat where his name was embroidered in dark blue cotton, “Dr. James Bentley.” Claire tried to explain. “It started out like a strand of thick black cotton hanging in front of the eye, obstructing my line of sight, very annoying and distracting.”


“And it’s getting bigger?”


“Yes, at first it was about the width of fishing line, but now it’s much wider, like a dark, egg-shaped spot, like a keyhole or opening that I can see things through.”


“What things?”


“Well, at first I saw colors and flashing lights, and then I began to see shapes, and faces.”


“Sounds like a problem with the retina.” Bentley leaned against a chair.


“You see faces when you have a problem with your retina?” Claire frowned.


“No, bright lights, flashes, distortions, that sort of thing.” Bentley began scribbling notes in her records.


“But I saw more than that. I saw the face of a missing woman I’ve never met. That was more than just a distortion.” Claire rubbed her forehead as the strain of the morning returned.


“Sometimes the brain plays tricks, creates optical illusions when there’s a problem with the eye, with the optic nerve.” Bentley was gentle, reassuring, and Claire felt uncertain again. “So it’s my brain and not my eye? Should I be worried?”


“Not really. Stress can mess with the nervous system.” The doctor put his head on one side and studied the attractive young woman on his examination table. She looked tired and thinner than when he’d seen her last. She slid off the table and slipped on her beat-up loafers. All I seem to wear these days, she thought. How long since I dressed up? Felt attractive? Desirable? She wanted to head off Bentley’s “I know you’re under stress and your life is hard right now” speech. “So what now?” She put on her game face.


“Follow up with a specialist and an MRI for good measure. Just a precaution,” he added when he saw her pull a worried face.


“Okay then.” Claire reached for the door handle.


“I’ll give you a referral for Lenox Hill and make sure you get in within a day or so, okay?” He squeezed her shoulder. The gesture made Claire’s heart clench, and she wanted to lean against the short, sweet, kind man who smelled like peppermints and admit that yes, life really was very hard right now. Instead, she hurried out through the waiting room, barely managing a smile for Christine the receptionist.


Back at the subway, Claire debated her next move. I’m too spent to go face-to-face with Deirdre Vetch. Maybe I should head home and take a nap. No, I’m sleeping too much. If I don’t go to the gallery, Deirdre will only stalk me with more calls. What a lousy morning! Better get all the tough encounters out of the way, so I can relax and hole up for the night. I ignored this problem with my eye for too long. I bet there’s a medical explanation. Maybe it’ll explain the strange dreams too.


As she hopped on the downtown express, headed for Soho, Claire’s relief gave way to embarrassment. Why did I have to go and contact Richard Markson? The poor guy is mourning the loss of his sister under heartbreaking circumstances. I’ve made it worse, and I look like a weirdo. I should have checked the problem out with a doctor before I bothered him with my bizarre claims. But the truth was that she’d had her fill of doctors, of Jake’s doctors, the waiting rooms, the tests, the labs, the treatment rooms, and finally, the hospital rooms. And it was all too fresh in her memory. As the train sped along its underground track, she looked out at the darkness through the car’s window and saw the weary face that the glass reflected back to her.


Claire stood before the same chrome and glass doors of the Vetch Gallery that Markson had exited earlier. She ducked inside, deciding to take a quick look at her painting before heading upstairs to Deirdre’s office. “Hi there, Manny.” Claire smiled at the good-natured guard Deirdre had posted to watch over her canvas.


“People are still coming to see it, Ms. Lucas.” Manuel enjoyed being on speaking terms with the artist of this celebrated work. He didn’t understand most of the stuff in the Vetch Gallery, but this painting that Ms. Lucas did, it made you feel good inside. “People get a little crazy,” Manuel shook his head. “Some of ’em cry, and others want to touch it. I just had to check some well-dressed guy who was trying to paw the canvas. I don’t think they mean any harm, you know. They just want to touch it because it makes ’em feel good, I think.”


Claire nodded and smiled, turning to look at the painting she still found so hard to believe she had created. Despite her art-school training and many years toiling at her craft, she knew this work was far above her usual level of expertise, and it was in a totally different style than her other work. If she had not lived through the six intense weeks it took to get the evocative tableau on canvas, she would have sworn someone else had done it. But the triumphant work didn’t make Claire proud. She felt like a fraud. And the scene that brought serenity to others distressed her. It carried her back to the dream that inspired the painting, and its intimations of death that stirred up feelings of grief. She walked away from the canvas.


Upstairs, she tapped on Deirdre’s office door. “Come!” Her agent’s voice dripped with the affectation that she poured on when her fanciest clients were around. Claire ventured into the stylish office and saw her agent sitting opposite a slender, middle-aged man, who was dressed head to toe in immaculate charcoal gray cashmere.


“Oh, Claire, great, great, great, you’re here!” Deirdre stood and air kissed her on both cheeks, taking in the younger woman’s beat-up loafers and chronic Gap uniform. When would this person learn that the art world was about appearances? Deirdre thought. About displaying a high level of taste and flair in all things? Today, as usual, Claire looked worn out and blah. Without a doubt she was striking—gorgeous dark ringlets, pale skin, and green eyes. She was quite tall with an athletic build. There was an intelligent air and strong artsy vibe about her, and when she spoke, she sounded surprisingly seductive. But the young artist seemed to know next to nothing about how to package herself for success.


“Sit down, sit down.” Deirdre directed Claire to the sleek Eames chair next to her guest, who was tapping his foot in slow time.


“Your timing could not have been better,” Deirdre trilled. “Claire, I’d like to introduce you to Lucien Gray. He is the gentleman who has been trying to buy your work for a couple of weeks!” Deirdre widened her eyes like an aging flirt and wrinkled her nose at Gray.


“You’re playing hard to get.” Gray smiled at Claire, but under the light tone, she detected that he was more than a little annoyed. Maybe he thinks I’m greedy and just holding out for a bigger payday, she thought. The more she insisted that she didn’t want to sell Absent a Miracle, the more Deirdre hounded her on behalf of clients who were eager to own it. Claire knew that if she withdrew the painting from the gallery, she could kiss Deirdre goodbye as an agent, and it had taken years of struggle to win Deirdre Vetch’s representation. Throughout Jake’s illness, and the awful months since, the artist had hung onto it by a thread as fragile as a spider’s. She knew that if she hadn’t rustled up her celebrated canvas, some months back, Deirdre would have dropped her.


“Claire.” Deirdre said her name like she was trying to coax a distracted toddler. “Mr. Gray has just offered us eight hundred thousand dollars for the painting. Isn’t that great?”


Oh no! Claire looked from Deirdre, who wore a shaky but determined smile, to this man, Lucien Gray, who was staring at her with thinly disguised contempt. “Thank you for taking an interest in my work” was all she could think to say.


“I’m actually more interested in making it my work,” Gray quipped. Then he threw her a look that said he expected her to leg it downstairs and personally gift-wrap the four-by-six-foot canvas.


“Lucien, dear, why don’t you leave me and the artist to talk business? I’ll call you later.” Deirdre stood up, and Claire caught Gray staring at her with narrowed eyes. Deciding not to push it, he rose and extended his hand, trying honey instead of vinegar. “Ms. Lucas, you are very talented. It would be my great pleasure to buy this beautiful work. I would give it a very good home, and of course, you could come and visit. I know how hard it is to let paintings go, like children. So many great artists have told me this.” He stressed the word “great” as though it didn’t apply to Claire, even though it was her work he was so determined to own. Still, she had to agree with him that she wasn’t “great.” She felt like a fraud. She did love her real work, the abstracts she’d always created, until the morning she had been compelled to put her powerful dream on canvas with exquisite realism, and had, in the process, transformed herself into a “modern master” as Deirdre called her. “Come and see the Lucas painting, she’s a modern master.” That’s how Deirdre had started the buzz over Absent a Miracle, after she had relocated the canvas from Claire’s studio, in her apartment’s spare bedroom, and installed it downtown in the Vetch Gallery.


Deirdre clicked the door shut after Lucien Gray and rounded on Claire with a scowl. “This is it, Claire, crunch time! No more stalling! What’s the most you ever sold a canvas for?”


“Twenty-five hundred for Raindrops.” Claire smiled as she thought of the painting done in a soft palette of pinks and grays. It was one of Jake’s favorites, and he hadn’t wanted her to part with it.


“Exactly. Eight hundred thousand is a massive sum for an unknown artist.”


“You couldn’t retire on a hundred and sixty thousand dollars,” Claire interrupted her agent.


“What?” Deirdre looked confused.


“You said we could both retire on what we’re being offered. You’d only get a hundred and sixty grand,” Claire said.


“I was exaggerating.”


“We could get more.” Claire was stalling, appealing instinctively to her agent’s greed. It worked. Deirdre, rail thin in her immaculately cut, size two Chanel suit, studied Claire for a second and then laughed. “Look at the cojones on you?”


“Ask for a million five. It’s worth at least that,” Claire said, feeling absolutely and positively sure that the painting would never fetch such a huge amount. To her surprise, she saw Deirdre squint, scrunch up her mouth, and start running mental calculations. Claire maintained her bluff. “Come on, Deirdre, we’ll hold out for a million five, and if we don’t get it, we can always sell it to Gray for what he’s asking now, or a bit more.”


“You’re gonna piss him off,” Deirdre sing-songed, but Claire could see that she liked the angle.


“I’ll be bad cop, you be good cop,” Claire pressed on. “Take him for nice lunches at the St. Regis and work your magic.”


“Okay, let’s give it a try.” Deirdre sucked in a breath and smoothed her shiny, perfectly highlighted hair, suddenly exhilarated by a sense of risk and relief that Claire Lucas had gone from being a brat to a savvy partner in crime. “Which brings me to my next question. Why aren’t you painting more Miracles?”


Claire had barely picked up a brush in weeks, and any new work would be nothing like the extraordinary canvas hanging in the gallery below. Absent a Miracle was a one-off, an inspired work for sure, and she doubted that there would be others like it. But this was not the time to break the bad news to Deirdre Vetch.


Done with her meetings for the day, Claire hopped off the subway, twenty-five blocks south of home, and grabbed a hotdog and juice from a stand on the corner of 72nd Street and Broadway. She squirted mustard on the frank and bit into the bun. Usually health conscious, she had let her diet go to pot lately, but the walk home would burn off the junk food, give her time to think, and hopefully tire her out so she could sleep.


The late-afternoon sights and sounds of the Upper West Side soothed her feelings of isolation. Whoever said that New York was unfriendly didn’t know the city the way she did. She squeezed past kindergartners in hats festooned with tassels and pompoms, as they meandered down the sidewalk, in what looked like a small child’s conga line. Each kid held onto a length of rope, attached on either end to frazzled caregivers, who herded the tykes along.


Claire’s thoughts returned to the eight hundred thousand dollars that Lucien Gray had offered for her painting. I could use the money, she thought. Jake had died a young New York City schoolteacher with barely any savings and no life-insurance policy. But selling her painting seemed out of the question. Tomorrow I’ll come clean with Deirdre, tell her I’m withdrawing the work altogether, even if it means losing her as an agent and getting blackballed at every gallery in Manhattan.


Claire was not sure why, but she knew that she could never sell Absent a Miracle. She understood so little about how or why she had painted the canvas and the recurring dream it was based on, but she knew one thing for certain, she was not supposed to profit from the amazing work. It was a gift to the world that she had simply midwifed. She would bequeath it for exhibit some place where others could enjoy it. Then she would be free to get back to her old life that would never be her old life again, now that it had a Jake-sized hole in it. Who knows? she thought, I might find a new agent, one who likes my style and believes in me. She remembered what Jake always said. “Don’t think about outcomes, just do the right thing.” Claire was ambushed by a longing to hear her husband’s voice again, not just its echo in her head that was growing fainter and harder to hold onto.


Not until she was contained in the empty, confined space of the elevator in her building did she slump under the pressure of her stressful day. Approaching the front door of her apartment, she sensed a figure in the shadows, leaning against the wall of the fourth-floor landing. Her adrenaline surged and spiked her heartbeat as she stopped in her tracks.


“Mrs. Lucas, I hope I didn’t scare you.” The man stepped forward and Claire recognized the tall, tentative figure of Richard Markson.


This visit, Markson seemed more relaxed, and ready to join Claire for a cup of green tea in her small, square kitchen that had open shelves lined with colorful fiesta ware. He’d lost his stern look, but his face was drawn. Claire bit her lip. Their talk this morning had probably upset him. “Let’s go inside.” She led the way into the living room, where her guest dropped into the beat-up club chair that had always been Jake’s perch. “Mrs. Lucas, it’s my turn to make an odd request,” Markson said, as he looked down at the delicate China cup and saucer Claire liked to mix and match where they rested in his slender palm. “Just call me Claire, Richard,” she said, at ease now, as she sank into the couch with her legs tucked under her.


Richard looked her in the eye. “Claire, I’d like you to come with me to Jerusalem.” Her tired mind whirred, as she tried to pinpoint in which US state there was a town called Jerusalem. There was a Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, but she couldn’t recall a Jerusalem. Did it have something to do with his sister? With Hilde? “Where’s Jerusalem?” she asked him.


“Jerusalem is in Israel,” Richard said.


“You want me to go with you to Israel?” Claire was taken aback.


Richard put down his cup and saucer and leaned in, suddenly all business. “Claire, for a few weeks now, I’ve been studying your painting at the Vetch Gallery. When you left the message about Hilde, I didn’t realize that Mrs. Lucas would turn out to be the Claire Lucas, the artist, until I came here and saw your work.” He gestured around the room at the canvases that covered the pale gray walls like a jewel-colored mosaic. Claire smiled at him, the first person ever to call her the Claire Lucas. “I thought I sent you running and screaming after our talk this morning,” she said.


“I don’t run, and I don’t scream.” He grinned, and Claire noticed how the smiled brightened his tired face, made his blue eyes crinkle, and showed off two rows of even white teeth, in a mouth that looked sensuous, now that he was relaxed. “No, your visions of Hilde just added another piece to a puzzle I’m trying to solve,” he said.


Claire interrupted him. Hopefully, she now had a second chance to make a better first impression, and show Richard Markson that she was sensible and rational, and not some flaky, woo-woo type. “Richard, after we met this morning, I saw my doctor. He thinks that I have a problem with my retina or optic nerve or something—something medical. I’ve been under a lot of stress, not sleeping, and not thinking straight. What you said is probably right. I didn’t have a vision of Hilde. I likely saw her face on the poster in the grocery store and my imagination got the best of me.” There, she’d cleared it up. No matter what this funny stuff is with my eye, she thought, I have no right to turn this guy inside out with nutty claims.


 Richard eyed her for a moment, then mentally brushed off her speech, and changed the subject. “Claire, as part of my work, I collect, study, and sell rare manuscripts and artifacts. Two of my associates are currently investigating a very important scroll found on the Jordanian side of the Dead Sea.”


“Dead Sea as in the Dead Sea Scrolls?” Claire tried to recall an online article she’d read about the famous archaeological finds.


“Sort of, but this new parchment is called the Angel Scroll, and it was found in a different area of the Dead Sea,” Richard explained. “It’s different from the previous finds in some pretty amazing ways, and it’s at the center of an intense effort to translate and decipher it.” He paused, but Claire was too confused to say anything. “Claire, the parchment is giving us fascinating new insights into the early Christian community in Jerusalem. It also makes some startling predictions.”


“About what?”


“The scroll predicts that early in the third millennium, three great works of art from three unknown artists will emerge. And these paintings will act as symbols or spiritual signposts.”


Claire frowned. What is happening? she thought. An ancient scroll is predicting events in the art world? Now it was her turn to be perplexed. Did all my talk about visions this morning make this guy think he could come back and start rambling on about psychic stuff and weird ancient prophecy? She looked at him, but he gave no clue that he was strange or eccentric, as he sat on Jake’s chair looking very self-possessed. “What does this have to do with me?” she said finally.


“Claire, we think that Absent a Miracle might be one of the three paintings predicted by the parchment.” Richard paused to let his strange assertion sink in.


“Why do you think that?” Claire felt her cheeks flush, but she stayed even. Good, Richard thought, she’s taking it better than I expected. “Because, you are an unknown artist,” he said, “and your work displays two of three marks that might identify it as one of the three paintings. Mark one is that the canvas is warm to the touch. Your canvas feels warm. Mark two is that it appears to be healing. I have personally seen your work create a calming, healing, and restorative effect on those who view it.”


“OK,” Claire said, feeling nonplussed. Her canvas had stood in sunlight and next to radiators, so no doubt it often felt warm. And people did talk about it being healing, but she thought that was more to do with the growing hype surrounding it. “What’s the third mark?”


“When displayed together as a triptych,” Richard said, “the three paintings will act collectively as a new visual gospel of sorts, a vehicle of transformation for the New Age.”


Claire tried to process the outlandish claims. He looks sane, she thought. Does he actually believe this stuff? Is he seriously asking me to believe it? Sensing her skepticism, Markson threw more details at her. “Whether what the parchment predicts is true or not,” he said, “the Angel Scroll is a genuine, early Christian artifact. It’s a mystical writing from an esoteric tradition that existed more than two thousand years ago, making it tough to know if its message is literal or metaphorical. We initially doubted that the paintings really existed. We thought the scroll might be describing a parable of some kind. Eventually, we decided the best course was to take the prophecy literally and go looking for the paintings.” He stopped and grimaced. “So that’s my job. I’m searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack, well three of them actually. I’m on the hunt for three allegedly miraculous paintings by three anonymous painters, with not the faintest clue about where to find them.”


“And now you think Absent a Miracle is one of the three paintings? Claire let her skepticism seep into the question.


 “Yes, Richard said. “It was amazing when we discovered your painting, and it displayed two of the three marks predicted by the scroll.”


“Who’s ‘we’?” Claire asked.


“I’m working with two associates. Father Karl Brandt is from Bavaria. He’s a Benedictine monk, translator, and brilliant linguist. Professor Myron Kushner, we call him Mike, is a scholar of Hebrew and Jewish mysticism at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and New York. They’re in Jerusalem right now, translating the text. I’ve been scouring galleries in Europe for weeks with no luck.”


“No faith in the stuff made in the good old USA?” Claire teased and sipped her tea.


“I never imagined I’d find one of the paintings in my own back yard,” Richard confessed. “I couldn’t believe it when I got back from Europe, heard the buzz about your painting down in Soho, witnessed it for myself, and realized it might actually be one of the three.”


 “You’ve no idea where the other paintings are?” Claire was curious despite herself.


“No. We were hoping you might help.”


“How?”


“The more we know about you, the easier it might be to find the other two artists.” Richard saw that she didn’t know how to react. “Claire, you look tired. I don’t mean to overwhelm you. We can speak again tomorrow if that’s all right.” He stood up, and to her surprise, Claire felt sorry to see him go. This talk with an interesting man, in the dying light of a fall afternoon, felt good after so much solitude. The thought snaked through her mind and made her feel guilty, like she was betraying Jake.


Richard had one more question. What inspired the painting? Claire explained that it was based on a recurring dream that she’d had many, many times. “The painting calms others, but it upsets me. In my dream, I see a young, Christlike figure in a bedroom in India.” When she said “Christlike,” she saw how Markson swayed slightly, like he’d been pushed by an unseen finger. “This Christ figure and the dying woman both seem at peace, but the husband is heartbroken, and I can feel his sorrow as he pleads for a miracle that he doesn’t receive.”


They were both quiet for a moment, and when he spoke, Richard cautioned her that if she agreed to go with him to Jerusalem, they would have to leave within a few days. He knew it was short notice and she’d probably have to talk it over with her husband.


“My husband is dead,” Claire said, shocked at how evenly she was able to speak the awful words. She saw Richard’s face fall and felt sorry for making him squirm—again. “I think that you and I both know what it is to live absent a miracle,” she said. “Let me show you out. Call me in the morning.”


For the second time that day, Claire led Richard Markson out through the hall. Midway, he gestured to a canvas he liked and Claire smiled. “Ah, that’s called Sunlight, and it’s one of my favorites too.” He muttered something about her being talented, and she was surprised by how much his compliment pleased her. She sensed it wasn’t easy for him to give praise.


 “Absent a Miracle is far beyond what I usually produce, and it’s not really typical of…” Claire began her disclaimer, ready to admit that these paintings couldn’t hold a candle to the one in the Vetch Gallery that had captured Richard’s interest, but he interrupted her. “I’m talking about this work here. These are good.” He gestured up and down the hallway filled with Claire’s creative outpourings.


“Thank you,” she said, holding the door open for him to leave. And as she closed it, she swallowed unexpected tears.









Chapter Two


Angel Scroll


The driver thrust his hand out of the cab window in a crude gesture, cursing in rapid-fire Hebrew at the idiot who had cut him off. In Jerusalem, like in New York, Claire realized, you risked it all when you climbed into the back of a taxicab. Beside her, Richard Markson shot her a look that said he wouldn’t let any harm come to her. He needn’t have worried, she was enjoying it all, even the hairy cab ride from the airport to the hotel. Evening was falling, and a warm, dry breeze rushed in through the speeding cab’s open windows. She looked out, intent on absorbing the sights and sounds of Jerusalem, marveling at how the ancient and modern lived side by side.


It had been just three days since Richard had invited her to come along for a meeting in Jerusalem with his colleagues Kushner and Brandt. Life is what happens while you’re making other plans, she thought. The last time that life had surprised her, with Jake’s diagnosis, it had kicked off a nightmare. By contrast, this trip to Jerusalem was a delight and totally unexpected. Like turning the corner in New York City and finding a sunny meadow instead of the bustle and grime of a familiar city block.


“We’re here.” Richard reached into a back pocket for money to pay the driver. Each time she inspected the man, Claire found more to admire, like his long legs scrunched up in the tight space of the cab. Random musings, she told herself. No one could ever measure up to Jake.


Claire was impressed with the elegance of the Mount Zion Hotel, only a stone’s throw from the Benedictine Dormition Abbey where, Richard said, Kushner and Brandt were hard at work translating the parchment scroll. He’d scheduled a meeting with the two scholars for the next morning. Inside the hotel lobby, Richard checked in and handed Claire her room key. “You go on up. We have adjacent rooms. I’ll finish here and send up your bags. Let’s meet in the bar over there for a drink in thirty minutes, okay?” Claire nodded and headed for the elevator.


Just thirty minutes later, she sat, showered, and changed, waiting for Richard in the beautifully appointed lobby bar. She flipped through a slim guide to the hotel and the city. The Mount Zion Hotel dated back to 1882, and for most of its history it had been the Hospital of St. John. Claire studied the lower floor, where it was easy to see the Turkish influence preserved in the distinctive window arches of the remodeled building. Oversized couches with overstuffed cushions in muted neutral tones sat on pale marbled floors, softened by the generous foliage in oversized planters.


She spied Richard’s tall figure moving across the lobby. How old was he? Forty-five? A little younger? She was thirty-five, and she guessed he was no more than a decade older. He lowered himself into the chair facing her. His sandy blond hair looked darker now that it was wet and slicked back after a hurried shower. Dressed down in jeans and an open-necked, yellow polo shirt, his vibe seemed younger and more virile. And there it was again, that hint of subtle cologne. She breathed in to trap the delicious woody notes before they had a chance to escape and waft away.


Energized by unexpected adventure, Claire had dressed like a holidaymaker in a festive turquoise skirt and white cotton blouse. She licked her lips and tasted the first coat of lipstick—coral pink—to grace her full mouth in forever. Finding herself in a happy and excited mood, she’d pouted into the hotel mirror, lightly applying makeup to her long-ignored face, in a beauty ritual that like so many others she’d abandoned in her grief.


“Sorry to keep you waiting.” Richard smiled. “I spoke to Brandt. They’re expecting us after breakfast tomorrow, so I thought I’d take you for a little sightseeing beforehand. We don’t have much time, I’m afraid, but the least I can do is to make sure you see something of the city.”


He sounds all business. Claire thought. Does he feel obliged to act as tour guide? “You don’t have to do that. I know how busy you are,” she said.


“No trouble. My pleasure.” He sounded brusque and looked up at the waitress who had arrived to take their order. “Coke, please.”


Claire felt off balance. Reluctantly, she realized that she wanted Richard to be as excited about showing her the sights as she was about seeing them with him. He had treated her to first-class seating on the plane ride over, complete with champagne and an upgraded menu that gave the whole adventure a glamorous and slightly romantic feel. Seeing now that she secretly harbored unrealistic expectations alarmed her. Get a grip, she thought. This might be a pleasure trip of sorts for me, but it’s all business for him. She smiled at the waitress to hide her unease. “White wine please.”


Richard rubbed his hands together, relieved that the rush to deliver Claire to Jerusalem in record time had come off without a hitch. “So, Brandt is very excited to meet you. He asked me to brief you a little before tomorrow.”


About time, Claire thought. Until now, every time she’d tried to ask about the trip, the parchment, or his colleagues, Richard had found a way to shut her down. He sensed her irritation. “I don’t mean to be cryptic. It’s just that this whole endeavor is very confidential. Let me fill you in a little, so you’ll be ready for tomorrow.”


She slipped off a strappy sandal and tucked a foot under her on the couch to signal she was all ears. Richard stressed yet again that the parchment was very sensitive material. Brandt had negotiated to buy the text on the black market and purchased it with an enormous amount of Vatican money. Only a handful of high-level clergy in Rome knew that Brandt had the parchment and was at work translating it.


“Where was your Angel Scroll found?” Claire asked.


Richard waited until the waitress was done serving their drinks. “Two Bedouin boys found it in caves at Wadi al Mojab on the Jordanian side of the Dead Sea.”


The original Dead Sea Scrolls, Richard explained, were found between 1947 and 1956. Thousands of fragments of biblical and early Jewish documents were discovered in eleven caves near the site of Khirbet Qumran, on the shores of the Dead Sea. These important texts revolutionized scholars’ understanding of how the bible was transmitted. They shed light on the general cultural and religious background of ancient Palestine, from which both Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity arose. “The scrolls were controversial,” Richard said. “Scholars believed that many of the documents were written by a radical Jewish sect called the Essenes. Certain scholars argued that Christ Himself was a member of the Essene sect.”


“And was He?”


“Some say yes, some no. There were several Jewish sects in Christ’s time. The differences between them hinged on the interpretation and observance of Jewish customs and laws, and beliefs about exactly when and how the Messiah would come to save the Jewish people.”


Claire listened carefully to Richard’s tutorial, as he explained that the Essenes had been radicals, separatists, who established a community outside Jerusalem near the Dead Sea. They observed a solar calendar and considered the Jewish Temple defiled, refusing to worship there, and they celebrated Passover two days before other Jews.


“The theory that Christ was an Essene has always been controversial,” Richard explained. “If he were an Essene, it would completely change the timetable of His last recorded week on earth. Christ would not have gone to the Temple and celebrated His Last Supper or Passover meal when the Gospels say He did. And to most Jews of the time, whose religious life centered on the Temple, Christ, if he were an Essene, would not have been considered a ‘good Jew.’”


“What’s your opinion?” Claire asked.


“Got a week to spare?” he laughed.


“So that’s the Dead Sea Scrolls, what about your scroll?” Claire asked and Richard hesitated. “Claire, the only man who really understands what the Angel Scroll says is Father Karl Brandt. I know a little, and Kushner is helping him with translation, so he knows more. Father Brandt needs your help, so he is the one to share what he thinks is important for you to know.” He paused. “Claire, tell me what you know about Hilde.” His question came out of left field, and she felt awkward. “You know, the flyer triggered the visualization, like you pointed out.” Richard pinned her with a look. “That’s not what you said at first.”


“I was wrong, jumping to conclusions. My retina might be damaged. Oh, shoot!” she suddenly remembered the MRI scheduled for the next day. She should call and change it.


“Before you found out about a possible problem with your eye, what did you think you saw?” Richard wasn’t backing off, and Claire tried to read the strain in his face. What would make him feel better, sharing honestly what she had seen or glossing over it? “Richard, for several weeks before I recall noticing the missing-person poster,” she began tentatively, “I thought I saw the image of a woman in her mid-thirties, my age. She looked sad. Sometimes she was crying.” She saw his expression darken. “When I noticed the flyer and recognized her, I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what any of it meant. I jotted down your number and called you on impulse. I didn’t plan what I was going to say until you came to my apartment. It’s not like I could even help you find her. I just saw her.”


“How did you see her?”


“Not in my imagination,” Claire insisted. “I really saw her. It’s like looking through a small opening, a keyhole, and seeing a real person, not just a mental picture. Understand?” Richard nodded, but Claire doubted he could grasp what the strange experience was like.
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