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  Dedication




  I would like to dedicate this book to my wife Tania. She gave me the freedom to pursue this project while running the trains on time at home (not to mention working full time). My kids, Andrew and Meredith, are probably more grateful than I am, for her support. Tania’s editorial ear was also enormously helpful.




  I would also like to thank Daniel Klimek. I think, without Daniel finding me through my website, I am not sure this book would have gotten out of the starting gate. Daniel has done magnificent academic work on Catholic mysticism and the scientific investigations into Medjugorje and I rely on his work often, in this book.




  The term “Miracle Detective” comes from the incredibly generous Randall Sullivan who wrote the great book Miracle Detectives. The book explores how the Catholic Church goes about investigating miracles, supernatural phenomenon, and apparitions of the Virgin Mary. Randall’s short emails, over the years, have been very motivating to me.




  I would also like to thank Brooks Savage for taking the time to read this book, in its earliest most hopeless form. His encouraging words, that he did not hate the book, were more helpful than he even knows. Also thanks to his law partner Salah Abed, who took time to read early segments as well. The idea for this book hatched itself over many beers, over many weeks, with Brooks and Salah at an undisclosed watering hole in Washington, D.C.




  Lastly I would like to thank my mother and father for being book lovers and loving parents. God Bless you, Mom and Dad.




  Jesus declared:




  “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children” Matthew 11.25




  Pope John Paul II:




  “If victory comes it will be brought by Mary. Christ will conquer through her, because He wants the Church’s victories now and in the future to be linked to her.”




  Chapter 1




  April 1994 Rwanda




  While in Rwanda, the priest never met the small arms dealer, but he had heard the Russian was tough as a hammer. As luck or irony would have it, maybe the Russian had saved Father Dan’s life that day after all.




  He had certainly left a mess that was for sure. Hard to believe that was twenty years ago.




  * * * *




  The gun dealer didn’t like much of anything except his walkabout safari shirt and maybe the whistle he wore around his neck. He never blew it much, most of the time it just hung there stupidly against his chest; odd for a man so finely pressed—the whistle seemed out of place. The whistle was nothing more than a shiny, decorative, piece of bling for a man who shot people for a living. Perhaps in a pinch it scared off hyenas or maybe a stray wildebeest now and then. No one knew for sure, no one asked. The whistle belonged to Nicholas Alexi, who was already having a bad day before things took a turn for the worse…




  It was early afternoon and the skies were cloudy and gray over Gitesi, Rwanda, when Nicholas Alexi pulled his van into the church parking lot and stopped hard. With the van still rocking, the panel door slid open and four Hutu men spilled out. Two men, holding machetes, trotted to the church to fetch the nuns; the other two, Idi Kambana and his sidekick, headed to the rectory to find the priest. Not far from the church, in a small plaza at the center of town, a different matter—but a similar disturbance—was beginning to take form. Fear was the common link and it was beginning to grip Gitesi.




  With the men out of the van, Alexi lit a cigarette, fiddled with the radio knob, looked back toward the entrance to the small wood church, and scanned the grounds. It was like breathing to Alexi, instinctive—the doorways were always first—nothing unusual. He scanned the church structure and outbuildings—a need for fresh paint, a cracked windowpane, doves on the rooftop; his eyes shifted to the perimeter: dirt, weeds and dead grass. Then from the corner of his eye he noticed, to the right of the church doors, something white and gleaming.




  From inside a small courtyard, a white concrete statue seemed to be looking his way—the statue’s affect was of a deliberate stare. A ray of light poked through the clouds and the lone sunbeam bathed the peaceful womanly figure in an incandescent light. Then something else—Alexi squinted—he worked his eyes into focus; the glowing stone visage looked to be bleeding or maybe crying. The gun dealer took a long draw from his cigarette, and after a moment, he exhaled forcefully, snapped open the van door and made his way to the courtyard. Coming face-to-face with the statue, Alexi studied the glistening stone figure. He looked up to the clouds searching for the source of radiant light then returned his eyes back to the statue; the dark streaks he had seen from the van were running down the sculpture’s face. As he leaned forward to get a closer look, the ray of light retreated into thickening clouds; a gunshot in the distance startled him, and the songbirds in the shade trees drew silent—the peaceful nature of the courtyard vanished. A foreboding darkness descended around him.




  The dark streaks on the statue, he noticed, were actually murky red. The red streaks on the face started from the eyes and from there they worked their way down the stone cheeks. He pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the streaks clean. He felt the dampness on his bandanna and rubbed the dark red substance between his fingers. As he looked back at the statue, he saw the fluid run down from the eyes—heavier this time. He stepped back a few feet and looked hard at the bloody red streaks dripping from both eyes. The sky darkened further and it seemed to close in on him. He felt a slight tingle behind his head and the hair on his arms began to stand. Alexi felt danger—sensing danger was a well-developed sixth sense that the Russian had learned to trust over the years.




  He looked back up to the cloudy sky then toward the church, looking for a source, anything, to explain the mystery, and in the darkening sky he saw smoke. He traced the smoke back to a large cross at the top of the church steeple. He could not really tell, but the cross looked to be pulsating with a flicker of light or burning. Were there flames? Was the cross on fire? Had Idi and his men set the church on fire? He looked at the church roof, and the windows and doors and saw no sign of fire. The smoke and fire came only from the cross on the steeple.




  He went back to the statue. The red substance continued to flow and it began to dot the statue’s gown. Alexi had no doubt that the red liquid was blood, he could tell from the consistency, the way it flowed, and the way it dripped off the face. He had seen blood on still faces so many times before.




  Alexi looked back up at the steeple, at the burning cross; he was surrounded by unknown forces. He felt threatened; a station he was not unfamiliar with, and so he reacted in a way that was ordinary to his character. Alexi pulled his pistol out of his shoulder holster, stepped over the iron fence, and took aim right between the statue’s eyes. As he was ready to pull the trigger, the stone eyes opened and turned blue then blinked, and the red streaks transformed into tears. Horror shot through him.




  “Good God,” he thought. He momentarily lowered his gun, but the good soldier stood firm. He quickly covered his face with his left arm and took aim, and as he was ready to pull the trigger, he saw the statue’s mouth open—and then he heard a sound, a voice, a word. What he heard was unmistakable. The stone figure cried softly and said, “I am the peace.”




  Alexi shook his head sternly and steadied his feet again; the Russian’s work was not finished. This time he took the gun in both hands, looked down the barrel of his pistol with resolve and shot the head off the statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary with two quick rounds from his 9mm pistol.




  After the fragments settled, he bent over, put his hands to his knees and spit to the ground. Still hunched over and with the cigarette in his mouth, he cocked his head toward the church almost looking upside down to inspect the rooftop. The smoke was gone; the fire and glow had left as well.




  Straightening his posture, Alexi tossed his cigarette to the ground, walked back to the van, stepped in, turned up the radio, and waited for Idi Kambana to come out of the church.




  Chapter 2




  Present day—June 12, 11:55am Bellagio, Italy




  Lunch at Grand Hotel Villa Serbelloni




  On the restaurant terrace overlooking the lake, the short shadows of the early afternoon sun made room for light and color. Pink stucco walls, white stone walkways, and red terracotta pots nurturing blue and yellow blossoms presented their splendor in the midday light along the banks of Lake Como.




  As the headwaiter arrived with a bottle of champagne, Carl Beckett nudged the iPad toward the center of the table. He could not believe The Arctic Mariner was missing—his cargo ship had vanished into thin air.




  “Ottima scelta, Signore, la nostra migliore!” Sitting alone at a table overlooking Lake Como on the veranda of the Grand Hotel Villa Serbelloni, Beckett acknowledged the waiter’s zeal with a slight nod of his head. Beckett looked across the table at the empty seat, then back at the waiter, thinking of his Russian freighter and the deepening crisis. Beckett needed something to hit, someone to blame—he thought of piñatas. None, of course, were to be had, so instead he spoke—rhetorically. As much as the question was intended for the waiter, he nevertheless flung the words up to the cloudless sky, a small foolish gesture, hoping the world would understand their weight. He bit down hard on each word as he shot them out.




  “Young man, do you know that Vladimir Putin wears a crucifix around his neck?”




  The waiter darted his eyes toward Beckett, pinched his lips, shrugged his shoulders, and continued to work the champagne bottle.




  Beckett got the answer he expected. He glanced at his watch then turned toward the white peaks of the Italian Alps across the lake; Father Indellicotta was late.




  With his eyes set on the mountaintops, Carl Beckett, owner of MediaCom, a sports cable TV network, motioned to the waiter with a tap of his finger to have his glass filled then went back to thinking about the wire reports coming in from shipping news bulletins.




  “A cargo ship has vanished in the Strait of Hormuz eighty miles from Iranian waters. Two weeks before the voyage, The Arctic Mariner, was in Kaliningrad, a Russian port known as a hub for Russian smugglers, and there its bulkhead was disassembled so something large could be loaded.”




  In another report:




  “The Arctic Mariner was carrying a mysterious cargo and was being tracked by unknown agents. The payload was not timber, as reported, and not from Finland. To put it simply, The Arctic Mariner is carrying some sort of state-of-the-art, surface-to-air missile system, most likely the SS-300, or a nuclear apparatus bound for Syria or Iran.”




  Tracked by unknown agents? What do they know? Hell with it! Beckett thought. Right now there was nothing more he could do about it anyway, so he decided not to worry about his tramp freighter. He would be in Washington, DC tomorrow, and by then he would have more information. He would have his answers; the piñata would open. Besides, he had other important business to attend to with Father Roberto Indellicotta. He and Roberto were now so close. The pope was not well; it was now just a matter of time, perhaps days, and by morning the




  Codex de Rio Grande would finally be his. Beckett picked up his glass and took a long drink. A gentle breeze blew across the terrace and his thinning gray hair rustled in the wind. He put the glass back down, pulled out his phone, and punched in a number. As the phone rang, he looked back out across the glittering lake and smiled, thinking about the dying pope.




  Chapter 3




  Present Day—June 12, 7:45 pm—Alexandria, VA




  Old Town—King Street




  Landini Brothers’ awning flapped in the wind and the tree tops along King Street shook toward the banks of the Potomac River like pom-poms; remnants of tropical storm Amy spit and lingered over the Mid-Atlantic.




  Standing on the brick sidewalk outside the restaurant, Father Dan Baronowski, pushed back his sandy blond hair then took a hold of Rene’s pretty warm hands, hands he once knew so well. But before saying good-bye, the priest peered over Rene’s shoulders and caught the small bulging eyes of a fat, pudgy-faced man, in a disheveled raincoat, smoking a cigarette by the entrance to a busy Irish pub across the street. The man in the coat was staring right back at him. After making eye contact, the pudgy faced man cocked his finger in the direction of Dan and smiled as he playfully pretended to shoot the priest. He dropped his cigarette to the ground, squashed it like a bug and glanced back at Dan with a hard, menacing look before he slid into the restaurant. As Dan watched the fat man disappear, Rene surveyed the priest’s eyes. His blue eyes were alert, but his attentive eyes were not for her, adding vagueness to his fidgety state. Dan sorted through his options, which were getting fewer each hour then turned his attention back to Rene.




  “I know I said this earlier, Rene, but you really do look beautiful tonight, and I am sorry about dinner; I know I wasn’t great company; I was a total bore.”




  Rene agreed, but she would bear the burden without a fuss; dinner was good, and she did not get out much these days.




  “Don’t worry about it Dan; you have a lot of irons in the fire. I know how it goes sometimes.”




  The priest let go of her hands and with the tree tops stirring in the wind, Rene Estabrook moved her black bangs away from her eyes, and off her glasses, and kissed Dan good-bye on his cheek.




  Parting ways, Dan walked down the street toward the river to an outdoor parking lot; Rene headed home on foot in the opposite direction. She lived six blocks from the restaurant in Alexandria, Virginia—an historic seaport town located across the Potomac River from Washington, DC.




  Making her way home, Rene felt the warm, humid breeze rush across the back of her neck. A stout puff blew her hair around her eyes and the unsettled weather and damp air put her mind on boats. Wind on the face—it’s how she drove boats at night—that’s all she needed; she could feel wind shifts on her cheeks and neck before thirty thousand dollars’ worth of boat electronics could calculate new target boat speeds. The guys on the boat watched the digital displays on the mast like floor traders in a market crash—not her.




  “Head out of the boat boys,” she would say to herself. T-bone at night was just a matter of time, if the guys didn’t get off the junk and scan the horizon from time to time.




  As Rene turned left onto Royal Street, Father Dan sat in his car in the quiet parking lot by the river, and pulled out a note from his jacket lapel pocket. Before reading the note, he had a flashback—the suicide in Rome—the stranger who looked him in the eye as he stepped backwards into a speeding bus.




  Dan winced at the memory. He never should have followed the stranger.




  He shook his head. Looking back would solve nothing. He went back to the note. He had memorized the words, but when he reached dead ends he liked to see the words on paper, hoping something would shake loose, hoping somehow the answer would come to him.




  They protest and dismiss me, yet my son they adore




  He loves me like no other but they choose to ignore




  With blood and tears, a trail has been made




  I cry with the memory of the last one they laid




  Find the canyon where my child is buried




  And there you will find a painted young virgin named Mary




  The Blessed Mother, the Virgin Mary, that was the answer to the riddle, he knew that much, but which “painted” Virgin? The earliest artistic images of the Madonna were found in the Catacombs of Rome. After the Council of Ephesus in 431, artistic representations of Mary exploded. She was everywhere. Renderings of the Virgin Mary were so pervasive that they gave rise to the phrase “iconic image.” For over a thousand years, from the countless Madonna and Child icons of the Byzantine Empire, through the Medieval and Early Renaissance, the Virgin Mary was far and away the most celebrated artistic subject in history.




  Famous painters and sculptors—Duccio, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Giovanni,




  Bellini, Caravaggio, Rubens, Salvador Dali, and Henry Moore—dedicated their enormous talents to capturing the transcendent beauty and eternal grace of the Mother of Christ. Mary, as an artistic subject, reached its zenith with Michelangelo’s breathtaking sculpture “Pieta,” the most exquisite work of art in history. For centuries, Jesus Christ himself would have to take a back seat to his mother as an honored object of art.




  Dan knew what the finish line looked like—it was a painted image of the Virgin Mary, and he also knew he would find her at the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in the District of Columbia. One big problem: there were hundreds, maybe thousands, of images of the Virgin Mary in the National Shrine—the magnificent shrine is colossal; it is the largest church in the United States and the eighth largest church in the world. The answer to the riddle did not come to Dan that night, and he was beginning to wonder if it ever would.




  Dan slipped the note back into his pocket, turned the car on, and then reached under the seat and felt the smooth, cold steel of the gun barrel. The pistol was there, right where he had left it; but, right now, the gun was the only sure thing he could put his hands on. Before putting the car into drive, he thought of Rene, and what he had to do.




  Chapter 4




  June 12, 7:50pm—Alexandria, VA On the streets of Old Town




  Rene turned the corner onto a dark, tree-lined street, a few blocks from her house. She popped the collar of her red Musto and zipped the jacket up tightly, a Pavlovian move, to be sure. The rain had basically stopped, but she had learned in a hurry that being wet offshore on racing boats, as the veterans liked to say, sucked big time.




  Rene noticed a car roll by slowly without its lights on; another Old Town barhopping reveler who forgot to turn their lights on, she thought. After the car passed she looked up at the night sky, at the fast-moving clouds and thought about the boat race. Winds were twenty, maybe twenty-two knots out of the north, gusts higher. It was going to be a crazy




  spinnaker run down the bay tonight for sure. Port pole, dead down, and most likely a nasty three-in-the-morning jibe at Point Lookout in big following seas—shrimping was a distinct possibility. The Annapolis to Newport race was underway, and her brother was charging down the Chesapeake Bay on Wharf Rat, a forty-two-foot sloop, dodging tugs, freighters, and other race boats—race boats littered with barking alpha males all gunning for Castle Rock Light—the entrance to Newport Harbor, in Rhode Island, four hundred miles away. The prize? Bragging rights and fish chowder. Not just any fish chowder—but Black Pearl’s, the best fish chowder in the world.




  Rene watched the clouds race past the moon. “When am I going to get a life? I should have been on that boat.”




  She let it go; she had made her decision months ago. Rene then got to thinking about her strange dinner with Dan.




  The evening got off to a good start. Dan looked great; he clearly had time to work out in Rome, and when he talked about a town called Medjugorje—a place steeped in mystery and sacred drama—he seemed himself. He called the town of Medjugorje “the spiritual lung of the world and a miraculous place of peace.” He said that God is speaking to the world through the Virgin Mary from Medjugorje and that Medjugorje is proof that God exists. But after a while the topic turned gloomy and unsettling. He said that although Medjugorje offers special graces, it also has a dark side. Stitched into the fabric of its divine messages are secrets—ten secrets in fact—and warnings of upheaval, even punishments against mankind. Dan said Russia, of all places, was the linchpin—the regulator—he called it, of some timetable. He said in 1981 the Virgin Mary made a shocking prediction about Communist Russia’s future. He said a religious revival in Russia would be a sign.




  “End times,” heavenly warnings, secrets and chastisements, Dan never talked that way before, and then out of nowhere, he had to know where the last American Indian was killed by the U.S. Government—the last Indian killed in action. Dan needed to know his name; he needed to find the location of the last battlefield. It was in some “canyon” he had said. It was as if somebody’s life depended on it.




  “The last Indian killed,” he asked in a clenched whisper, “where did he die?”




  Then, almost as if he was talking to himself, “It wasn’t at Wounded Knee, South Dakota. Many historians think Wounded Knee marks the final battle in the American Indian wars, but it wasn’t.”




  She told him she didn’t know for sure, it wasn’t her area of expertise. Finally, she texted a colleague, but that wasn’t good enough for him.




  “You’re an American history professor, for Pete’s sake.”




  It was the twilight zone at Landini Brothers. Dan seemed distant, detached, except when he talked about the Virgin Mary. But she wanted the conversation to be more about them—not his work. She had hoped to feel closer to Dan. She wanted to talk about family, his life away from work, old times—normal stuff. She wanted to laugh. She had looked forward to the evening, but dinner seemed rushed, and by the time the check arrived, the night seemed to have no point. As they stood up from the table to leave, he picked up Rene’s purse and slipped a book into her Coco Blanco shoulder bag—a book about the Virgin Mary. He urged her to read it right away.




  Almost home, she looked back up to the clouds—she missed her brother and the open waters—but what she missed most was feeling close to someone, something she had hoped for, before dinner, and now that was gone. Rene’s heart felt empty as she reached for the door.




  Chapter 5




  June 12, 1pm Boston, MA




  On the Campus of M.I.T.—The Professor’s Office




  A pretty graduate student stepped into Professor Bob Baronowski’s office and right away went searching for the thermostat.




  “How about a little A/C, Bob? It’s an inferno in here.”




  On a hot June day in Boston, MIT Statistics Professor Robert “Bob” Baronowski ignored the fact that it was eighty-two degrees inside his office. It was summer school after all. The former standout left tackle had suffered through August two-a-days for years and he couldn’t stand it when people complained about the heat just days after moaning about the long, cold spring.




  “Bring it on, Darcy, gimme ninety degrees for a month.”




  It was one o’clock in the afternoon, and two of Bob’s best students, Darcy—tall, skinny, pretty, Goth—and her friend Tim—a Pillsbury doughboy with perfect math boards and Nantucket Reds—dropped in to watch a low-budget film about an odd religious event that was taking place in an obscure village in Bosnia/Herzegovina. The village, with the difficult name, was Medjugorje. Tim and Darcy were told the video was part of some kind of math problem Bob was working on.




  Bob stood up and cranked opened a window then pointed at two chairs set behind his desk.




  “Have a seat, guys.”




  After opening the window, Bob moved across the room to get a cup of coffee. To Bob, coffee in the afternoon was like having a smoke—liquid Chesterfields. He was completely addicted.




  Teasing Darcy, who was flapping her arms like wings trying to cool off, Bob offered up his white Styrofoam cup.




  “What’ll it be, Darcy? Cream, sugar, or just black? It’s fresh, hour old, max.”




  Darcy rolled her eyes, and maneuvered her way around Bob’s desk, still flapping her arms with some kind of black lace streaming behind her.




  That’s it! Bob thought. Addams




  Family—Wednesday—all grown up.




  Bob looked at Tim and wondered if he saw a little Pugsley in the preppy doughboy.




  As Darcy and Tim took their seats behind Bob Baronowski’s desk, the professor took a sip of coffee and thought about the documentary that was taking over his life. Bob had lost count of how many times he had seen the video about the Virgin Mary; he now watched it almost every day, and with each viewing it seemed like the religious paradox was taking him somewhere farther down a path—a dim trail without markings. Bob kept walking down the path; when at some point he stopped looking back, he decided not to turn around. He was going to find his way out to the other side. There had to be an answer—science and religion were in a tug of war and for the first time in his life, like a fish on a hook, he felt a tug from the other end.




  Bob’s interest in religious supernatural phenomena began after his brother, Father Dan Baronowski, sent him a package of information from Rome about the strange events taking place in Medjugorje. The priest had asked his brother for a favor, to crunch some numbers. Dan thought it would help with a secret project that he was working on in Rome.




  In Rome, Father Dan worked as a Consultor for the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, the oldest of the nine congregations of the Roman Curia. Back in the day, before a public relations maneuver in 1904, Dan’s employer was better known as the “Holy Office of the Inquisition.” Today, the duty of the office is to safeguard the Catholic faith.




  Dan investigated reported cases of supernatural phenomena for the Catholic Church. He was a detective of sorts—miracles, beatifications were his specialty, but on rare occasions he investigated ghosts. Father Dan was the Vatican’s chief “Miracle Detective” in charge of investigating alleged appearances of the Blessed Virgin Mary—the appearances were better known as apparitions.




  Dan—the miracle detective—on this occasion, had asked Bob to help with the Vatican’s secret investigation into the astonishing claims that the Virgin Mary was appearing to six children at Medjugorje.




  “Can you calculate the probability,” Bob’s brother had asked, “the probability that six children from Medjugorje—unsophisticated—a hodgepodge of normalcy, unrelated to each other, could sustain a hoax for thirty years, a narrative lie with no end in sight; a fraud so audacious and sublime that the conspiracy would, over time, grow into the most sensational religious event since Jesus Christ walked on earth?”




  “The pope is involved,” he said, “and the Vatican, behind closed doors, is splitting in two, because six children say they see a ghost; they say they see and talk to the Virgin Mary.” Dan added, “The spiritual phenomena of Medjugorje is based on the belief that Mary, the Mother of Jesus Christ, is quite literally revealing herself to the world and proclaiming the existence of God in a way that is unique in the history of the world. The Virgin Mary says now is a special moment in history, and we are now in ‘A Time of Grace’ granted to mankind from God.”




  Most amazing to Bob was that fifty million people, perhaps many more, take the children’s words as Gospel.




  It was all nonsense to Bob at first.




  But Dan had done his homework. The package Bob got from Rome included extensive interviews with the six children, Communist Party police reports, documented threats against the visionaries of incarceration to mental institutions, scientific examinations, and private letters from Pope John Paul II to his friends. The package from Rome about Medjugorje even had a letter from Mother Teresa supporting the claims of the apparitions. At first, Bob didn’t touch any of Dan’s data dump—including the DVD; it all just sat in a yellow envelope in his desk drawer collecting dust.




  Then Dan called from Rome on Thanksgiving Day: “Bob, I really need your analysis. You have to give me something.”




  A month later, two hours before picking up Dan at Logan Airport for the Christmas holidays, Bob shoved the DVD into his laptop and watched one of the Medjugorje visionaries, an attractive woman with stylish blond hair, stare into space, and move her lips—talking to no one, just smiling, and chatting away. Maybe she was talking to Jimmy Stewart’s imaginary pink bunny—who knows—but then he saw the woman’s tears roll down her face and it changed everything. The tears were followed by a haunting sorrow. Then came an aching, wrenching sadness—a sadness that seemed immeasurable; it was unlike anything he had ever seen before. He hit replay and watched it again—then again. The woman’s face—mournful, penetrating, and authentic—grabbed him like an ocean’s riptide. He reached into his desk drawer and took out Dan’s notes—five other young adults were experiencing the same thing—the sadness.




  Twenty minutes late to the airport, he asked Dan as soon as he stepped into the car, “What the hell is going on with that woman in the video, and what is she looking at in the empty space that makes her seem so abandoned and sad?”




  Dan had heard the question so many times before. As was often the case, Dan was never sure how to explain Medjugorje. From the first days it had been that way. He never felt he had the right words; there were really no “right” words to describe what was taking place at Medjugorje. So Dan simply decided to start with Bob’s specific question; he decided to first talk about the tears—the sadness.




  Dan stared out of the passenger side car window as he spoke.




  “She sees the end.”




  Bob turned off the radio and powered up the small crack of the car window and looked over at his brother.




  “What’s that?”




  Dan took his eyes away from the highway guardrails and the dirty snow rushing by and slowly turned his head toward his brother.




  “She sees the end, Bob; she sees the end of the world.”




  Bob looked away from his brother and stared straight ahead—eyes back on the road.




  Rather than unload his entire sack of MIT, PhD, king-of-the-world, God-is-dead weaponry, Bob held his fire. He thought of the young lady’s tears—the sadness in the visionary’s eyes. He thought of Dan’s data dump—he had no answers. Bob loved to kid Dan about his career; the truth is he trusted Dan. Dan was also smart—UVA, Harvard Law. With Dan, Bob had learned to ask questions first then shoot.




  “Come on, Dan, for real, the end of the world?” “I don’t know, Bob. It’s part of it. I guess it’s part of the whole thing.”




  Later that night, on Christmas Eve, they talked until two in the morning and by sunrise, the six strangers, the so-called “seers” in Dan’s video from a small village called Medjugorje, a village previously known only for tobacco, brambles, and violent thunderstorms, had become Professor Bob Baronowski’s obsession.




  At first, Bob thought solving Dan’s religious mystery would be as complex as finding a toy in a box of Cracker Jacks, but the more he dug, the more he was beginning to believe his brother’s fantastic assertions that the phenomena at Medjugorje may be the most extraordinary events of modern times. Dan said Medjugorje could change the world. He said it was already changing the Catholic Church in unknown ways—perhaps dangerous ways. A schism was starting. According to Dan, Medjugorje was a ticking time bomb inside the Vatican.




  “Hey, professor!” Darcy spoke up. “Are you going to join us, or are you planning on staring at your navel for the rest of the afternoon?”




  Bob topped off his coffee and quickly sat down at his desk. With the foam cup in his teeth, he slipped the DVD into his laptop.




  But before hitting play, Bob’s thoughts once more returned to his brother. He saw his brother in the car. He saw his brother’s head again turn toward him. He thought about what he had said.




  “She sees the end, Bob; she sees the end of the world.”




  Chapter 6




  June 12, 7:54pm—Alexandria, VA Rene’s Home




  As Rene opened the door to her small row house, located on a quiet, cobblestone street and tucked in among grand townhomes, Luke, her yellow lab, greeted her like a long-lost war veteran. Her home was furnished with family antiques—Persian rugs, porcelain lamps, and a sofa covered with yellow fabric decorated with polite monkeys wearing tailored red culottes. Almost all the items came from the house she grew up in. After Rene’s mother died, her father came by regularly delivering furniture and looking for companionship.




  His visits made her happy most of the time, but on occasions, she would go to bed in tears after he left. The family photo albums were how the trouble would start. Pictures of her mother gently holding her hand, or photos of her mom just looking happy and messy in a kitchen full of life, were at times devastating. She asked her father not to come by with the photo albums; she would sit with them when she was ready.




  Rene tossed her keys on the kitchen table and looked at the clutter. The coffee mug sat on The Washington Post, and a stained spoon rested on baseball box scores. She picked up the newspaper; a headline beneath the front page fold mildly caught her attention—”Russian freighter missing in Strait of Hormuz.” She dropped the paper back onto the table; she would read it later. She looked around the kitchen. The place was a mess; she hadn’t picked up a thing since last night. She was doing that more often she thought, not picking up; it was easy when you were thirty-eight years old and lived alone.




  Rene Estabrook’s home was not the only victim of her untidy ways; her office at Georgetown University, where she taught American history, was a cluttered mess as well. Rene was a popular professor at Georgetown University. Her class was a favorite, but for some the reasons went far beyond her thoughtful lectures. The young Romeos queued up early to register. Her dress, elegant simplicity, blue sweaters over a white collarless blouse and jeans. Her mouth was full and wide—a mouth one noticed in a line of dancers. In college Rene was tagged with the nickname “Espy” for her intramural heroics. Tall, slender and athletic, Rene still smiled when she daydreamed about flag football—such silliness—running down a field with little white flags bouncing off blue denim jeans. “Come and get it, boys,” she would say to herself, as she raced toward the end zone.




  The name was fine; her brother even started calling her Espy. It sure beat Ester—her nickname during the reign of terror known as middle school, a time when she towered over mean, skinny boys who despised her for her oversized glasses and her undersized bra.




  Rene lived quietly and alone, and it had been that way since graduating college. She was in love once, but now that was long ago. She even experienced the thrill of being engaged, but that fairy tale lasted for eight months before the cart spilled, leaving behind, at the scene, the words “I do.” Her mother had seen to all the details of the wedding. Her wedding day had been set, invitations mailed, and reservations for the rehearsal dinner and wedding reception made. The boy she loved was named Dan. The love of her life broke up with her the night before her wedding day, one hour before the rehearsal dinner, to become a priest. Dan loved her with all he had inside of him, but something else kept calling, chasing him, and on the night of the rehearsal dinner he stopped running. That night, Rene’s heart was shattered; her heart was lost in an ocean full of emptiness. Some pieces were still missing—pieces of her heart were flotsam, drifting alone, under endless gray skies.




  Of course they had talked about Dan’s interest in becoming a priest; she wasn’t totally blindsided, but in the end it still split her in two.




  Rene made her way upstairs to get ready for bed. Undressing in her small walk-in closet, she felt weary from the long day, most of it spent at the Smithsonian, working on a Civil War exhibit. She had started the day at five in the morning and it was now eight o’clock in the evening.




  Taking her blouse off, Rene looked into the full-length mirror and stared vacantly, thinking of the night, thinking of Dan. As she reached for the fourth button, she stopped. Her gaze caught the souls of her eyes, and in the soft dim light something startled her. She saw herself standing alone in the mirror, not by herself, but alone. The figure in the mirror seemed unmistakably lonely.




  Good Lord, she thought, I really don’t need that tonight.




  But there was no other word to describe the mirror’s message. Loneliness seemed to be seeping into the edges of her eyes. Her stomach sank briefly, but it wasn’t her nature to brood. At times she had considered its pursuit—brooding; she had seen the condition work wonders for some of her friends, but she never seemed to have the time to commit fully to its calling.




  To meet the truth, she stepped toward the mirror.




  Am I really lonely? The words resonated with a heaviness that surprised her. Could she really be that person? Loneliness was a sad feature she sometimes recognized in others; she would spot them most often at the grocery store, holding fruit usually, like mateless silverbacks you see in a zoo. But she never dreamed that she would succumb to its affliction. Lonely? Probably. Why not? She got what was coming to her; she got what she deserved. Hell, all she did was work these days. All she ever did was work. What was she to expect—the only man she ever loved was a priest.




  “Good grief!” she said out loud. She wondered how she had pulled into that port in the middle of the night without running aground. She had not seen it coming. She had missed the rocks, she figured; she wasn’t unhappy, but she had to accept the fact that she had lost her way and run into muddy waters in a lonely creek. But rather than mope, she decided to take a trip, maybe a long trip, put the work down—get a life—like Dan had recommended time and again. Take some chances.




  She walked out of the closet and from her bedroom window a faint flash of lightning, strobe-like, came into her room. She looked at her watch and thought about her brother’s boat race. She figured the boats were probably near the LNG plant north of Cove Point.




  Rene looked down at her phone for a moment then picked it up and called Monique, her best friend. No answer. She was about to hang up but instead she spoke to the answering machine: “Monique, I need to get out of here; take a plane ride—anywhere. Sooner the better, I am done with classes ’til fall. Call me, bye.”




  If she were to take a trip, she wanted her best friend with her. Dan had introduced Monique to Rene a number of years ago when she arrived in DC from Rwanda to go to law school. Monique was a walking, talking travel guide. “Anytime, anywhere!” was Monique’s promise to Rene.




  They would talk in the morning. Monique would start planning adventures before breakfast, but first, as it always seemed, Rene would start a new book. Tonight it was the book Dan had slipped into her purse at the restaurant, the book about the mysterious events taking place in Medjugorje. With Luke at the foot of her bed waiting for her to get in, Rene pulled the book out of her purse, which was sitting on top of her bureau, and opened the book to a random page.




  “From 1985 to today, I received the apparition from the Blessed Virgin Mary once, every year, on June 25. But at that last daily apparition I was given the greatest gift, not just for myself, but for the entire world. And because every single human being is asking is there a life after this life on earth, I am standing before you here today. I am standing before the entire world and I can easily answer that question. Yes, there is a life after this life, because by God and Our Lady I was given this great grace, that I was able to see my late mother during that apparition time and my mom told me: ‘My dear child, I’m proud of you.’




  “For twenty-eight years, Our Lady has been telling us which road we need to take in our life. She is showing us the way and we have to decide which road we are going to take in our life.” Visionary Ivanka




  Rene closed the book and looked at the cover. Medjugorje—Proof of Heaven. She thought about Dan’s words, “The phenomena of Medjugorje may be the most extraordinary event of modern times.”




  She opened the book up again to another random page.




  “You go to Heaven in full conscience: that which you have now. At the moment of death, you are conscious of the separation of the body and soul. It is false to teach people that you are reborn many times and that you pass to different bodies. One is born only once. The body, drawn from the earth, decomposes after death. It never comes back to life again. Man receives a transfigured body.” Visionary Vicka




  She gently closed the book, and then her eyes, and thought about her mother. The passages, strangely, made her think about where her mother might be right now—physically—if she could actually be in a place. She had never really thought about her mother in that way—that she could be somewhere. Rene had not thought of Heaven since she was a child—or maybe, for a moment, at her mother’s funeral. Her eyes welled up and a few tears made their way down her cheeks. It had been a while since she cried over her mother. God, she missed her. She shook her head a couple of times.




  Not tonight, she thought. Not tonight.




  Rene closed the book and softly rubbed the cover. She decided she was going to be patient with the book about Medjugorje.




  As she turned and looked at Luke, who was staring her down waiting for her to get in bed, Rene heard a loud smack then a pounding on the front door.




  Chapter 7




  June 12, 9:30pm Annapolis, MD




  “D” Dock—Annapolis Yacht Club




  After the rain, the wind came around from the north and the steady June breeze worked its way along the waterfront. Light clangs ringing off boat masts mixed peacefully with sounds of small boats puttering under the Spa Creek Bridge; now and then gulls and terns argued over dinner. Tucker Finn never tired of the maritime musical arrangements. His boat Pilar, a custom, ninety-two-foot ketch, docked at the Annapolis Yacht Club, had been Tucker’s home for the better part of a year. Pilar had eased into her slip early in the morning after leaving Bermuda four days before.




  It was nine thirty in the evening when Tucker Finn hit send on his smartphone, launching an e-mail to his old friend, Manny Menendez:




  “Almost done. Made landfall U.S. this morning, Mexico in a month—see ya.”




  Tucker reached into a cooler, opened a beer, put his feet up on the wheel, and thought about the beautiful stormy sail up the Chesapeake Bay the previous night. After a few minutes of blissful contemplation, the handsome, deeply tanned, and slightly graying forty-two-year-old Tucker Finn got up and shouted down the companionway.




  “Hey, Sanjay, I think I am in love with this damn boat. Last night was crazy. Blew like hell! Close reach in twenty-five knots, gusts to forty, surrounded by lightning and you and I are trimming two thousand square feet of A-Sym like it’s the Volvo Cup. We have Bono and Pavarotti cranked up singing “Miserere;” we draw twelve feet, we’re in fourteen feet of water off of Sharps Island Light, and we are screaming up the Chesapeake Bay at sixteen knots.”




  Tucker waited a moment for a response, and hollered again into the boat’s luxurious interior.




  “Yo, Sanjay, are you down there?”




  Tucker’s ninety-two-foot boat, his home for almost two years, was a custom-made, two-masted, sailboat and she was magnificent. The boat’s name was Pilar; a name inspired by the great Ernest Hemingway. Tucker Finn thought Hemingway was one cool cat. The ending was pretty messy—for sure—but the big guy lived a hell of a large life. Sadly, as Tucker now saw it, Hemingway’s trailblazing invention of the modern male had been strip mined and dumbed down by American men, who had replaced real adventure with the innocuous art of completing something called a bucket list—jumping out of airplanes, or ball camps with ex-pros. Perhaps that’s why Hemingway left early—he didn’t want to stick around to watch men spend their evenings counting friends on Facebook.




  Tucker was convinced a perfect correlation existed between the number of collected Facebook friends and utter banality. The larger the group, the more the group resembled a pond of farmed catfish. Tucker Finn finally weaned Sanjay off the Facebook Kool-Aid somewhere in the middle of the Indian Ocean.




  Tucker took to the name Pilar, after he discovered that Hemingway chose the name for his beloved fishing boat in Cuba, in part to honor the Virgin Mary.




  Hemingway, after collecting his Nobel Prize for Literature in 1954, made a bee-line straight to the “Patroness of Cuba” to a shrine called Caridad del Cobre—the shrine commemorated a small set of sublime miracles of the Madonna. Hemingway offered his Nobel medallion to the Virgin Mary as a gift, and laid it at her feet to keep a secret promise.




  Santiago, Hemingway’s hero of The Old Man and the Sea, had made a similar promise to the Blessed Mother, “if he should catch this fish.”




  The Virgin from Cuba was not Hemingway’s first encounter with the Mother of Christ. Years earlier, Hemingway had gone to bullfights in Zaragoza, Spain, and there he encountered another shrine of the Virgin Mary—the shrine of “Our Lady of Pilar”—the first recorded apparition of the Virgin Mary, which would inspire his boat’s name.




  Today, Hemingway’s famous boat, Pilar, is a popular tourist attraction in Cuba.




  Tucker poked his head further down into the companionway looking for Sanjay.




  “Hey, Sanjay, are you down there? I thought you were coming up.”




  Sanjay clicked the TV remote off, stood up, and turned toward the companionway.




  “Huh? What did you say, my man?” Tucker rolled his eyes at Sanjay.




  “I said, will you be my best man if I marry this damn boat, you pinwheel.”




  Sanjay made his way up to the cockpit smiling. Come on, Tucker. I heard you dude.”




  Sanjay, standing by the wheel, looked around for the beer cooler and continued to talk.
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