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For Gerry Clow and Liz Clow
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In May 2011 all the characters in this book except for one—the Jungian analyst Lorenzo Gianinni—appeared in my office, gave me their names, ages, and professions, and described what fascinates them. I was very intrigued by these appearances and described them to my partner Gerry, who was excited and enthusiastic and wanted to hear about their lives. I wrote this novel to tell their stories. Because of his enthusiasm and support, you have this book in your hands.

When I told my daughter, Liz, about this novel vigorously springing to life, she wanted to illustrate it. Because she poured her heart, soul, and artistic talent into this book, you have this beautiful artwork in your hands.



REVELATIONS
OF THE
RUBY CRYSTAL
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“Barbara Hand Clow has chosen a romance-style genre of fiction to take the reader deep into the hidden history, and profoundly disturbing practices, of the religious power center of the planet—the Vatican. With Clow’s usual impeccable level of research and profound personal insights, Revelations of the Ruby Crystal reminds us that we have entered a time of awakening from a deep trance induced by the church and other power structures around us.”

REGINA MEREDITH, HOST OF OPEN MINDS ON GAIA

“This book draws you in from the very first page with believable characters, stimulating interactions, and compelling subject matter. Truly a superb novel for everyone interested in the origins of civilization and the mysteries of the universe, and this is just the beginning! Make way for a powerful new literary saga in your life!”

ANDREW COLLINS, AUTHOR OF THE FIRST FEMALE 
PHARAOH

“Barbara has done it again. She has given readers a great gift with this book. Revelations of the Ruby Crystal reveals her mastery of the written word. This book is a doorway into another place filled with great truths, relevant knowledge, and modern-day mysticism. The synchronistic magic she weaves within her character’s adventures, and the love story that evolves between them, is an example of the full bloom of human potential.”

HILLARY RAIMO, FOUNDER OF LOVE . . . BREATHE . . .
FOR EARTH

“Played out in the story of uncovering the abusive power of male sexuality at the heart of the Vatican, this romance offers an introduction to what is a significant religious movement by providing insight into the character and attraction of the Gnosticism of New Age belief and practices. A page-turning novel of love and desire, abuse and corruption, and the cosmic quest for redemption, this is the best of introductions to the appeal of astrology and New Age spirituality over and against common perceptions of Christian faith and the Church.”

TIMOTHY F. SEDGWICK, PH.D., CLINTON S. QUIN PROFESSOR OF CHRISTIAN ETHICS AT VIRGINIA THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY, ALEXANDRIA, VA

“Barbara Hand Clow’s Revelations of the Ruby Crystal opened my eyes even further to the world-creating artistry—the ‘fictive power’—of the imagination to shape our world and influence our souls. The story that she weaves is a perfect example of how storytelling is the shamanic art par excellence that helps us to de-literalize our own reading of the world and remember who we are.”

PAUL LEVY, AUTHOR OF WETIKO AND UNDREAMING WETIKO

“A well-researched narrative with intriguing insights seamlessly blended into beautiful evocations of the Italy of our dreams.”

CAROL M. CRAM, AUTHOR OF THE TOWERS OF TUSCANY

“Esoteric Christianity, buried secrets, psychic powers, karma, and kundalini entwine in this lush, vivid erotic romance set fittingly in eternally romantic Rome.”

PEGGY PAYNE, AUTHOR OF COBALT BLUE AND OTHER NOVELS OF SEX AND SPIRITUALITY

“As a software trainer and developer and a published author of two books on word processing, I often encounter many technology users who are longing for a vision of what might be possible as a ‘next step’ in our evolution. Revelations of the Ruby Crystal is a divinely inspired web of transcendent energy that has a magnetic appeal. This book is a visually rich, sensual, non-social-media-driven trans-Atlantic adventure using revelatory information about the historical past that moves us through a complex romance quite unlike any that has ever been written. A must read!”

MARIANNE CARROLL, BUSINESS PRODUCTIVITY CONSULTANT

“Revelations of the Ruby Crystal is a gift for anyone interested in unmasking a time line of deep secrets and hushed discoveries about the life of Jesus; the ossuary of Peter found in Jerusalem; the earliest years of Christianity; Marcion, a so-called heretic; and Christianity’s critical ‘wrong turn’ and its eventual takeover, distortion, and corruption by the Roman patriarchy. The intense dramas are played out against the backdrop of a powerful paradigm shift jolting world events into chaos, the Vatican into a meltdown, and a time of transformation into the ethers, finally welcomed in Rome by the surprising and sudden election of Pope Francis, the ‘revolutionary.’ It is an intense, exciting read.”'

JEAN RICHARD, POLARITY THERAPIST FOR RITUAL ABUSE



 

 

 

Hearing is the sense of Faith and seeing is the sense of Glory, because Glory is the vision of God. Seeing is the sense of light, of space, of plasticity; vision is the immensity of space; it sees what there is and what there is not.

ANTONI GAUDÍ
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Rome

On a soft and aromatic April morning in the city of layered secrets, Sarah strolled down a small street south of the Piazza del Popolo. Strange movements to her left caught her eye; in a deep square pit below the street level something odd was going on. She stopped and looked down into the pit, where white marble columns rose mysteriously amid scattered stone blocks.

Surely it wasn’t a new building site in the midst of ancient ruins? She noticed a bronze historical plaque to her right and scanned it eagerly. It read: “Ancient foundations of an important early Roman villa with significant mosaic floors circa 150 to 50 BC. Protected by the Roman Antiquarian Society. See the Antiquities Director, Dr. Alessandro Cinelli, for tours available on Tuesdays.” She was relieved to see it was a protected site. But what was that movement she had noticed when first walking by? Peering more closely into the layers of fallen stones, she discerned moving colors—gold, black, gray, and stripes. Cats, a dozen sleek flashing cats! How odd.

An ancient bell rang to call people to Mass in the church down the street, but Sarah barely registered the sound. She was mesmerized by the strange acrobatic cats and their flow of moving color. They jumped up on the rocks to fly from ledge to ledge, and then froze, ready to pounce. In the center of all this movement, a sleek, muscular black cat gripped a brown rat in his jaws, biting deeper and deeper into its neck. Without ever looking directly at this central cat, the other cats were fixated on the prey clenched in his jaws. Switching their long snakelike tails, they shared the murder.

I suppose they want him to play with the rat, to kill it slowly, Sarah thought. She was right. The black cat bit into the back of the rat’s neck 
just long enough to stun it, and then he slowly passed it back and forth between 
his long-clawed front paws. He was grinning. The other cats—a golden tabby, a 
gray-striped Abyssinian, a steely gray Persian, a dirty and mean-looking white 
cat, and a scrubby orange cat—circled in closer to watch the show. Sarah 
recoiled. They’re like leering Romans watching the lions torture Christians in the Colosseum.

Completely engrossed in the sacrificial ritual on the ancient hearth, Sarah suddenly felt a man’s presence on her right. She tightened her grip on her leather shoulder bag, preparing to move quickly down the street.

Simon Appel had been about to cross the narrow street to revisit the historical villa site for some last-minute details for his latest article when the young woman caught his gaze. Her lithe body was outlined invitingly in a black wool miniskirt. Knee-high light brown suede boots over black tights showcased her athletic legs. Her upper body was shrouded in an ivory tunic, but still he could see she had broad shoulders. Long, wavy dark brown hair with red highlights—his favorite—streamed down her back.
	She must be Celtic. He crossed the street silently and came to stand next to her, scanning the plaque he had come to read. He sensed her tension at his sudden appearance, and before she could move away, addressed her, “Excuse me, madam, do you speak English? May I tell you some things about this site?”

His words, spoken in smooth and well-educated English, stopped Sarah. It had been a long time since anyone had addressed her in English. He sounded American, like her. And since it was daytime and there were a few people walking quickly by on the way to Mass, she let her body relax. She didn’t look at him, although his presence felt commanding.

“You’re guarded, as you always should be in Rome,” he said. “But I couldn’t help but notice you seem to share my interest in this site. It goes right back to one of the most fascinating periods in early Roman history when there was a lively Greek pagan culture in this region. Archaeologists believe this may be the House of Cumae.” Sensing by the tilt of her head that he’d captured her attention, he continued. “The mosaics are especially interesting. They have many unusual esoteric symbols that have not been officially identified.”

She turned to look at him and saw a vibrant young face. He looked intelligent with sunken cheeks, a strong jaw, and a slightly hooked well-formed nose. Large, clear deep brown eyes flashing with sapphire lights dominated his face as he smiled.

As she took all this in, her intense green eyes captivated him, watery as if she were in another world, maybe in the bizarre cat drama going on down below? Caught slightly off guard, she flushed a delicate light rose tint. All this passed in seconds, but it was recorded in the consciousness of both. This fated meeting on an ancient street on a crisp April morning in Rome was full of meaning.

“I’m Sarah,” she said. “Sarah Adamson.”

“Sarah,” he repeated. “Sarah, what brings you to Rome?”

“I’m a student, from the University of Birmingham. The one in England, not the one in Alabama. Are you a student, too?”

“I’m a freelance journalist,” he said. “My name is Simon Appel. I’m working on a story about this villa for a local paper and also some stories about the Vatican for the 
	New York Times.”

He paused, holding her gaze. “You know, I’ve been up since 5 a.m., and I’m starving. Will you join me at my favorite trattoria? I’d love to chat with someone in English.”

That was something Sarah normally would never do. But she’d been in Rome for more than three months doing research in the libraries and touring ancient sites. She was lonely. She was also very tired of struggling to communicate in her limited Italian. “I’d love to join you. It would be nice to talk in English.” They walked away after she took one last glance at the battle going on down below. The cats were taking turns pummeling the hapless rat, a scene that reminded her of the Christian mobs stoning Stephen while Saul stood by and watched.

At the trattoria Simon hung up his green corduroy jacket on a hook as Sarah pulled her sweater over her head and shook out her hair. She felt him look her over, his gaze seeming to linger on her breasts, which she knew were large for her tall, slender frame; she hunched her shoulders reflexively. She was relieved to be wearing a high-necked, long-sleeved white cotton blouse, typical attire for the Vatican Library. They sat down at a small wooden table covered with a red-checked vinyl tablecloth.
	How did I get myself into this? she wondered as she slid onto a wooden bench. 
	I usually know better. Red table wine arrived immediately, and she realized he must be a regular at the trattoria.

“Are you a grad student or undergrad?” he asked. “And why are you studying here in Rome?”

Relieved to think about something other than his eyes on her body, she replied, “I’m getting my Ph.D. in patristics, the study of the early Church Fathers of the years 150 to 400. Many of my sources are here in Roman libraries, especially in the Vatican Library. I finished one year in England, and I have to go back periodically while I write my thesis. I hope to write about Marcion of Pontus, the first heretic refuted by the Church Fathers.” She smiled ruefully. “Sounds dull, doesn’t it?”

“Not at all,” he replied. “I’ve long been fascinated by Marcion.”

Sarah’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’ve heard of Marcion? Forgive me, but even here in Rome, most people have never heard of him. Have you researched him for your work?”

“In a way. As you may have guessed from the name Appel, I’m Jewish. When I was an undergrad at Williams College, I discovered Marcion because I was trying to understand the source of anti Semitism. The blue-blood New England judgment at Williams was excruciating; so different from where I grew up, Brooklyn Heights, New York. I just wasn’t prepared for it. My parents thought I might be unhappy at Williams, but I had a full scholarship and was thrilled to have my college education paid for.” He shook his head. “Soon I realized I’d gotten the scholarship as a token Jew on campus. Anyway, while seeking the source of anti-Semitism, I ran right into Marcion, since theologians say he was the first anti-Semite. What really grabbed my attention was that as one of the first bishops, he didn’t want the early Church to attach the Old Testament to the newly forming Christian literature. But as you know they did it anyway; then he was mostly lost to history.”

Sarah couldn’t keep the smile from her face. Simon was the first person she’d ever met outside of moldy academics that knew anything about Marcion. 
	But he is a Jew and I’m a Catholic, she reminded herself as her body heated up with the thrill of finding somebody to talk with about her most passionate interest. She had been raised to be deeply suspicious of Jews. If her father, a strict Boston Catholic, knew what she was doing right now, he’d be furious. She had better just enjoy lunch and get out of there fast.

“Well, I’m amazed that you’ve heard about Marcion,” she said. “I came across him because I was interested in the formation of the New Testament canon. It wasn’t until I read about Marcion that I thought about how demeaning it was for the early Christians to call Hebrew scripture ‘Old’ just because their scripture was newer.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Simon replied heatedly. “I’ve always thought Marcion had it right: The Jews should have retained their own wisdom literature and practices, and the new Christians should have written whatever they wanted about their Christ, or Jesus. Christianity should have been a totally new religion. So my ancestors probably agreed with Marcion on some level. Their scriptures were their sacred culture, their heritage. Maybe they felt Christians were
	stealing their scripture to legitimize their new religion. If Jesus was the Christians’ teacher, a divine visitation from God, then why would they need anything more?”

Simon spoke from a burning inner pain ignited by his sneering, cold, rich college classmates who treated him like a pariah. Even now, more than fifteen years later, the disdain and rejection burned inside him as a core wound. His education at Williams and later Harvard had, however, given him the ability to write and speak incisively about Judeo-Christian issues in a way that never insulted non-Jews. He was still deeply intrigued by the anti-Semitism lurking under the surface of Christian culture.

Sarah sympathized greatly with Simon’s experience of anti-Semitism. Her studies had brought her face-to-face with the pain Jews suffered over the centuries from Christian judgment. Listening to Simon talk while watching his passionate facial expressions, she could feel his body. Somehow she actually felt the sensation of his thigh muscles tightening as he recalled those days in college. 
	I wonder if he’s married? Feeling heat in her pelvis, a new sensation, her mind wandered. Her cheeks and chest warmed as she watched deep blue lights flashing in his dark eyes. 
	I like watching his fine hands and taut arms while he talks. I wonder if it’s the red wine? Thankfully, a marvelous plate of antipasto served with crisp garlic crackers arrived. They dove into the vegetables soaked in rich Italian olive oil.

Admiring her piece of toast slathered with capers, mushrooms, garlic, and shaved Romano cheese, she replied, “Well, I’m Catholic, from an old Irish family in Boston. Until I encountered Marcion’s point of view, it never would have occurred to me that the early Christians 
	stole the Hebrew Bible from the Jews. But after studying the sources, I can see Marcion was really afraid the newly emerging religion would lose sight of the authentic Jesus if it was too attached to Judaism. I often wonder how our Christian beliefs would have evolved if they hadn’t attached the Hebrew Bible to the Christian canon.

“When I was twelve years old, I was given a Bible. Being a typical Catholic girl, I’d never read the Bible, but I dove into it right away thinking it was strange that the Old Testament was a thousand pages long, yet the New Testament tacked on at the end had only around two hundred pages! I wondered if a mistake had been made and they’d given me a Jewish Bible! I forgot this until just now.”

Hearing Sarah describe her strong religious background, Simon found himself wondering if she’d ever had sex. He could tell she was trying to control strong energetic responses to him. 
	She’s eating a lot to calm her body, and she seems to get cerebral when she’s having erotic feelings. She must be very inexperienced. Tasting his wine thoughtfully, he put it all together in his mind. 
	Maybe she’s younger than I thought, maybe only twenty-one or twenty-two? He blurted out, “Sarah, how old are you?” He was embarrassed at the way the question had just slipped out, but Sarah responded without skipping a beat.

“Oh, I’m twenty-five, but with the studies I’ve chosen, sometimes I feel like I’m ninety. I just can’t get rid of my obsession with the possibility that early Christianity took a wrong turn. I am so delighted to find somebody else who is interested in what people actually believed during this crucial religious turning point. In my studies, ninety-nine percent of what I have to focus on is scholarly arguments by writers who don’t think about what they actually believe. Well, I think Marcion may have been on the right track in his day! Yet when you get into early Church dogma, the first thing you notice is the big Marcion cover-up directed by the early Church Fathers. There were and are a lot of powerful people—Jews and Christians—who didn’t want anybody to hear anything about Marcion of Pontus. I don’t know what they were afraid of. By the way, Simon, did you know in Marcion’s era there was a significant teacher named Appelles who agreed with Marcion?”

He smiled at her obvious excitement. “Really? I imagine you and I could stay here all afternoon, but unfortunately I have to get back to the office. Can we have dinner sometime soon and get more deeply into Marcion?” As soon as the words popped out, he realized how much he was hoping she’d agree.

Sarah hesitated only a moment. “Okay, but on the condition that we share the expense. ‘Go Dutch,’ as they say in the States.”

“Of course,” he responded, and they exchanged e-mails and phone numbers.
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Reviving the Sibyl

Simon’s article about the early Roman villa appeared in the weekend edition of 
	Corriere della Sera, and Sarah read it with great interest. In spite of her difficulty reading in Italian, his painterly skill with words brought the beauty of the site right back. He hadn’t called her yet and she wondered if he would; it had been four days. 
	Was he as interested in our conversation as I was, or was he just being polite? But Sunday afternoon he called and asked if she’d like to join him the following Tuesday for a private tour of the site and lunch at the little trattoria. She agreed, finding, to her surprise, that she could hardly wait.

Simon used a key to open the gate by the sidewalk and then led Sarah down the steep, narrow steps. The sun had already warmed the street above, yet the stairwell was moist and cool. Noticing the way she grabbed the handholds on the sidewall as she made her way down, he offered her his hand.

“You look great,” he said. She wore tight and faded jeans, a gray cotton top, and a blue jean jacket. Her reddish-brown hair waved back and forth across her back. It was full and wild as if she’d just washed it. When she took his hand for support on the rocky stones, he felt an intense hot rush that took him by surprise. 
	What the hell is this, Cupid’s arrow?

Sarah was about to take her hand back once she had her footing. But she fell sideways right into Simon when a flash of dirty gray fur scraped against a stone near her ankle. The cat flew past her knees and bolted. Simon held her up, reaching under her arms to stop her fall as she muttered, “Damned things, they are all over the place! Thanks.” She caught his scent, sweet like good essential oil, maybe frankincense.

Simon felt like using the hand that had moved up to her left shoulder to turn her and kiss her. But he could sense by the rigidity of her body that this would be a disaster. Meanwhile, at the base of her spine, Sarah felt the same heat she had felt while talking to him last week. To regain her bearings, she looked away and scanned the site.

They were more than twenty feet below street level. Although the ceiling was gone, allowing the late-day sun to dapple the stones, the air was musty and acrid from cat spray, black moss, and dry plants growing wild in patches of dirt. An inscription or a scratching on a stone caught Sarah’s interest. Relieved to be back in her mind, she moved closer, asking, “Is this one of the unusual symbols you mentioned last week?”

Simon followed her over to the stone. “Yes, this is a very interesting one. It’s on the back wall of what was once an inner courtyard where the archaeologists say there may have been a fire altar because they found charred stone bowls and a few figurines.”

Together they examined the symbol, which was the upper half of a woman’s body on top of a small triangle as if the triangle was her skirt. The woman’s arms were raised and holding sticks, possibly snakes. Simon and Sarah stared at the symbol, transfixed. Nearby, large bumblebees hummed lazily, dipping into blue cornflowers.

He continued, “I think this is a version of the Middle Eastern snake goddess, Tanit. But the archaeologists did not identify it. The main work on this site was done more than a hundred years ago, when such an idea would have been anathema since Tanit was pagan. So as usual, they say it’s an unknown religious symbol.”

“Can I touch it?” Encouraged by his favorable nod, she lightly ran her fingers over the defining lines to see if she could feel grooves.

Simon watched her long delicate fingers, and he felt that strange disorientation again—a few minutes zipping by in a second. Her amethyst bracelet slipped down over her wrist and caught a flash of light. He felt a strange swirling feeling in his mind, as if watching something he had already seen somewhere else.

He snapped himself back into place. “Come over here to see something that I think is related to it.”

He led her a few feet away along a partially ruined inner wall of the ancient courtyard and pointed out a deep niche in a part of the wall that hadn’t collapsed. The niche, which was eight inches deep and about a foot square, was cut into a stone block, a perfect little outdoor altar.

“This is where they found a standing figurine with a triangular skirt and a few grains of wheat, so they concluded it was a place to make offerings. Of course the rats ate all but a few fragments of the wheat. I will take you to the Museo Romano to see it someday if you want.”

“I’d love to do that, but luckily I read your article in last weekend’s paper, so I’ve already seen your photo of the figurine and read your comments about it. I have the same impression that it’s Tanit. You’re an excellent writer in Italian, as far as I can tell by my limited reading ability.”

Simon was genuinely touched and thanked her for the compliment. “So now that you already know some things about this house, what would you like to see next?”

“To tell you the truth, and I don’t know why, I just want to feel this place.” Sarah didn’t know how Simon would feel about such a thing—perhaps he’d think she was a weirdo—so she struggled to explain. “Normally I’d want to examine every significant thing there is, but since we have the place to ourselves, I’d just really like to, well, sit and feel it first.”

Simon knew what she meant about how special this place felt. After reading the archaeological reconstructions he’d collected for the article, he had come back to the site two weeks ago for what he thought would be his last visit. He sat on the hearthstone where the cats carried out the sacrificial ritual, closed his eyes, and entered into a meditative state, trying to visualize the house as it was in the beginning. A fuzzy white screen appeared in his mind that seemed to be suspended in front of his face. Then on the screen, the original house precipitated into form like a watercolor emerging on paper or a photo in the developing fluid. During this brief moment, he saw pastel blues, pinks, and beiges and a green garden. He heard metal clinking, dogs barking, children’s laughter, and saw a beautiful woman’s face. It was enchanting, quite unlike anything he had experienced before, a mystic dream. He’d erased it from his mind until this moment. Was she experiencing something similar?

“Maybe you should take a moment to be alone here while I wait for you?” He walked quietly over to a partially standing column and leaned against it.

Grateful that Simon didn’t seem to think her request at all out of the ordinary, Sarah sat down on the edge of the same hearth where Simon had sat two weeks before. She closed her eyes as soft breezes carried the sounds from above down into the pit. The sounds faded to be replaced by the low hum of bees sucking on nectar. She shivered when she heard a soft, lilting voice say, 
	Follow it; follow it where it will go. You know how to use the thread leading back to your heart.

When the voice was gone, she felt a chill in the back of her neck. She opened her eyes to see Simon still leaning against the crude stone pillar, and told him she was ready to go. After they emerged from the steps, he unlocked the gate as she said quietly, “Thank you for giving me that moment. It sounds silly, but I think I heard a woman’s voice that encouraged me to keep on going with my work. I can’t imagine whose voice it was; I’ve never had a message like that before. It was very real and it means something, so thank you for bringing me here.”

Simon nodded. “A few younger archaeologists think an ancient oracle lived in that house. They believe the family was called Cumae, but they can’t prove it. The famous oracular school of the Cumaean Sibyl was near Naples, so it’s possible that family had a house here since Romans often sought her wisdom. She was more famous in early Rome than the priestesses of the Delphic Oracle in Greece, but we don’t know very much about her everyday existence. So maybe you heard the Sibyl’s voice? To me, this place feels magical.” He smiled. “Let’s have lunch.”

They were back at Simon’s favorite table sipping red table wine. They ordered and nibbled on fresh bread dipped in olive oil and balsamic vinegar while they waited for their meals. They looked so comfortable together the diners around them thought they’d known each other for years. Normally Simon—a great seducer and lover of many women—would be putting his hand lightly and insistently on her outer thigh by now. Or he might have drawn his body up close to the table’s edge, taking her hands by the wrists, softly pressing her inner palms with his thumbs. But something was causing him to act very differently. 
	I wonder if I’m restrained because she’s frigid, afraid of men in some way. But, no, that isn’t it. It’s something else . . .

He searched her face, capturing her eyes for a fleeting moment. He saw Sarah take a deep breath as her gaze flickered uncertainly. As he struggled to hold her tentative gaze, he experienced another time distortion, the third one, as if a whole hour of the distant past was swept away in the wind. 
	Where is my mind going when this happens to me? The flashes of light from her eyes are hypnotic. She seemed to be waiting for him to say something, anything.

“Strange things seem to be happening to me, Sarah, since I’ve met you. I wonder if my edges are thinning?”

She still didn’t say anything, so he continued. “After I met you last week, I looked up that Appelles guy, conceivably my ancestor, who lived in Marcion’s time. Did you know Appelles believed in a psychic or channeler named Philumena?”

Simon was curious as to how Sarah would respond. He suspected her inquiries into Marcion were forcing her to get honest with herself about her religion. To his surprise, however, she didn’t take him up on his invitation to discuss her favorite topic, Marcion.

Instead, Sarah set down her bread and blurted, “Simon, you are having an effect on me, a huge effect. I’m not used to that. For the moment, please listen to me and do not interrupt. If my father had any idea we were having lunch together, he’d put out a Mafia hit on you! My father is a bigwig in Opus Dei. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it, but it’s a Catholic power group kind of like the Freemasons. I don’t really know what they are or what they do. To be honest with you, I think they’re kind of weird. But because of his involvement with them, I’m expected to be a power Catholic like him. That’s why he supports my expensive religious education, the reason I’m here with you this afternoon. Lucky for me, he’s never heard of Marcion. He thinks I’m just a studious Catholic girl who’s interested in the early Church Fathers, which I am. It never occurred to him or to me that my studies could change my beliefs.” She took a deep breath. “Now I’ve run into you, a Jewish guy who knows all about Marcion, and you have the perspective from the other side of the question. You are a person I can talk to, somebody who can help me get the wider view on issues that could change the course of my life. But my father would shoot you on the spot just because you’re Jewish and having lunch with me! Never mind the other stuff!”

“Whoa!” Simon tried to interject, but Sarah held up her hand.

“Please let me finish. I haven’t had much experience with men. I’ve been so busy with my studies, plus my father has drilled into me that I need to avoid men until I’m ready to marry.”

Simon thought Sarah was building a wall between the two of them, but he resisted interrupting her. Painful memories of Williams and Harvard welled up in his mind, including the day Martha Mills’s father ran him out the back door and across the lawn, screaming he’d kill Simon if he didn’t stop sleeping with his daughter. It had been a favorite anecdote of his Jewish friends at Harvard, but they had never realized he was still suffering inside through every retelling even as they screamed with laughter. 
	Are all Catholic girls like this?

Meanwhile, Sarah was still speaking earnestly. “So even a friendship with you goes against the way I’ve been brought up. Regardless, when you looked into my eyes the way you did a moment ago . . .” She hesitated and then raised her eyes to his. “You are special, Simon, but it can’t happen. The only way we can spend more time together is if this relationship never becomes more than it is right now. Otherwise, we could lose our chance at friendship. It seems like we have so many things to share, a bond that would be valuable to us both. I have to ask you to, to control yourself, to block your natural feelings.” She stopped, seemingly at a loss for any more words.

He watched her intently. Her facial muscles seemed to be in the grip of something, something that was making her puppet-like. Could she be bipolar? That didn’t seem to fit with what he had learned of her so far. He was taken aback by the earnestness of her little speech. What kind of father had laid down such strict rules? Could he have beaten her up or abused her? He felt a powerful urge to get up from the table and leave his lunch, but he was rooted to his chair. It’s time to vow to never pursue a non-Jewish girl again, especially a Catholic from Boston.

Instead what came out of his mouth in a kind, brotherly voice was, “Sarah, you are only twenty-five, and if you haven’t had any experience by now, your time 
	will come. It might not be with me, since your father would kill me, but it has to be somebody unless you become a nun or a celibate scholar. You are beautiful and desirable. You can’t let your father rule you to the point of never being able to have a lover!”

Sarah’s eyes grew wet and she blinked rapidly, but she maintained firm control.

Simon went on gently. “If I may ask, did your father tell you that you have to be a virgin when you marry?”

To Simon, such a thing was unbelievable. This whole conversation was making him feel like he’d been thrown a century back in time. 
	Maybe I’ve landed on another planet and found a lost species?

“Simon, he not only expects that, when I was a little girl, on Sundays he made me 
	promise I’d save myself for marriage. But look, my father is a good and well-intentioned man—strong, successful, and self-made, the lord in his own house. I think you’d like him, actually. However, he totally believes what the Church teaches and nobody ever crosses him, not even my mother.”

Again his peripheral glance was drawn to the tight muscle group that pulled in her mouth and reshaped her whole face for a moment. He’d seen expressions like this before with people who were mindcontrolled—Christian fundamentalists or people who had been brought up in cults. He shivered. 
	It’s time to run; run, Simon, now!

Her face soon returned to normal, however, and for the first time she intentionally touched him by reaching for his left hand and gently holding his wrist. Her touch sent a strong electrical shock through his arm up to his shoulder and up in his neck.

She said, “Can we share more of these ideas and explore Rome together? Can we just be friends for now? I don’t know if it could become something else; who knows that? Can we be friends?” She captured his gaze. “Maybe I was wrong to assume you are attracted to me. Perhaps that is my issue, not yours? I hope you can offer me some more time because I’m having feelings for you that I’ve never felt before. That’s why I’m asking you to help me. For now can we stick with the sheer joy of exploring ideas together? Can we be enlightened Stoic philosophers, friends in moderation in all ways?” She giggled.

Simon wondered if she knew she was flirting with him. He was thinking along very different lines. 
	I’m going to get someplace with this strange and evocative girl, regardless of her damned father. She just propositioned me with the wackiest set of rules I’ve ever heard, and we’re going to break every one of them in due time.

As she went on and on, a realization struck him as if an unseen god or an angel had just knocked him on his head: He was in love with this woman. He was already more in love with her than any woman he’d ever met. It had begun when he first laid eyes on her last week, and he felt it would never end. Instinctually his eyes slowly traveled along her right thigh, which she didn’t seem to notice because she was so excited about her grand proposal. 
	I can wait until she’s ready, but I don’t give a shit about her damned father, Opus Dei, or the pope. She doesn’t even know what kind of challenge she has just proposed to me. Eventually she will change her mind. No daddy is going to have his way because I have the patience of Job. It’s time for Daddy to get real about how things work when you have an enchanting and beautiful daughter.

“Okay,” he agreed. “You shall be the virgin Sibyl of Cumae, and I shall be Cicero or Appelles listening to Philumena. You shall attain wisdom while I learn how to attain a peaceful old age. If you succeed in repressing your sexuality around me too long, then perhaps you will have ecstatic visions of god and the angels like Hildegard of Bingen and Teresa of Ávila. If I repress mine, perhaps I will attain peace of mind. You may go crazy, but I will be sane. This will be fun. And if I recall, weren’t the members of Marcion’s community vegan celibates? Perhaps we both can empathize better with the Marcionites if we live by their rules?” He laughed. “One more thing. Don’t expect me not to have sex with other women anytime I want to.”

Sarah nodded, smiled sweetly, and returned to her lasagna and salad, leaving Simon staring at her fork as it cut into the oozing pasta.

What a crazy flirt she is! Does she realize how seductive she is in her innocence? We will be like the characters in a nineteenth-century Anthony Trollope novel; the marriage always occurs in the last chapter.

Luigi the cook was watching them from afar. Firing up another pan, he muttered with a smile on his lips, “Che bella!”
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Borghese Gardens

Walking briskly along the Via del Babuino approaching the Piazza del Popolo, Simon couldn’t keep a broad smile from his face. The sun shone as radiantly as his mood, brightening the pink magnolia blossoms that lined the street. Sarah had agreed to spend the whole day walking with him in the Borghese Gardens and discussing Marcion and patristics. He spotted her standing below the obelisk, craning her neck to look up a hundred feet to the deeply incised hieroglyphs that were very readable in the angular light of the clear morning sunlight. Her strong body, arching in response to the tall obelisk, turned him on.

Lost in another time for a moment, Sarah shivered back into reality when she heard Simon’s soft voice behind her. “Odd that anybody would go to so much trouble to bring this huge obelisk all the way from Egypt a few thousand years ago, isn’t it?”

“Hello again,” she said. “Yes, when I visited Egypt I had no idea so many obelisks had been removed and taken to Rome. Of course, this occurred when the Romans conquered Egypt, so they probably believed the obelisks would enhance their power. Yet it does seem odd. Let’s see if the marker says anything about it.”

Moving over to the historical marker they read: “This obelisk was removed from Egypt to Rome during the first century BC. The emperor Augustus erected this obelisk in the Circus Maximus to commemorate the conquest of Egypt. After Rome fell, it was lost in the ruins of the circus for more than a millennium. It was reerected here in the Piazza del Popolo in 1589. Seti I incised three sides of the obelisk, and the fourth side (west facing) was cut by his son Ramesses I. Originally it was located at Heliopolis, the Sun Temple in Cairo.”

“Well, of course,” Simon said. “Rome became the Temple of the Sun once the Republic ended. When the emperors stripped the temples in Egypt, they brought the power objects to Rome.”

His black curly hair shining in the morning sun, he charmed her with his laughing dark eyes as he took off his soft tan leather jacket. Taking her arm like an English gentleman, he steered her over to a bench on the side of the fountain. “This piazza is just plain beautiful whether you like obelisks or not.”

Carved lions in the Egyptian style spouted water into cool basins below the obelisk, which was raised high on a marble platform with benches on all four sides. Mothers and small children played in the fine spray made luminous by the rays of sunlight warming the stones.

Sarah took a seat on the bench. “It’s ironic that this is here while there is almost nothing ancient left at Heliopolis near the Cairo airport. Only one obelisk remains there, in the middle of a wealthy suburb. It’s one of the oldest temple sites in Egypt, but now people go there to walk their dogs. Little attention is ever given to its archaeological importance. It was significant when Egyptian religion was pure and devoted to the reception of light.”

Simon pulled an apple out of his backpack and crunched into it while listening to her. A mangy butterscotch dog stared hungrily at the apple. Air wheezed in and out between his sharp teeth and pronounced ribs, which protruded so far they seemed close to puncturing his skinny sides. Simon dug deeper into his pack, pulled out a dog biscuit, and held it out to the starving animal. It quickly snatched it with his teeth. Multicolored pigeons perched on the edges of the fountain basins dropped down to the pavement and moved quickly in their direction.

Sarah said, “It’s funny. When I visited the temples in Egypt, there were always dogs like this one faithfully guarding the sites from bad energy. I always took food with me for them.”

“Well, dogs really are our best friends. So I always carry treats when I go out. Do you suppose this obelisk is related to the things we’re trying to figure out?”

Despite his casual tone, Simon’s words, and their implication, were very much intentional. 
	Women love synchronicity, even Ph.D. candidates. There was a fated quality to the way they were getting to know each other. The only cover Sarah had was the subjects they had agreed to discuss, but it didn’t matter to him what they talked about. He could happily gaze at her all day.

She took the bait and replied, “Well, many people think Jesus got his knowledge in Egypt. He could have studied with Egyptian masters in the temples, and he also must have studied with the Jewish Gnostics in Alexandria who lived close to the great library, the repository of thousands of years of wisdom. Considering the influence Jesus has had on religion, he 
	must have mastered ancient knowledge. But trying to nail down anything historically accurate about him is like chasing a phantom. All we can do is guess where he got his knowledge based on what we 
	think he said.”

He smiled at her encouragingly. “If Jesus had studied at the Sun Temple, what would he have learned there?”

“He would have learned all about the Heliopolitan mysteries—the most multidimensional teachings in ancient Egyptian wisdom. Until recently, they were thought of as incomprehensible riddles with hidden messages. In the light of modern science it seems that when these mysteries describe how things become solid in our world—the language of light—they are actually describing the basic principles of quantum mechanics and string theory. According to one linguistic scholar, Laird Scranton, hieroglyphs are a quantum mechanical language! I think this obelisk is engraved with these dimensional principles.”

Watching her face as she examined the tall red granite form, he wondered if her information came from inner knowledge as well as academic study.

“Back to Marcion, if I may,” Simon said. “Like Jesus, maybe he knew something that threatened the status quo? What else explains the concerted cover-up of everything he said? Do you suppose Marcion knew anything about what Jesus studied, even 
	where he studied?” Simon paused. Looking off into space he searched for an answer to his own question and then continued, “Let’s go walk in the gardens. It’s one of the most magical places on Earth. Maybe the setting will help our insights flow.”

They stood up and gathered their belongings as the hungry hound followed closely behind, hoping for another treat.

As they walked along, Simon admired Sarah’s off-white loose linen dress. Her elegance thrilled him. Her long and muscular legs and dark leather sandals reminded him of an early Roman patrician woman. Simon wanted to touch her; however, he was totally committed to the strategy that he was sure would eventually get him everything he wanted. Maybe, when she knew him better, she’d be willing to move beyond discussing ideas.

Strolling along they marveled at the five-hundred-year-old umbrella pines. The thick canopies way up high sculpted by salty wind afforded delicious coolness down below. The ancient pathways under the proud trees seemed to be in another dimension, the world of ancient gods and Roman aristocrats. As they neared the Villa Medici, Simon remarked that Galileo had been imprisoned there by order of the Inquisition from 1630 to 1633, a powerful example of thought suppression in those days. While he spoke, sun warmed the moist cool air rising out of the gardens; everything was shimmering.
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Lake in the Borghese Gardens

Sarah forgot all about heretics as they selected the perfect spot to spread out the blanket on a small rise sloping down to a sparkling blue lake. The lovely Roman temple across the lake looked like a temple for Venus. She laid out fruit and sandwiches while Simon uncorked red wine. Everywhere around them were delightful glimpses of the villas and gardens of the Renaissance elite. Sarah wondered if they could focus on anything as serious as Marcion in this enchanting setting.

But as Simon poured the ruby liquid into her glass, he said, “Sarah, I’ve been wanting to ask you, why was Marcion so determined to start a new religion based on cutting out the Hebrew Bible and any references to it?”

Sarah wished he’d just let her relax for a moment and enjoy lunch, but this discussion was the reason they were together today, so she sat up and replied in her lecture voice, “He believed the god of the Hebrew scripture—Yahweh—was not the same god as the one Jesus described. He believed the new religion could not develop if it retained the old Jewish god. This attitude was common during the early second century, so Marcion wasn’t really that extreme. For example, although Marcion wasn’t a Gnostic, many of the Gnostics of his day had a more negative attitude toward the Hebrew god than Marcion. For many Gnostics, Yahweh was a jealous, murderous, and avenging monster! Many firmly believed that Jesus came to 
	abolish the worship of this ancient tribal god. They said he came to Earth to teach people god is compassionate.

Sarah’s voice grew more animated. She had forgotten all about her desire to relax and enjoy lunch. “Marcion said that Yahweh was the god of law and Jesus was the teacher of love. Regardless of who the Hebrew god actually was, Marcion wanted Christians to start out fresh with a New Covenant based only on what Jesus said. So he founded his own churches and wrote his own scripture based on these principles. Back then, a lot of people agreed with him. By the year 150 his church was the largest Christian church in the world! Marcion brought more converts to Christianity than any other preacher during the second century, and they used his bible, now lost. His church was a threat to the supremacy of the emerging church in Rome based on Peter as the vicar of Christ. In reaction to Marcion, the Petrine Christians attached their own writings to Hebrew scripture. The truth is, Marcion inspired the creation of the New Testament!”

Simon had been lying on his side watching Sarah. Now he propped himself up on one elbow. “Okay,” he broke in, “so if Marcion had his way back then, Jews today would have their own scripture; Christians would have theirs. If it had gone that way, maybe there’d be less fighting in the world now? Regardless, the early Christians who followed Saint Peter erased Marcion from history, and they must have had their reasons. What were they?”

Sarah nodded vigorously. “That’s what I ask myself every single day. It’s the core topic of my dissertation,” Sarah responded. “Around the year 150, early Roman Christians began suppressing the Gnostics and the Marcionites. When Constantine adopted Peter’s church in the early fourth century, this religious-political fusion produced a violent and insanely bloody culture. At the end of this period, dark ages ensued that weakened militaristic Roman Christianity, barbarians took Rome, and the lights went out. The more I look into this period—when time wound down to zero and then moved forward through 500—I see it as a great big wrong turn. Next came eight hundred years of schism, brutality, and holy wars.”

He watched her animated face. Her hands pulled compulsively at blades of grass as she spoke. 
	I’m sitting here with a beautiful girl I can’t touch. Maybe it goes all the way back to that wrong turn? I’m the guy who is supposed to find a Jewish girl so that my children will be Jewish. She has a father who’ d shoot me if he saw me with her today. Maybe this weird separation is coming from some kind of strange shadow, some kind of divisive force from way back in time that separates us now?

“Can you be more specific?” he interjected. “You say Marcion was not a Gnostic. Most of what we hear about the Gnostics is that they saw everything as black and white, dualistic, and that they hated their bodies. Was Marcion like that? Maybe he was since his communities were ascetic and taught people to avoid sex. What was that all about anyway?”

Sarah turned to look at him, her eyes wide with excitement. “It fascinates me to see you take the same path I’ve taken. Right now I’m deeply immersed in Gnostic sources looking for answers to those questions. 
	Gnostic simply means “to know.” Many Middle Eastern, Druidic, and Greek philosophical schools were Gnostic. When the Essene and the Nag Hammadi scrolls were discovered and translated, finally we could read what these forgotten people thought about, 
	not just what their enemies—the Christians—said about them.

“Now we know that the period just before Jesus and just after was tumultuous. For example, as you said, what we always hear about the Gnostics is how they hated their bodies. But in those days marriage and childbearing were the kiss of death for women who married in their teens and usually died very young after having many children. How could a woman like that be spiritual and have time to think as I do? No wonder people seeking spirituality avoided sex! Many thinkers hoped that religions would adopt entirely new beliefs that could bring peace; Jesus was that hope. Marcion is pivotal because he built a religious establishment based on his belief that Jesus came to our world to abolish the old law and establish a new religion. But even though the calendar dates wound down to zero and then started up again, 
	Christianity did not start fresh! Like a stinky old garbage dump, more layers were piled on the moldy old ideas, the old angry god growled in the trash, and Marcion and the Gnostics were crushed.”

Simon nodded. “From a Jewish point of view, the winners—the Roman Catholic Church—set themselves up as legal murderers. They carried out genocide against the heretics and conspired to control the world from Rome. This lethal combination of religion and imperialism gave wings to the angry jealous god of the Hebrew Bible. This is exactly what Marcion said would happen! When Christians retained the old god, they allowed Yahweh to possess Christianity. Religious fanaticism intensified during the Dark Ages, became perverted during the Inquisitions, and now the Church is collapsing morally and financially in a wasteland of priests abusing sex and their vows. When I look at it as a Jew, Christians are more atavistic than we are. Just when the Jews were evolving and outgrowing the ancient characteristics of the old tribal god, the Christians put frosting on him and spread him globally! During the Inquisitions, the Jews became more compassionate and cried out for mercy when Christians persecuted them.”

Sarah threw her hand up in excitement, releasing a fistful of the grass she had been pulling. “Simon, you’ve said some things I wouldn’t dare utter! Now that we can read the original Gnostics, we have perspective on what they said during this crucial turning point. The Gnostics were embroiled in awesome spiritual ferment reconsidering ancient beliefs. The second century was transformative, very much like our times with old ways ending and new things coming in.”

She exhaled slowly and let her posture relax. “Phew, I think we need a nap.”

They both lay back lazily in the warm sun. She was grateful for trust, companionship, and intellectual stimulation.

Simon dozed off thinking of ways to seduce her as well as just be with her in the world of ideas.

They woke up when coolness came in the late afternoon and enjoyed a leisurely walk back through the Borghese Gardens into the city just before rush hour jammed the streets of Rome.
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The Vatican Museum

I bet Simon thinks the Vatican is a secret den of evil 
world controllers, Sarah thought as she poured hot water over coffee grounds 
while staring absentmindedly out the window at the cool, moist garden below. She 
loved the view from her apartment into the high-walled garden with a rococo 
marble fountain in the center. A smiling lion spouted water that flowed into a 
waterfall cascading into the large fountain bowl.

Sarah lived at 9 Via Ovidio near the Vatican in a small apartment owned by a friend of her father. As a visiting scholar, she spent many hours in the Vatican Library, a comfortable and stimulating place to read, with the sources she required, the prodigious background material on the early Church, close at hand. Yet what she loved the most were her thoughtful mornings at home.

Her kitchen was a little shoebox. To save counter space, her French press was on a wide stone ledge in front of a deep window casement where she contemplated her garden in the morning. The fine Renaissance house, now divided up into twelve small and very elegant apartments, was her first apartment since leaving her childhood home. The parlor had a single bed set in an alcove, leaving just enough space for a desk and a cozy chair. Deep window ledges built of thick-cut stone greatly expanded the room. The window seat at the end of her parlor had thick leaded-glass windows with circles pocked by blurry bubbles of trapped air. The original and elegant floors of checkered six-inch black-and-white marble squares were bordered by lacy gold filigree. According to the small cloisonné plaque on the door, her room was the bedroom of a very special daughter, Luciana Amelia—1583–1606.

Coffee cup in hand, Sarah pulled in the tall window casements and leaned out to the flower garden below. Her hair fell around her neck and over the soft stone ledge. 
	I am like Rapunzel leaning out of my tower window, imprisoned by my father to keep my lover away. She smiled at the strange thought.

Pulling back inside, she closed one of the leaded windows and snuggled down in the plush, emerald green velvet cushion of the window seat. Taking a deep draw on the warm liquid, she pushed Simon’s number on her cell phone. It was Saturday, and after a week of heavy reading she thought it would be fun to meet in the nearby Piazza San Pietro. Tapping idly on her cup, she listened to the phone ringing and ringing. Funny. He always answered right away. Where could he be?

Just as she finally hung up, the morning sun broke over the corner of a garden wall in a flash of clear light that illuminated the thick window glass. Sarah sat up in anticipation of her favorite time of the day. Sunlight struck the outside surfaces of the ancient bubbles as each one transformed into a convex lens that reflected miniature images of the garden below. With intensified light, color spectrums illuminated the bubbles, clarifying the reversed images of the garden. Like holograms of floating worlds, for a moment her window was a kaleidoscope of tiny flower gardens.

Today, however, Sarah couldn’t quite enjoy the beauty before her. Where was Simon? Did he really sleep with other women the way he said he would? 
	He’s so attractive and charming, he must. I wonder what it would be like if I . . .

Hugging her knees and sipping more coffee, she opened the other window to let in more of the aromas wafting up from the flower garden. 
	Am I crazy to insist he just be a friend? Sarah sighed. Maybe it was time to move past the rules of her father. Sometimes she wondered just what century she was living in.
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Sarah’s window seat

The ringing cell phone woke Simon, who was wrapped in the embroidered covers of a giant four-poster bed. Slowly and carefully, he reached for the phone and turned it off, hoping not to wake the woman beside him. He slid back down into the cool ivory silk sheets and listened. She was breathing softly, still asleep, her black hair cascading over her pillow. He exhaled slowly, glad for the time to think.

Last night’s long dinner with Claudia had ended perfectly—exciting perfume, the aftereffects of expensive Chianti, and wild sex with no resistance. Claudia was one of several women he dated when he had time, a woman who always had fun and kept it light. She ran a successful boutique specializing in expensive shoes and bags. She was as beautiful as any Roman woman, gorgeous, in fact, and she liked to talk about the things that interested him. Last night, they had had a salacious conversation about scandals in the Church, the hot topic these days all over Rome.

He’d dated her on and off for a few years, but last night something had been different. When they came back to her apartment to make love, it had been great at first. Yet in the middle of their lovemaking Simon had realized he felt like an efficient machine. Claudia had seemed to be excited and satisfied, but he felt like he wasn’t really with her. Her constant laughter irritated him. Even now, he felt as though somehow a part of him wasn’t there.

He slipped quietly out of Claudia’s enveloping bower, tiptoed noiselessly across the thick carpet, and crept into the kitchen to brew coffee. He wanted to leave, yet that was not how he usually behaved. Still, Claudia knew where to reach him, so after he finished his coffee and she still showed no signs of waking, he decided to go.

God, at least I’m not horny for a change, he was thinking when he closed the door. Spending lots of time with Sarah when the rules were “No Touch” had really screwed up his energy balance and his ability to think straight. Not a good thing, in light of the article he was writing about Vatican connections to the sexual abuse scandals in the Boston Archdiocese. I wonder what old daddy Adamson will think when my story appears in the Times next week. I wonder what he’ll think about celibacy when he reads what I have to say about what went on in the Boston rectories?

Simon returned Sarah’s call as soon as he got home, and he and Sarah arranged to meet later that morning outside the Vatican. As he approached, he saw Sarah standing in front of the obelisk in the middle of St. Peter’s Square. Oddly, he felt like he was seeing her in a dream. It was early May, just getting hot, and she wore a blue paisley skirt and a thin white camisole, her wavy hair flowing over her shoulders.

She’s like the goddess Athena visiting from another world.

Simon was suddenly so grateful for his night with Claudia. Otherwise he’d break all the rules today. After all, it had been two months. How much could a guy take?

Feeling very much in control of his feelings and his body, Simon came up behind her and put his right hand lightly on her bare shoulder. Sarah felt a jolt of electricity and shivered as her nipples hardened. She turned to face him, searching his dark eyes. Desire and curiosity lurked in her green eyes. 
	Can she guess where I was last night? Does she know?

She swallowed and turned toward the obelisk they’d come to see. He could see from the rise and fall of her chest that her breathing had accelerated.

“Another Egyptian obelisk,” she said. “This one is not incised, which is unusual.” As always, returning to the world of the mind had calmed her; she was more in control of her body’s responses. “It’s as if the pope who set it up chose to avoid having the beliefs of the Church compared to Egyptian symbols.”

They decided to go the Vatican Museum to see if they could find more information about the obelisks. As they wandered through the Egyptian rooms, Sarah reached for Simon’s bare arm below the sleeve of his seersucker shirt. His skin warmed to her tentative touch. They stood in front of a large seated statue of Sekhmet, the famous lion goddess who towered imperiously above them and the surrounding crowd. Simon glanced sideways and noticed Sarah’s slender body becoming rigid as she faced the great royal lioness. Her eyebrows furrowed as if she disapproved of something.

“Look around this big room,” she said. “There must be a dozen or more of these huge seated and standing statues of Sekhmet! Like the obelisks, there are more here in Rome than in Egypt! When I was on a tour of Karnak a few years ago, I paid a guide to spend some time in the temple with the only Sekhmet left in her original temple. She is the principle of chaos, the goddess who rages and causes destruction when people sin against the gods, the goddess of cataclysm and disorder. She watches when evil enters the world. Her seated statues protected the dynasties, the power of royalty. Now the Vatican uses them as devices to ground and protect their global power base; but, Sekhmet is pagan!”

Simon had been working on his article about priestly sexual abuse in America for weeks now, and he was on edge and low on sleep. He blurted, “As I stand in front of the great lion goddess, she’s being used to cover up misogyny, the virulent hatred of women in the male hierarchy. I’ve spent the last few weeks reading the reports on what really went on in the Boston Diocese since the 1980s. The ugly reports of abuse inflicted on young children, mostly boys, turn my stomach. It’s an unstoppable nightmare that got bigger and bigger and went out of control. Sekhmet rages right here in the Vatican!” Before Sarah could respond, a sea of tourists flowed around them.

The subject didn’t come up again until dinner. As they sat in a very private cubicle at Giovanni’s Wine Cave near Sarah’s apartment, she realized Simon was really upset.

As soon as the waiter poured their wine and left the table, Simon began ranting. “It’s just so abnormal for anybody to abuse bodies that way, to entrap and torture little boys like squashing bugs on the floor. I’m sorry; my brain is still flashing with all the graphic reports I’ve had to read. As horrible as they are, I think everybody should read them. When you really look at it, such systematic and continual abuse goes right to the top.”

“Do you think the pope knew what was going on and didn’t do anything? Is that really possible?” Sarah pictured her father’s pudgy, trusting Irish face in her mind as she spoke.

Simon set his wine glass down on the table with a firm clink. “Sarah, he had to know. Look at how the Church is structured. It’s a pyramid with all the power in the capstone—the cardinals and the curia with the pope at the tip. Nothing happens in the lower levels of the hierarchy without the knowledge of the top.” Simon could tell his words were upsetting to Sarah by the way she sipped her wine more quickly than usual. As she reached for the bread, he placed his hand over hers. “Look, Sarah, I watched Benedict’s career when he was Cardinal Ratzinger in charge of the office that used to be called the Inquisition. He knew exactly what was going on. They elected him as the pope just because he knew! He was supposed to orchestrate the cover-up, but he botched it. He could be counted on to protect the guilty ones in the hierarchy, since he had so much to lose if he got caught. This agenda possesses the whole Church. Apostolic succession from Christ is baloney; it was invented to funnel the power falsely claimed by Peter through all subsequent popes.”

As a lifelong Catholic, Sarah was more than familiar with the hierarchy he described, but hearing Simon put it all together to point out the pope’s complicity in the abuse scandals was profoundly upsetting. She took a deep breath. “In Boston our whole family watched in horror as the truth came out piece by piece. I knew a few priests who were exposed, and I knew several families that had children who were abused. Looking back, I can now guess why some of the kids I was in parochial school with acted like zombies. My father and probably everybody else in Opus Dei has been giving the Church gobs of money to help pay for the lawsuits. It is just so painful, so sad. Sometimes even I can’t believe these stories are true even though I know they are. A lot of Catholics I’ve known for years refuse to admit it or even think about it. It is the ultimate taboo, a terrible time to be a Catholic and hold our faith. Maybe I’ve been drawn to study the early Church to retain my faith.”

Suddenly, she looked up. “You know, Marcion warned that the angry, avenging god Yahweh would pollute Christianity if the Hebrew Bible was retained and the new religion of love and compassion couldn’t take root. The sexual corruption in the Church could be exactly the kind of thing Marcion warned about. The early Jews struggled to end child sacrifice, and now children are sacrificed 
	sexually!”

Sarah’s green eyes were filled with pain as she sought his, but Simon was someplace else, his inner mind flashing with last night’s smooth white thighs, rippling breasts, soft fingers, and luscious lips. He realized the night had been tainted by his long days poring over the disgusting reports; he wondered if evil was an eruptive force.

He looked down at his plate and said in a strained voice, “I’m going to say something to you I never thought I’d say. Considering the work I’m doing right now, I’m grateful you want our relationship to be platonic, to be pure.”

Inside his strong cynical side noted, Boy, this is the best one-line come on I’ve come up with yet! Here I am with the most gorgeous and sweet woman I’ve ever known; Claudia is nothing compared to her. How could I have fallen down into a sex pit last night just when I’m reaching so high, just when I want to be more?

She reached across the table to touch his arm. “It is really special that you say that. Sometimes I feel like I’m a weirdo. Your respect for me makes me feel what’s happening between us really matters. I have to face what’s going on in the Church and stop being Daddy’s daughter. I’ve really only been out of my home for half a year. All the rest of my life I was in dorms or at home. I can’t just toss everything I’ve believed while growing up. I still don’t feel free. I feel like Ariadne trying to find her path out of the Cretan labyrinth, except my labyrinth is the Roman Catholic Church. I’m following a thread through the dark that I hope leads to light. The Marcionites believed sex was created by the demiurge, a limited god who was so potent and dangerous that they believed they needed to be celibate to avoid being controlled by him! Considering what’s been going on in the Church, maybe the Marcionites were right? What else explains a world where dragons consume infants? Abusers pollute the Church’s altars like the Canaanite rituals stained the early religion of the Jews.”

Simon was impressed by Sarah’s ability to face the truth about her religion so quickly. “Forgive me, Sarah, if I go too far, since I am not quite myself today. Some anti-Catholics say Christ created Communion to supplant the blood sacrifices being practiced in his time. Maybe the Mass was invented to lift people out of blood lust. With time, however, I think the constant repetition of Mass in churches all over the world has built up a tremendous sacrificial force, an evil power that perverts good men into torturing children. This must seem like blasphemy to you, but the abuse reports stir up these kinds of thoughts because it’s impossible to comprehend what people do. What goes on is even worse than you know. Often boys were seduced by priests approaching them with words of pious Christian love that the boys couldn’t protest against. Handicapped and deaf children were used; orphans were fair game.”

“As for blasphemy,” she interjected, “the more I study the Gnostics and Marcion, the more I have similar thoughts, ideas that would have angered and offended me a few years ago. The Gnostics believed sex was the easiest way for good people to be invaded by evil, something that certainly seems to have happened to the priests who have done these terrible things. I’ve also wondered whether the Mass serves evil as well as good forces, since the Mass is the central ritual of a power-based global religion. When I’ve taken Communion, I’ve felt many levels going on. For example, what goes on if I take Communion from a priest who just raped the boy who is serving the altar?

“I still go to Mass when I’m home in Boston, but not here in Rome where the man at the top is so close; he looks and feels evil to me, almost reptilian.” Her eyes widened. “But if you ever meet my father, be sure you don’t mention any of this to him!”

“Don’t worry about it, Sarah,” Simon said with a teasing grin. “I’m afraid you have something bigger to worry about. What is your father going to think about Simon Isaac Appel’s article about the Boston Diocese in the 
	New York Times next week? And, by the way, I won’t be able to see you for a week because I have a nasty deadline to meet.”

And I won’t be seeing Claudia either, he noted as he walked Sarah 
home with his arm resting happily on her shoulder. It is over.
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A Visitor in Rome

Simon’s priestly sexual abuse article stirred up great interest in the United States during May 2012. He was the first major reporter to focus on a reason for the abuse, namely, the hierarchy that funneled all decisions directly to the top. He contended that the archbishops, bishops, cardinals, and pope had to have known what was going on in the parishes. What else explained all the documented sexual predators being moved by bishops and archbishops from parish to parish and all around the world?

Predatory priests had been callously unleashed on the innocent and trusting laity. The reports from Boston parishes were sad stories from people suffering in a climate of abandonment and terror. They had bravely struggled to be obedient and keep the faith because they didn’t want to lose the way of life they’d practiced for generations, but the hierarchy’s cruel lack of concern about their pain was eroding their trust in the Church.

Simon’s story came out just as the hierarchy was realizing there was no way to hide the ugly truth. Initially, when the reports of rampant abuse during the 1960s and ’70s began leaking out during the 1980s, priests, bishops, and archbishops closed their circles and conspired to maintain absolute control. They played a twenty-year 
global shell game moving known abusers from parish to parish and to other countries. They got away with it because the laity simply could not believe the rumors and reports; they couldn’t conceive of such things. In 2002, however, when the Boston media courageously reported on the extent of the abuse, a rising tide of the faithful began leaving the Church, taking their financial support and their children with them. The hierarchy in America responded by selling Church property to pay for the victim lawsuits. By 2004 parishioners realized they had no ownership rights over the properties their own grandparents and great-grandparents had originally donated and developed for the Church. Padlocks snapped shut on old doors of beloved churches and schools, while many bishops and archbishops continued to live like royalty in the mansions gifted to them by the founder Catholics. Hard-working Catholics were losing their culture and their access to sacred space while old neighborhoods decayed around them. Simon’s vivid description of the Catholic sexual and financial crisis was a compelling story of voracious greed and rotting lust. It hit hard.

Sarah read the article on her laptop while snuggling in her velvet window seat. She felt as though Simon was writing from his heart, and she was hearing him deep in her mind. They were both obsessed with the same things. Sarah wondered if she would ever get her Ph.D. She was struggling to approach Marcion academically. She was so interested in what the early Christians thought that she found she had little interest in objectivity. Instead the more she studied, the angrier she became about the way the Marcionites and Gnostics had been silenced when Constantine created his alliance with the Church in the fourth century. The great cover-up in the early Church had advanced during the struggles over Christology in the early councils; she believed they had cut the subtle thread leading back to the real Christ. The battles over dogma then raged for centuries while the Church attacked and murdered anybody who went against orthodoxy. The hierarchy prevailed for more than a thousand years, and now they were blind to the evil they claimed to fight because they were not in touch with divinity. Simon’s article was the story of a metastasizing cancer spreading through the Church.

Her cell phone rang, and she reached for it eagerly, thinking it was Simon. Instead, a loud and exasperated male voice growled, “Sarah! Is that you?” It was her father.

Sarah moved the phone a short distance from her ear. “Yes, Daddy, are you all right?”

“You’re damned right I’m all right, but the New York Jewish rag sure as hell isn’t. Did you see the article about priests in yesterday’s paper? Part of it focuses on unsubstantiated reports of abuses in Boston parishes over the past forty years. Just when the sit-ins finally went away and we’re getting back in the black, now this! It’s going to get everyone stirred up all over again about the church and school closures. Dragging up these sick accusations after the fact just makes things worse.”

Sarah sighed. She couldn’t pretend to agree with her father about this. “Well, Daddy, it’s not like the people in Boston hadn’t already noticed the connection between the closures and payments for the lawsuits. They resent losing their family churches and schools just because the priests were out of control.”

“Oh bullshit, Sarah. The archdiocese has been cleaning up its financial act, so it’s time for forgiveness and reconciliation, you know, healing the pain. This damn article is a stink bomb on Boston just when everyone was getting over it and moving on.

“But that’s not why I’m calling. We’ll be able to talk about all this in person, sweetheart, since I’ve been called to Rome to attend some meetings as a representative of the Boston Archdiocese. I can’t wait to see you. I’m going to hop on a plane as soon as possible. We can talk about how your studies can help the Church—like father, like daughter! I’ll call you later about when I’m arriving. Your mother says hello.”

“Okay, I’ll see you soon then. Bye, Daddy.” She wondered how this would turn out. 
	What on earth will Simon think of my father?

Two days later, Sarah’s father picked her up and took her to dinner at the home of his old friends, the house where he always stayed when in Rome. She’d already visited their house when she first arrived a few months ago and was blinded by the sheer joy of being in the ancient city. Now that her reality was clouding with complexity, she couldn’t wait to return. Life felt simple and unchanging at the ancient house by the back side of the Borghese Gardens on the Via Lombardia.

Sarah and her father knocked on the imposing door of the Pierleoni home. It creaked slowly open, and a wizened servant showed them the way in and through a cavernous room where seventeenth-century scarlet and sapphire tapestries softened the cold stone walls. The echoes of William and Sarah’s footfalls emphasized the profound silence.

They entered the library, where a lively discussion was going on around a huge fireplace covered by a large metalwork screen. Count Pietro Pierleoni, an elfin and elegant man, and his lovely, birdlike wife Matilda greeted Sarah and her father with cheek kisses.

A third man, a Catholic dignitary wearing a white cassock cinched with a kelly green embroidered surplice, embraced William, who introduced him to Sarah as Father Sean McBride, head of the Vatican office for American parish affairs. Sarah greeted him and then withdrew to a nearby leather window seat to observe the scene. Her father joined the others by the fireplace.

Pietro was saying, “Yes, this scandal is of such proportions that now we even hear about it in Rome. At first we thought the Americans were fussing about things we tend to ignore here in Italy. After all, little peccadilloes do happen. We all know the Vatican is not lily white and that life must go on.”

The Pierleonis, descendants of an old Roman family that originated in Tuscany, fascinated Sarah. Family crests and elaborate genealogies tracing their ancient bloodlines adorned the walls around her. The Pierleonis had come into prominence when their family produced a few popes more than a thousand years ago, and to this day they were still involved in Vatican intrigues. Sarah settled into the window seat, surrounded by leather-bound, gold-embossed books arranged on shelves so high that ladders were required for the top rows. Near her a golden tabby curled up under a heavy gabled desk glared at her with hot amber eyes, switching his fluffy tail to express annoyance over the invasion of his space.

Matilda Pierleoni smiled at Sarah from the fireplace, over her crystal glass of amber scotch. She sensed that Sarah, whom she’d first met in Boston when Sarah was only a little girl, needed a few moments for reflection. A few months ago during a dinner, Matilda had shared some wonderful stories about her family history with her and had been utterly charmed by Sarah’s keen interest and her dark-haired beauty, particularly enhanced when she was thoughtful. Matilda thought of her eldest son, Armando, who had been born in Tuscany years before Sarah was born. 
	I wish I could get the two of them together in the same room. She discreetly looked the young woman over, enjoying the sensation of the warm liquid sliding down her throat, and decided she was going to make it happen.

Sarah crossed one leg over the other, cognizant of the older woman’s scrutiny. She wondered if the Pierleonis would have welcomed her so warmly if they knew about her new ideas about her religion. A maid dressed in a black dress covered by a starched white pinafore offered Sarah a glass of wine on a silver tray. Sarah felt like she was in another place in time. Accepting it gratefully, she strained to catch the conversation in front of the fireplace. Apparently, Father McBride had asked for a meeting with the Pierleonis and her father. Father McBride, a corpulent man with fierce gray eyes, seemed to be attempting to use his size to overwhelm them all. Sarah didn’t find him very convincing, mostly because of the way his right wrist went limp when he made a point. In a low whisper, barely audible to Sarah’s sharp ears, Father McBride said, “Our concern is connections are being drawn between the Holy Father and the scandals in Europe, especially Belgium. Of course, the Holy Father is an innocent man of God who must be involved in Church affairs and political issues. It is unavoidable that he would have made some difficult decisions in the past. His decisions will be scrutinized if his private documents ever become public. Maybe you can describe to me how Church records are arranged and stored in America, William? And Pietro, you know how records are kept in Italy. I wanted all of us here to share ideas on how to handle these administrative processes more efficiently. I need direction for how we can, ah, protect documents for the Holy Father’s privacy. How can we keep things for our eyes only, if you know what I mean?” Sarah touched her lips to the etched wine glass and stared at the annoyed cat still gazing at her.

The conversation was interrupted by the appearance of the maid announcing that dinner was ready. They retired to the dining room, where they enjoyed pasta primavera with linguini steaming in colorful pottery bowls and rich red wine from the Pierleoni cellars in crystal goblets. The room was a cavernous crypt with heavy dark beams looming over a heavy oval table. Wall sconces with candles emitted soft light as the servers’ footsteps shuffled on the worn alabaster floors. A heavy door led into a cavelike kitchen, and whenever it opened or shut, audible suction pulled through the ancient dining room. Sarah was seated next to Pietro, who wanted to know everything about her studies and whether she was still enjoying Rome.

“I love being able to do reference work in the Vatican Library,” she told him. “When I’ve had enough, I walk all over the city where the visible layers of time lead me deeper and deeper into the fabric of history. It’s so much easier to understand the past by actually being here instead of just reading about Rome at home. Now I see why Europeans have such a firm grasp of history, deeper knowledge, beyond what’s possible for most Americans.”

“Yes, of course, my dear,” Pietro replied in cultured English with a smooth Italian accent that made every word sound sensual.

Pietro was a charming older man who enjoyed life, and tonight he was exceedingly taken with Sarah. Matilda always seated him next to the prettiest woman in the room. Sarah wore a richly embroidered, tawny empire-waist dress with a dark blue bodice, and he was enjoying the deliciously low neckline. For Pietro, beautiful breasts were man’s gift from God. “Yes, and I wonder exactly what you are studying? I believe it is very early Church affairs?”

She murmured yes, aware that Father McBride was listening to their conversation while he chatted with Matilda. Her soft response thrilled Pietro, making him feel like she was sharing a secret.

“I’m investigating the three centuries just after the time of Christ when Peter’s church in Rome formulated the Gospel canon.”

“Ah, yes,” Pietro nodded. “But what are you seeking, my dear?”

At this point everybody stopped talking as Father McBride aimed a pointed glance at Sarah over his small silver eyeglasses.

She took a deep breath and boldly spoke to the table while the fat prelate leered at her chest. “I’m investigating Marcion of Pontus, an early theologian and bishop who was excommunicated in the year 144, even though he was the founder of bishoprics all over the known world.”

Father McBride dropped his knife on his gilded Spode plate and almost cracked the gold rim. Sarah’s father stared at him, wondering why he was so upset.

Pietro persisted, “Well, what a fascinating subject! I know very little about Marcion except that he is said to be the first and greatest heretic refuted by Tertullian. I suppose you’re poring over the Gnostic sources and recent biblical redaction, discoveries, and research that have been offering many new insights about the early Church?”

Pietro was enjoying himself mightily. Wine warmed his throat, and he observed appreciatively the rosy flushing on Sarah’s chest and cheeks.

Sarah rallied. Her earnest green eyes sparkled in the candlelight. “Well, yes,” she replied, peeking under her thick black lashes to see if her father was listening. He wasn’t, which was not surprising since he wouldn’t know a Gnostic from an early Church Father, so she went on. “All the recent discoveries, like the Nag Hammadi and Essene scrolls, make it possible to reconsider the early days of the Church. I’m interested in this new perspective and what it may mean to us in the modern world.”

“It’s easy to see why you’d be so interested in this period,” Pietro responded. “However, my dear, the early Church must have had good reasons for suppressing the Gnostics, good reasons for laboring to refute them. That’s why there were so many early councils to define Christ’s nature. What if you inadvertently raise the lid on Pandora’s box? What do 
	you think, Father McBride, since you’ve been listening to our conversation?”

Father McBride’s salacious snooping amused Pietro, since the priest was supposed to be paying attention to Matilda. Matilda had also been listening to Sarah while she talked with Pietro, since she kept her eye on Pietro when he was drinking wine. He loved to stir people up and flush out what they were thinking about, especially pompous clerics. Her task during dinner was maintaining harmony.

Matilda was afraid Pietro was igniting an explosion, since Father McBride looked like he was on the verge of apoplexy as he responded, “Well, of course, I could not avoid hearing the discussion, since this young lady is talking about things that are rarely spoken of in polite company. We believe it is dangerous for Catholics to look into the Marcionite heresy and dangerous for them to read the Gnostics. The Church buried these ideas years ago for the protection of the faithful, so they are best left forgotten. As I understand it, Sarah, you are a devout Catholic. At least your father certainly is. So how do you justify this research in the light of your faith?”

Sarah felt her neck get hot; however, she’d already thought plenty about what to say to people like Father McBride. Noticing her father put his utensils down to slug more wine she retorted in a sweet, calm voice, “If my faith is strong, things I discover will strengthen it. How can seeking the truth be wrong in any way? Divine providence guides us when we explore new insights about Christ’s life, things that have been hidden for so long. After all, every century brings forth a new Christology, a new interpretation of His meaning to help us keep our faith. I think it’s time for a twenty-first century Christology.”

Matilda saw William’s perplexed look and arched her eyebrow pointedly at Pietro to cue him that he must be concerned with all the guests, especially his old friend. Even when they were students together at Yale, William had never shown the least interest in theology.

But Pietro ordered a double bourbon for Father McBride and boomed, “I started this discussion, so I will say what I think! We are here tonight because of a crisis in the American Catholic Church that is spreading into Europe and around the world. We could be having a Second Reformation. We all know something is very wrong. Perhaps this is a crisis over celibacy, even some kind of challenge to the hierarchy itself. The Church does evolve although it is slow like an aging turtle. We must trust God’s providence, just as Sarah says. As a devout Catholic girl from a good Boston family, she is an ideal person to look into the new information coming to light. Sarah, you love history and want to know what happened in the past. I commend you for this, since our greatest danger would be to ignore what we’ve already learned. So, I look forward to reading your reflections on early Christianity!” He proposed a toast to his pretty dinner guest as she demurely smiled at Father McBride, who suppressed a cough with a slug of bourbon.

After dinner they returned to the library for cognac and chocolates. Matilda scooped up the sleeping golden cat from the window seat and beckoned Sarah to sit with her. “My dear, I am impressed by your courage and determination. I’ve been curious about some of these recent discoveries in early Christianity, and I’ve read a few sources. Gnostic theology seems like New Age gibberish about conspiracies and spacemen. I’ve never heard of Marcion. Why are you so interested in him?”

Her clear blue eyes sparkled with genuine curiosity, lighting up her delicate face. Her skin glowed like fine marble in the light from the fire. Sarah thought it was a face Botticelli would have painted. Sarah also noticed her hostess was wearing the family jewels, an exquisite necklace of two-carat emeralds separated by brushed gold beads. It sat heavily on her delicate neck, leaving indentations in her fine skin.

Sarah replied, “The most compelling thing about Marcion is that around the year 150 his early church was much more extensive and developed than Peter’s. Also it continued for many years around the world. Marcion’s main belief was that Christianity should let go of the Old Testament and start fresh by using only new Christian sources. He believed the emerging religion would be distorted if it added its new scripture to the old Jewish scripture. After all, Christ spoke of a New Covenant.”
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