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Prologue

THE WOMEN’S MEDICAL CENTER

Chapter 1

SUNDOWN HAD BLOODIED THE HORIZON over the uneven rooftops of South
Boston. Birds were perched on every roof and seemed to be watching the girl walking
slowly below

Kathleen Beavier made her way down a shadowy side street that was as alien to her as
the faraway surface of the moon. Actually, she was here in Southie because it was so
frozen, so obscure to her. She had on a fatigue jacket, long patterned skirt, and black
combat-style boots — the urban streetwear look. The boots rubbed raw circles into
her heels, but she welcomed the pain. It was a distraction from the unthinkable thing
she had come to do.

This is so spooky, so unreal, so impossible, she thought.

The sixteen-year-old girl paused to catch her breath at the sparsely trafficked
intersection of Dorchester and Broadway. She didn’t look as if she belonged here. She
was too preppy, maybe too pretty. That was her plan, though. She’d never bump into
anyone she knew in South Boston.

With badly shaking hands, she pushed her gold wirerimmed glasses back into her
blond hair. She’d washed it earlier with Aveda shampoo and rinsed it with
conditioner. It seemed so absurd and ridiculous to have worried about how her damn
hair would look.



She squeezed her eyes shut and uttered a long, hopeless cry of confusion and despair.

Kathleen finally forced open her eyes. She blinked into the slashing red rays of the
setting sun. Then she scanned her Rolex Lady Datejust wristwatch for the millionth
time in the past hour.

God, no. It was already past six. She was late for her doctor’s appointment.

She pushed forward into the ruins of Southie. Ahern’s funeral parlor loomed in her
peripheral vision, then slipped away. She hurried past the crumbling St. Augustine’s
parish church, past hole-in-the-wall bars, a boarded-up strip of two-storied row
houses, a street person peeing against a wall covered with graffiti. She thought of an
old rock song, “Aqualung,” by Jethro Tull.

She whipped herself forward, as she often did to protect herself against the New
England cold. Tears ran from her eyes and dribbled down over her chin.

Hurry, hurry. You have to do this terrible thing. You’ve come this far

It was already twenty after the hour when she finally turned the corner onto West
Broadway. She instantly recognized the gray brick building wedged in between a
twenty-four-hour Laundromat and a pawnshop.

This is the place. This. . . hellhole.

The walls were smeared with lipstick-red and black graffiti:

Abortion = Murder Abortion is the Unforgivable Sin. There was a glass door and
beside it a tarnished brass plaque: WOMEN’S MEDICAL CENTER, it read.

Sorrow washed over her and she felt faint. She didn’t want to
go through with it. She wasn’t sure that she could. It was all terribly, horribly unfair.

Kathleen pressed her hand to the doorplate. The door opened into a reassuring
reception room. Pastel-colored plastic chairs ringed the perimeter. Posters of sweet-
faced mothers and chubby babies hung on the walls. Best of all, no one was here at
this late hour.

Kathleen took a clipboard left out on a countertop. A sign instructed her to fill out the
form as best she could.

Ensconced in a baby blue chair, she printed her medical history in block letters. Her
hands were shaking harder now. Her foot, trapped in her trendy combat boot,
wouldn’t stop tapping.

Kathleen probed her memory for something, anything, that would make sense of this.
Nothing did! This can’t be happening to me! I shouldn’t be in the Women'’s Medical
Center



She had made out with boys, but damn it, damn it, damn it, she knew the difference
between kissing and. . . fucking.

She’d never gone all the way with anyone. Never even wanted to. She was too old-
fashioned about sex — or maybe just a prude, or maybe just a good girl — but she
hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d never been touched down there by a boy.
Wouldn’t she know it if she had? Of course she would.

So how could she be pregnant?

She couldn’t. It wasn’t physically possible. She was a good kid, the best. Everybody’s
friend at school.

Kathleen Beavier was a virgin. She’d never had sexual intercourse.

But she was pregnant.

Chapter 2

A SUDDEN WAVE OF NAUSEA came over Kathleen and nearly knocked her to the
floor. She felt dizzy and thought she might throw up in the waiting room.

“Get yourself together,” she muttered softly. You re not the first one to go through
this kind of thing. You won’t be the last, kiddo.

She glanced at the clock over the reception desk with no receptionist. It was nearly
six-thirty. Where was the receptionist? More important, where was the doctor?

Kathleen wanted to run out of the women’s clinic, but she fought off the powerful
instinct. She couldn’t sit here any longer! She couldn’t stand the waiting. Where was
everybody?

“Let’s do this,” she said between clenched teeth. “No time like the present.”

She stood and walked to a pinewood door directly behind the reception desk.
Kathleen took a deep breath, possibly the deepest of her life. She turned the metal
handle, and the door opened.

She heard a soft, mellow voice coming from down the hail. Thank God someone is
here after all.

She followed the sound.

“Hello,” Kathleen called out tentatively. “Hello? Anybody? I’'m a patient. I’'m
Kathleen Beavier. Hello?”

The door at the far end of the hall was partially open, and Kathleen heard the pleasing
voice inside. She slowly pushed the door open all the way.



“Hello?”

Something was wrong. It didn’t feel right to Kathleen. She felt she should leave, but it
had taken her so much courage to come here in the first place.

The air was thick, almost viscous. There was a smell of alcohol. But something else,
too? Kathleen put her hand to her mouth.

It took her a few seconds to take in the full, horrifying effect of what she saw.

A young, dark-haired woman was hanging from a hook high up on the wall. She wore
a white medical coat. Her name tag read DR. HIGGINS. A cord was slipknotted
crudely around her neck, which seemed stretched to at least twice its normal length.
The neck and face were congested a brutal dark red. There was petechial
hemorrhaging in the eyes, which were frozen in fear. The woman’s brown hair

cascaded over her shoulders.

Trembling, Kathleen reached out and touched the woman’s hand. It was still warm,,
and damp. Dr Higgins. Her doctor.

This woman had just died!
In a panic, Kathleen jerked her hand away. She wanted to
but some force held her there. Something so powerful. So awful.

She saw a stethoscope coiled beside a pad of paper. On the pad was written
Kathleen’s name.

“Oh, nooooooo!” she screamed. There was a gathering in her stomach as fear and
guilt and shame overpowered her in one sickening, wrenching movement.

At that instant, she realized she couldn’t stand being in this world anymore. The
thought was so strange, so overwhelming, it was almost as if it weren’t her own.

A tray of instruments glittered near the pad of paper. Kathleen took up a sharp blade.
It was ice-cold and menacing in her hand.

She heard a voice — but no one was there. The Voice was deep, commanding. You
know what you have to do, Kathleen. Weve talked about it. Go ahead, now. It’s the
right thing.

In the space between the pink cuff of her Ralph Lauren oxford cloth shirt and the
crease of her left wrist, she sliced. The skin parted.

See how easy it is, Kathleen? It’s nothing, really. Just the natural order of things.

Then blood welled up and fell in large drops onto the floor. Tears flowed from her
eyes and intermixed with the blood.



One more cut. Just to be sure.

The second cut was harder for her to do. The wristband of her watch covered the best
place on her vein, and her left hand was already weak.

She sliced into the vein again.
She sank to her knees, as if in prayer.
Kathleen managed a third slash before everything jumped to black.

She fell unconscious beneath the feet of the hanging doctor, whose mouth now
seemed frozen in a knowing smile.

Book One

THE INVESTIGATORS

Chapter 3
GIVEN EVERYTHING THAT HAS HAPPENED, it isn’t too much of a stretch to
say that this is one of the most incredible stories ever, and the strangest I’ve ever

encountered. The weirdest thing of all is that [ am part of it. A big part.

I remember how my involvement began, remember every detail as if it happened just
moments ago.

I was in my small, hopelessly cluttered, but comfortable office in the Back Bay
section of Boston. I was staring off in the general direction of the Hancock and
Prudential towers.

The door opened without so much as a tap, and an elderly

man stepped inside. He was wearing a gray pinstriped suit, a

white-on-white shirt, and a dark blue silk tie. He looked like a

successful Beacon Hill lawyer or a businessman.

I knew that he was neither; he was Cardinal John Rooney of the Archdiocese of
Boston, one of the most important religious leaders in the world, and a friend of mine.

“Hello, Annie,” he said, “nice to see you, even under the circumstances.”



“Nice to be seen, Eminence,” I said, and I smiled as I rose

from my seat. “You didn’t have to get all duded up to see me, though. What
circumstances?”

“Oh, but I did,” Rooney said. “I’m traveling incognito, you see. Because of the
circumstances.”

“I see. Nice threads. Very high WASP, which all us Catholics aspire to. Be careful,
some chippie might try to pick you up. Come in. Please, sit. It’s nearly six. Can I offer
you something to drink, Eminence?”

“John’ will do for tonight, Anne. Scotch if you have it. An old man’s drink for an old
man. Getting older in a hurry.”

I fixed the cardinal a scotch, then got a Samuel Adams out of the minifridge for
myself.

“I’m honored. I think,” I added as I gave him his glass. “Here’s to — the
circumstances of your visit,” I said and raised my beer.

"The perfect toast,” Rooney said and took a sip of his drink.

I have a rather complicated history with the Archdiocese of Boston, but most recently,
I’ve worked several times with certain members as a private investigator. One case
involved a teacher in Andover. She had been raped by a priest who taught at the same
high school. Another case was about a fifteen-year-old who’d shot another boy in
their church. None of the cases were happy experiences for either the cardinal or me.

“Do you believe in God, Anne?”” Rooney asked as he sat back in one of my comfy,
slightly tattered armchairs.

I thought it an odd question, almost impertinent. “Yes, I do. In my own, very unusual
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way

“Do you believe in God the Father, Jesus, the Blessed Mother?”” the cardinal went on.
He was making this very strange meeting even stranger.

I blinked a few times. “Yes. In my way.”

Cardinal Rooney then asked, “As a private investigator, are you licensed to carry a
gun?”’

I opened my desk drawer and showed him one of Smith & Wesson’s finest. I didn’t
feel obliged to tell him that I had never fired it.

“You’re hired,” he said and knocked back the rest of his drink. “Can you leave for
Los Angeles tonight? There’s something there I think you should see, Anne.”



Chapter 4
I WILL NEVER FORGET LOS ANGELES and what I found there, what I felt there.

I had first seen the graphic pictures of the terrible disease on CNN, and then on every
other TV network. I had watched, cringed in horror, as the children of Los Angeles
burst upon Cedars-Sinai Medical Center by the carload, all with aching joints and
fever, with symptoms that could kill within days.

When I arrived at Cedars, the scene was more intense than what I had seen on TV. It
was so very different to be there in the midst of the suffering and horror. I wanted to
turn away from it all, and maybe I should have. Maybe I should have run into the
Hollywood Hills and never come out.

The sound of chaos and fear was well over a hundred decibels inside the fabled
hospital, which had been turned into a confused mess. The shouting of the
emergency-room nurses and doctors, and the wailing of their young patients,
ricocheted sharply off beige tile walls.

It was so sad, so ominous. A portent of the future?
A curly-haired boy of four or so in yellow pj’s was waiting

to be intubated. I winked at him, and the boy managed to wink back. On another table,
an adolescent girl was curled up in a fetal position around her stuffed sandy-haired
bear. She was crying deep, heartrending sobs as doctors tried to straighten her
contorted limbs. Other children were banked in a holding pattern along the perimeter
of the room. Policemen, their radios squawking loudly, manned the doorways as best
they could. They restrained desperate parents from their babies. The long linoleum
hallway was packed wall to wall with feverish children tossing and turning on
blankets laid across the bare floor.

Each room off the corridor had been turned into a dormitory of tragically sick kids.
Their families seemed eerily related by the flimsy, blue paper gowns and the masks
they all wore. Each new image was indelibly stamped into my mind, and then into my
soul.

The doctor walking beside me was named Lewis Lavine, and he was the hospital’s
director of pediatrics. He was tall and somewhat gawky, and his black pompadour
made him look even taller, but I found him heroic in his own way Dr. Lavine had the
presence of a rock in a sea of chaos. He was giving me the grand tour when clearly he
had no time for it.

F he same deeply mysterious plague had just broken out in Boston. Before I left for
L.A., I saw the devastation at St. Catherine’s, a very large hospital run by the Church.
The archdiocese had sent me to L.A. on a fact-finding mission. I was their
investigator.

“You know what it is, don’t you?” I asked Lavine as we walked hurriedly down the
hall.



“Yes, of course,” he told me, but seemed reluctant to go further, to actually give a
name to the horror. Then he spoke gravely. “It’s basically poliomyelitis, only this time
the virus is faster, even deadlier, and it seems to have appeared out of nowhere.”

I nodded. “It’s the same in Boston. I talked for over an hour with Dr. Albert Sassoon
at St. Catherine’s. He’s a terrific doctor, but he’s baffled, too. It’s polio — the second
coming of the dreaded disease.”

Polio had once been a killer plague that attacked more than six hundred fifty thousand
people, mostly children. It killed some twenty percent of the infected, receding from
the rest like a lethal tide, leaving behind deformed limbs and crippled spines, bodies
that would never heal. Dr. Salk’s and the Sabin vaccines had eradicated polio,
ostensibly for good. There had been only a handful of cases in this country since
1957. But this present, mysterious epidemic had a much higher fatality rate than the
polio of old.

“All of these children were vaccinated?” I asked.

Lavine sighed. “Most of them. It doesn’t seem to matter. Were looking at the Son of
Polio,” he said. “The old menace with a new, more potent kick. It rushed past the old
vaccine without blinking. Some of the World Health people think a broken sewer line
contaminated a water source, and that’s how it spread. But in Los Angeles we don’t
know how the hell it originated. Here. In Boston. Or wherever it breaks out next. And
we certainly don’t know how to stop it.”

As if to emphasize his point, he looked around at the sick children — the dying
children. Many of them wouldn’t be going home, and that was so sad, so
incomprehensible.

“No, Doctor, neither do the doctors in Boston. They don’t know how this could have
happened. But it did. What the hell is going on?”

Chapter 5
Rome, one week earlier

FATHER NICHOLAS ROSETTI had never been so focused yet so devoid of original
and illuminating thought in his life. He knew all about the “mysteries,” the tragedies
in Los Angeles, in Boston, and elsewhere. Sadly, he knew much more, so much more
that his mind was threatening to implode. He thought that he knew why the diseases
and plagues were happening. He knew the unthinkable.

Nicholas Rosetti's workman’s build spoke of years of hard labor and outdoor life. He
dressed simply, but well. His smile was disarming and self-assured, even when he was
feeling almost total panic. He was darkly handsome, and that was inconvenient for a
priest.

He had been born of poor, simple parents, but Nicholas was very smart, and he was
ambitious. He understood how powerful the Church still was, but more important,
how powerful it could be. He knew, he just knew, that one day he would be a cardinal.



But an odd and unexpected thing happened to him once he

was ordained a priest: Nicholas Rosetti started to believe; he was given the divine gift
of faith. From that moment on, he promised God that he would dedicate his life while
here on Earth to serving the Church and its people. He was almost too good to be true
— but he was consistent. That was how he eventually came to the attention of the
Holy See, and then Pope Pius himself. It was known that Father Rosetti was as smart
as any priest in Rome, but he was loyal, a genuinely good man, and he actually
believed.

As he walked he found himself staring up at the familiar, shimmering gold domes, the
two-thousand-pound crosses and needle spires of St. Peter’s Basilica. He was looking
for answers, but finding hone. His already brisk pace accelerated.

As he struck out across the familiar, swarming St. Peter’s Square — that majestic
piazza with the Bernini colonnades —he could still hear the recent words of His
Holiness Pope Pius XIII. The words kept ringing above the din of the Roman streets
crowded with tourists, peddlers, and honking cars.

Nicholas, Pope Pius had said, speaking to him as a true confidant, you are the chi ef
investigator of miracles all over the world. I want you to investigate a miracle for me.
Actually, two miracles. You can tell no one. You will be alone.

Nicholas Rosetti strode quickly past the four magnificent candelabra built at the base
of the Egyptian obelisk that had once towered center ring in Nero’s Circus. His mind
was still fixed on the words of the man whose spiritual authority and leadership
spanned the globe.

Eighty-one years ago a message was left at Fatima, Portugal, by Our Blessed Lady.
As you know, the “secret” of Fatima has never been revealed. Circumstances dictate
that I must now tell you of the extraordinary message. I must tell you this secret, but
you can tell no one. . . . It’s vitally important, Nicholas. It has to do with the polio
outbreak in America, the famines in Asia and Africa, so much

more.. . . Everything is connected. You'll see for yourself soon enough.
Rosetti had already come to the Porta Sant’Anna. He was about to leave the 109-acre
papal state called Vatican City. And will I also be leaving its protection? he

wondered. Am [ truly alone now?

As he turned down the ancient, crumbling Via di Porta Angelica, the priest felt a
curious surge of dizziness. It was disorienting, a kind of swooping vertigo.

He felt that he was being . . . watched.

Shooting pains engulfed his heart, like knives piercing into his broad chest. His vision
dimmed and was reduced to a narrow pinprick of light.

“Oh, God,” he whispered. “What’s happening to me? What’s happening?”’



Suddenly he heard a voice — deep and powerful. There is no God, you fool. There
never has been. Never! There is no way a human fool could ever know God.

He tried to steady himself, grabbed on to a lamppost as a tide of nausea swept over
him. But it wasn’t like a wave of food poisoning. It was far worse.

“A man is sick,” someone shouted in Italian. “A man is very sick!”

Nicholas Rosetti gasped hoarsely. Excruciating pain lanced suddenly down his left
arm and entered his leg. He had the thought: I'm being skewered.

He again heard the Voice deep inside his head. You are going to die, and that’s the
end for you. You'll cease to exist in a few seconds. Your life meant nothing.

Could he be having a heart attack? No, he was too young for this to happen! Only
thirty-six. He was as healthy as a horse. He’d been in excellent health just days
before. Hours before! He’d jogged five miles along the Tiber that morning.

Your exercise, your jogging, is a joke! You see that now, don’t you ,fool?

He fell to the cold stone pavement. The sky seemed to be fading in and out. Colors
swam before his eyes. Faces looked down at him, blurred in his sight. They were

grotesque, changing shape.

He thought of the incredible revelation he’d received —just moments before, inside
the gold-domed Apostolic Palace — in the papal apartment itself.

I must tell you the secret, Pius had said. I have no choice. Listen to me. Listen closely.
Father Rosetti, Our Lady of Fatima promised the world a divine child. It’s happening
now. You must find the virgin mother, Nicholas. Only she can stop the diseases, the

plagues around the world. You must find her

“Please, help me,” Nicholas Rosetti gasped as he lay in the street. “I can’t die now. |
know the secret.”

“We all know it,” whispered someone in the crowd gathered over him.

“We all know the secret,” they said in chorus. They smiled. “We all know!”

And he saw now that they were devils — every one of them. The streets were filled
with grotesque, snarling devils. They looked like werewolves, vicious, hateful beasts
up on their hind legs.

He heard the Voice again.

You're going to an early grave with your precious secret, Nicholas. You 're going
straight to the Kingdom of Hell.

Chapter 6



Newport, Rhode Island.

KATHLEEN BEAVIER NERVOUSLY SCRATCHED at the ragged red and purplish
scar on her wrist. The sixteen-year-old remembered when she had cut herself in
Boston, but she put it out of her mind now. She tried to anyway. Months had passed,
but of course she couldn’t forget.

She glanced at the Boston Globe sitting on the breakfast table beside her. The
headline was about a mysterious outbreak of polio in Boston. The whole world
seemed to be going crazy lately. Or maybe she was just projecting her own feelings
and fears.

Suddenly, she had the sense that there was something wrong with the air circulating in
the house. It was thick and nasty. It seemed almost evil to her.

Stop it. Just stop it, Kathleen commanded herself.

She had thoughts like this all the time now. Heard voices. Had crazy ideas. But at
least Kathleen knew they were crazy. Ever since South Boston, she’d known that she
might be crazy.

But who wouldn’t be a little nuts under the circumstances? She turned the newspaper
over. No need for bad news right now.

A figure moved across her vision.
“I don’t want any breakfast,” she said to the housekeeper, Mrs. Walsh.

“Don’t talk to me like that, Kathy,” Mrs. W. scolded mildly She put out a tempting
little tray of goodies: fresh fruit, cereals, hot breads. The breakfast table on the

veranda looked out over the rocky shoreline behind the Beavier house in Newport,
Rhode Island.

Kathleen finally smiled. And despite her wish to be obdurate, to starve herself, to just
say no, she stuck her spoon into the muesli cereal.

“Blech,” she said.

“You’re very, very welcome,” said Mrs. Walsh, who’d been the Beaviers’
housekeeper since before Kathleen was born.

The girl played with the cereal and the mandarin orange sections and the seven-grain
toast on her tray. She sipped her chamomile tea and found it just about perfect,
exactly as she liked it. Then she extricated herself from napkin and chair and slowly
moved away.

“Be careful, Kathleen,” Mrs. Walsh called after her.



It made the girl smile. Careful? Wasn’t it a little late for that?

Chapter 7

SUPPORTING HER PROTRUDING stomach with her left hand, Kathleen negotiated
a steep flight of bleached wooden stairs outside the house. Her one guiltless pleasure
lately was the beach, and it lay directly ahead.

She could cry on the beach. She could scream all she wanted to and her voice would
be drowned out by the crashing waves. She could act crazy if she wanted to. And she
very much wanted to. She was eight months pregnant and that was just one of the
things that made no sense to her. The doctor who was supposed to abort the child had
either committed suicide or been murdered — the police still didn’t know. Kathleen
too might have died that night in South Boston if another patient hadn’t arrived and
found her bleeding on the floor.

Kathleen sighed loudly as she reached the beach. Her swollen feet were bursting out
of her high-top Nike sneakers. She would have untied the laces but she couldn’t see
her feet, let alone reach them.

How had this happened to her? How? Why?

Wading through the ocean’s low tide, she put her hand on

her huge turn. She made the gesture pregnant women everywhere make: She rubbed a
soothing circle on the swollen globe.

She wanted to hate it, but no matter how angry she was that she was trapped in this
body, the baby was hers. And she couldn’t be angry at the baby. Her baby hadn’t done

anything wrong.

She stood with her face to the early-morning wind and watched a crack drill team of
sandpipers on tiny matchstick legs scrambling in and out of the frothy surf.

The gray-and-white birds watched her right back.

Was it her vivid imagination? Or another of the weird things that had been happening
to her since her old life was taken over by this new one?

She sighed. Gently stroked her belly again. A thought about the polio epidemic
jumped into her head. She forced it out.

Give it up, she thought to herself. Enjoy the morning before your parents get up. The
nervous, embarrassed looks everybody gave her made her ill.



Kathleen walked away from the water and up toward the dunes. As she brushed her
way through the high, yellow grass something darted out and stood directly in her
path.

A red squirrel stared at her with frozen, gleaming eyes. She was certain the squirrel
was staring.

“What’s up with you?” she asked it.

As she glanced up toward her elegant, white-framed Victorian home, she noticed a
second red squirrel. It was staring at her from a branch of a tree.

And a big gray fellow standing upright like a tiny bear over near the stairs. Watching?
Then Kathleen heard a screeching voice above her head. Looking up, she saw
flapping white wings. Six or seven circling gulls. Swooping. Kiting. Sailing over the
gray beach like rudderless ships.
Were these birds keeping an eye on her too?
Watching?
Kathleen heard a whirring, the buzzing of insects, in the waving dune grass.
A cloud of blackflies appeared just above the grass.
Watching?
She started to cough; she waved both hands in front of her face.
Down the beach, two usually friendly golden retrievers began to bark.
Other neighborhood dogs took up the howling, yelping, whining, baying.
Kathleen’s heartbeat quickened.
The squirrels.
The screeching gulls.
The buzzing insects.
The thick cloud of blackflies.

The howling dogs.

They all seemed to be gathering in a tightening ring around her. They hated her,
didn’t they? Am I going crazy?

“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” she screamed. “Just fucking stop it!”



Cradling her swollen stomach with both hands, Kathleen hurried back to her house.
Her chest heaved with great choking sobs.

She slammed the front door behind her and ran into the parlor. She was breathing
heavily as she stood before the huge window and watched the morning sun continue
its climb over the ocean.

She hadn’t imagined any of it. She knew that she hadn’t.

They were all watching her.

Chapter 8

THE HIGHWAY SIGN up ahead read NEWPORT, R.I. 30 MILES. I had traveled
from Los Angeles to Boston, and now I was on my way to my third destination in two
days.

My windshield wipers cleared a half-moon tunnel over the slick, gray interstate
highway. I felt lost, a little confused, and very tired. I couldn’t stop seeing those poor
children at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center.

The late-afternoon rainstorm pounded ominously on the roof of my sturdy, nine-year-
old BMW, but I kissed off the warning. I punched on the window defroster, then
concentrated on the blurred white stripes that sliced the interstate into curving, sliding,
equal parts.

I was hitting over seventy, trying to distance myself from rafts of dying young
Angelenos — even as I sped toward Newport and the very strange assignment I’d
recently accepted from the Archdiocese of Boston.

What could the polio epidemics in L.A. and Boston have to do with a young girl in
Newport? And why had the Church taken me on to investigate? Agreed to my $300-a-
day fee without any attempt at negotiating?

I couldn’t make sense of it and that bothered the hell out of me. I thought back to a
conversation that morning with Cardinal Rooney. His voice on the telephone had been
as persuasive as ever. “The situation is also being investigated by the Vatican,” he’d
told me. “They’re sending their investigator. I don’t care, Anne. I want you in
Newport.”

I liked the cardinal. Seven years before, when I’d told him why I was quitting my
order and why I could no longer be a nun, he’d been sympathetic and accepting. I’d
never forgotten that. I felt that I owed him.

I went to Harvard, and not long after that I picked up my master’s in psychology. My
thesis, “Firewalking: The Journey from Ages Twelve to Twenty,” became a book that



was credited with having an impact on the practice of adolescent psychotherapy. I’d
gotten into police work to earn my way through school, and I liked it more than I
could have imagined. I spent three and a half years with the Boston Police
Department and enjoyed everything except the old boy network at the top. So I left
the force and got a license as a private investigator. I’d done the right thing to leave
the Dominican Order. I was pretty sure that once my habit was in mothballs, I would
see my last of the Archdiocese of Boston.

I was wrong.

The cardinal had kept me in his active file. Very active. He sent me a note every time
I was mentioned in a newspaper piece. He hired me to work on a few delicate cases.
Cardinal Rooney wasn’t just smart; he was clever. I should have known that he was
keeping tabs on me for a reason. Apparently, that reason had arrived.

My drive from Boston to Newport had already taken two

hours, and during that time I went over and over everything Rooney had said to me.
“There’s a sixteen-year-old girl in Newport,” he confided. “She’s a virgin, Anne. And
she’s pregnant. I need for you to check her out.”

I respected the cardinal, but I couldn’t contain myself. “It’s got to be a hoax,” I
sputtered. “This is the twentieth century. This is America! I doubt there are any
sixteen-year-old virgins left.

He laughed and admitted that that was his first reaction too.

“And now?” I asked.

“Anne,” the cardinal said, “humor me this one time. You know the younger
generation a lot better than I do. If this girl Kathleen Beavier is on the level in any
way, you’ll know If it’s total bunk, you’ll know that too. Do what you do —
investigate.”

“And let the pieces fall where they will? You have no problem with that, Eminence?”

“Absolutely none. You have free rein on this. Just make sure you don’t get hit by any
falling pieces.”

It was the second time that Rooney had alluded to danger, but an excited chill came
over me. | exited the highway and cruised into the town of Newport. I couldn’t wait to
meet Kathleen Beavier. | was trying hard not to be biased against her, but I couldn’t
help it.

The truth was, I just didn’t believe in virgin births anymore.

Chapter 9



I WAS MET at the front door by the Beavier housekeeper, who briefly introduced me
to Mrs. Beavier and then showed me to my “room at the cottage.” Apparently, |
would be staying the night.

It was only 62 degrees in the room, but I’d already worked up a little sweat thinking
about Kathleen Beavier. I’d arrived at the large manor house called Sun Cottage at
four-thirty. Now I stood at a large bay window in my bedroom suite. I was looking
out at an unbeatable ocean view. I was cogitating, one of my favorite pastimes, when
there was a knock at the door.

“Yes? Who is it, please?”

A soft mumble came from the hallway. “It’s Mrs. Walsh. Come to draw you a bath,
Ms. Fitzgerald. Is that all right?”

“That would be. . . wonderful,” I said, trying to conceal my surprise. “Please, come
n.”

Mrs. Walsh, a slight woman with a curly snow white cap of hair, stood in the doorway
She nodded, then scurried to the adjoining bathroom. I watched through the open door
in mild amazement as she sprinkled bath oil under the torrent streaming from the
shiny brass taps.

“Your bath is nearly ready,” the housekeeper said, ducking her head, then brushing
past me. My bath is nearly ready. Wow. Okay, I can handle this. I think.

I thanked her and entered the handsome bathroom. Mrs. Walsh seemed a little strange
to me, a little high-strung, but that was okay.

I drank in the stunning details of the room: the Victorian towel racks, the wood-
paneled glass cabinets overflowing with thick bath sheets, the old footed tub, and a
magnificent pier glass mirror.

I dropped my blouse and khaki trousers to the floor and stared at my image in the
glass.

I had entered the novitiate at fourteen, before my body matured. I was a novice at the
Dominican convent in Boston. The mirrors built into the walls of St. Mary’s were
blacked out with paint. My only looking glass was four inches square. For a couple of
years, [ wore a full habit, complete with wimple and oxford shoes. Even when I was
alone, I put on and removed my plain cotton underwear under my voluminous
nightgown. My hair was covered day and night. Mortification of the senses, it was
called.

I understood now that I had entered St. Mary’s as an alternative to staying in our
house in Dorchester. I was the next to youngest of eleven Fitzgerald children. My
mother was a cleaning lady and a functioning alcoholic. My father was an insurance
salesman and a functioning alcoholic also.



I learned about St. Mary’s from a sympathetic sister at my grammar school, and then I
escaped to the convent. At St. Mary’s I was “the tough one from Dorchester,” which
served me pretty well. The sisters were good to me, actually loved me better than my
parents had, and they tried to save me. Who knows, maybe they succeeded.

I would have been shocked back then if I could’ve peeked into my future. Seen my
grown-up-woman’s body. I stared into the steamy pier glass, still awed, amazed, and
amused that I’d emerged from my nun-y duckling feathers with what could pass as a
model’s body. Well, almost. Well, in my dreams.

I gathered the hair off my neck with one hand, then slowly released the thick, glossy
sheaf of it, watching as it swung gracefully around my shoulders. My post-adolescent
narcissism satisfied, I smiled to myself and settled into the hot, fragrant bath.

“I could get used to this,” I muttered.

I had a moment of pure hedonistic pleasure before a chill invaded me, and I
remembered exactly where [ was. [ wasn’t a pampered society babe at Two Bunch
Palms or the Canyon Ranch spa. [ was in the Beavier house in Newport, Rhode
Island.

I was here to investigate a virgin birth, which seemed to me, at best, a physical
impossibility.

Chapter 10

AROUND FIVE O’CLOCK, I peeked into a very large, softly sunlit library room,
feeling like an intruder in someone else’s dream. I heard a woman’s voice before I
saw anyone. “Good evening, Ms. Fitzgerald.”

Carolyn Beavier was standing in front of a wall of leaded, floor-to-ceiling windows
that looked out on a lawn that rolled all the way down to the ocean. I’d met her briefly
when I arrived. She’d been courteous but formal and restrained. She was in her late
forties, with an elegant oval face, prominent cheekbones. Her streaked blond hair was
held back by a simple velvet band. She fit very well in the world of Newport,
Greenwich, and Palm Beach.

She introduced me to her husband, Charles, a silver-haired man who had the sharp,
angled look of a corporate warrior. He was dressed in a charcoal gray business suit,
crisp white shirt with French cuffs, gold cuff links, and a striped silk tie.

He acknowledged me politely, then bent over a handsome writing desk, snapped
closed the latches of a black briefcase.

Carolyn dropped into a sofa covered in a muted floral chintz, and invited me to sit in a
nearby striped Regency chair.



Charles Beavier said, “You’ve got impressive credentials, Ms. Fitzgerald. Degree in
adolescent psychology. Experience with disturbed children at McLean Hospital in
Belmont. And of course, Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Teenage Girls
but Were Afraid to Ask.”

It was a small dig but I said nothing, just gave him a steady, cordial look. Since
Cardinal Rooney hadn’t included my experience in police work as part of my
background, I decided not to add it to my résumé now.

“Sorry,” Charles Beavier said then. “That was uncalled-for. I’'m sure that Firewalking
is a valuable book.”

“We’re under a lot of stress,” Carolyn broke in.
“I understand,” I said.

“No offense, but you really can’t understand the strain,” Charles Beavier said roughly.
“When we learned Kathy was pregnant, I wanted to strangle her —* His voice caught
in his throat.

Carolyn finished for him. “It wasn’t just the pregnancy. It was that Kathleen hadn’t
told us. Then, as you know, she tried to kill herself. I wish she’d tried to kill me
instead.”

“Stop it,” Charles Beavier said. “It’s not your fault, Cee.”

But his wife continued. “I wish Kathleen and I were closer. I wish I’d made more time
for her. I wish, I wish.” Her eyes slid off to the side. I sensed that Carolyn Beavier
wasn’t a carpool—field hockey kind of mom. I could imagine the Newport—
Boston—New York social whirl she led; the life of a society woman married to a
corporate chieftain.

“Kathleen and I do love each other,” she added softly, “but we’re not close enough.
Especially now. We’ve never really been friends.”

“I don’t like it when you talk this way,” Charles Beavier interrupted. “You didn’t get
her pregnant, Cee. You didn’t slit her wrists in an abortion clinic in Southie.”

He sounded very tough, unpleasantly so. Then, surprisingly, he choked, and tears
rolled down his face.

What a scene. 1 reached out a hand impulsively — and impulsively he squeezed it.
Then he took his hand back from mine and pressed his eyes with a folded white
handkerchief.

“Sorry” he said. “We are under a lot of stress.”
“Will you both take it easy on yourselves,” I said. “Please. I'm not here to judge

anyone. I’m not a judgmental person. I’m here to help Kathleen, if I can. And to
represent the archdiocese.”



I lifted the prettiest teacup I’d ever held. Sprigs of violets danced on white porcelain
banded with gold.

Carolyn Beavier smiled weakly. “I’m certain you’ll get along with her. She’s
considerate and loving. She’s a very nice young woman.”

I nodded. “I’m sure she is.”

Charles sat down beside his wife on the sofa and took her hand. “I’1l start at the
beginning. As much as we know about the beginning,” he said in a grave tone.

Stopping and starting as he sorted through the details, Charles Beavier tried to
explain. The first days had been incredibly difficult for the family. That had been the
worst time. They had always trusted Kathleen. The pregnancy had been a jolting
surprise, the dramatic, nearly tragic kicker of her attempted suicide. It was when they
were nursing their daughter back to health that Kathleen revealed that she was still a
virgin.

“A virgin birth? Give me a break. How were we supposed to believe that?”” Charles
Beavier asked. “If she was lying, it was a scandal that would stain her reputation
forever. If she was telling the truth, then she was a medical freak —*

“— or the mother of our Savior,” Carolyn said softly.

Her words hung in the air as I turned the concept around in my mind.

The silence was broken by another voice that came from behind us, in the doorway to
the library.

“I’d like to try and answer Ms. Fitzgerald’s questions.”

Chapter 11

A TEENAGE GIRL stood beside a huge glass-fronted bookcase overflowing with
jacketless hardback novels and histories of another age.

She was blond and unusually pretty, her long hair hanging in a thick braid down the

middle of her back. She wore a long plaid dress that reminded me of the singer Sarah
McLachlan, and high-top sneakers. She had a henna tattoo on one arm. She was thin-
featured, except for the shockingly swollen belly of a woman eight months pregnant.

I knew, of course, that this had to be Kathleen.

I searched her face for signs of depression, worry, fear, but couldn’t find any of that.
Not at first glance, anyway. She was spanking-clean, and her clothes were chosen not
just to contain her shape, but because they looked good. She sure didn’t appear to be a
troubled kid who’d tried to kill herself a few months back.



“I was told you were coming.” She smiled quite wonderfully, and bravely, I couldn’t
help thinking. “I’m Kathleen, as you can probably tell by this.” She patted her huge
stomach.

“Hello, Kathleen,” I said.

I was clutching the arms of the chair so hard 1 was sure [ was leaving nail marks. I
couldn’t take my eyes away from the young girl’s face.

The lovely face of Kathleen Beavier reminded me of the Blessed Virgin Mary. There
was no mistaking it.

Chapter 12
Maam Cross, Ireland.

A WEEK HAD PASSED since the brutal and mysterious attack on Nicholas Rosetti
in Rome, just outside the Vatican gates. He looked so much older now; he felt so
much older.

He felt.. . that someone was watching him, and he thought he knew who it was, and
what it wanted. His only defense was his iron will to serve his Church at any cost to
himself.

His recent affliction had frightened and frustrated him, and the doctors who attended
his mysterious illness had no explanation. Tests revealed nothing. Nothing! Meaning
what? That the attack had all been in his mind? He’d been deathly ill for five days.
Then the shooting pains and high fever, the blackouts, left him as quickly as they had
appeared.

So am I well now?
Am I cured?
Am I sane?

Father Rosetti drove his small rented car over the Irish hills, around sudden twists in
the roads, with grave determination.

He hardly noticed the beauty of the furrowed fields and pastures that flanked the
country roads, nor their curious emptiness now that the spring lambs had been sent to
slaughter.

His 225-kilometer trek from Dublin’s O’Connell Street to Maam Cross in Galway
was ending. But he knew his real journey had only just begun.

As he got closer to Maam Cross, his fear and anxiety about another physical attack
increased. He desperately wanted to control the fears but found that he couldn’t.



Why did he feel he was being watched? He could see no one on the roads.

And he hadn’t heard the deep, terrifying voice in a couple of days.

He asked directions at the petrol station just inside the almost-medieval village of
Maam Cross. A toothless mechanic in a greasy cap and blackened workman’s clothes
directed him farther west. He proceeded in that direction.

Stone gateposts marked the beginning of a long curving drive. EIm branches moved
overhead, sending shifting shadows across the car’s windscreen. The parkland on both

sides of the drive looked lonely, unnaturally so.

He gave a sigh of relief when he saw that the road wound to a halt at the forecourt of a
handsome and secure-looking stone manse.

The Holy Trinity School for Girls.

Yes, this was the place.

The girl was here. The virgin Colleen.

If he could believe that.

Abandoning his English Ford at the entrance, he made his way up the broad stone
steps. He could hear a class of girls through an open, latticed window, the sweetly

monotonous chant of Latin declensions. Amo, amas, amat. .

He found himself reciting the known facts of his investigation. A litany of impossible
ideas connected to an outrageous prophecy made decades ago at Fatima in Portugal.

A virgin here in the Republic of Ireland, site of Pope John Paul’s mysterious visit in
1979.

A virgin eight months gone with child.
A fourteen-year-old schoolgirl named Colleen Deirdre Gala-her.

A secret that Rome and the church in Ireland were struggling to keep under
containment.

And that was just the start of things, just the beginning.

Father Rosetti absently lifted the heavy ring knocker on the school’s front door. His
heart was racing, and he felt weighted down with fear. Was he being watched?
Followed? If so, by whom?

At least the Voice was leaving him alone.

A tall, flat-chested girl presently appeared at the doorway. The Holy Trinity student
wore a puffy white blouse, a gray pleated skirt, conservative black shoes. She seemed



to be expecting him. She curtsied, then silently led Rosetti upstairs to the office of the
Reverend Mother.

Still afraid of another attack, he gripped the slight wooden banister as if he were an
old man. It was constantly on his mind now — being struck down with terrible
crippling pain — then dying, simply ceasing to be.

The school’s principal was expecting him, waiting upstairs in her small, dank office.
“It isn’t often we’re receiving visitors . . . much less from Rome,” Sister Katherine
Dominica said with a benedictory smile that made Rosetti distrust her. She was surely
conflicted about her student Colleen Galaher, and concerned about the purpose of the

visitor from Rome, of all places. But Sister

Katherine would not ask leading or probing questions. As a provincial Irish nun, she
knew her place.

“This term, Colleen has been studying her lessons at home,” the nun told Rosetti.
“The other students — and especially their parents — haven’t been kind to her about
this unusual situation.”

“Unusual? Yes, it certainly is that,” Rosetti agreed.

He forced a smile and offered words that were sincere. “I’m originally from a small
town, Sister. People can be cruel. I think I understand what’s happened here.”

“I’11 take you to see Colleen.” The nun then nodded curtly and said, “She’s here
today, at your request.”

“My request. And the Vatican’s,” he reminded the solemn faced nun.

Chapter 13

SO THIS WAS THE GIRL that Pope Pius had wanted him to see.

Nicholas Rosetti’s badly bruised heart lurched wildly the moment he saw the
fourteen-year-old. His head ached terribly. The shock to him was that a month ago,
even two weeks ago, he had been stable, strong.

My God, my God, my God.

The girl standing before him had skin as white as milk with a light sprinkling of
freckles across her nose and a ragged haircut. It looked as if the ends of her curling
red hair had been chewed off. She was dressed in a tattered beige raincoat, clean but
too thin for the weather. The hem of a red flannel dress hung beneath it. Under the



dress, she had on blue jeans. Boy’s wool socks, elastic long since sprung, drooped
over ancient school shoes with rips along the toes.

And yet, his heart continued to beat wildly. Why?

On a desk were a couple of schoolbooks, but also a paperback — Omnivores, by
Lydia Millet. He thought he’d better find out about the book. What was Omnivores?

Is this the one? Dear God in Heaven, she is so young, so small.
The bulging stomach seemed a brutal thing for this poor waif of a girl to bear.

“Please sit down,” he said. “Please, Colleen. You don’t have to stand because I’'m
here. I’'m just a simple priest.”

A sister brought in tea and scones, then Nicholas Rosetti began the formalistic
interview of the Congregation of Sacred Rites. It was the first test. The first of many,
if she was the one.

A young child, fourteen years old, who very innocently ascribes her mysterious
condition to the will of God the Father, Nicholas Rosetti would enter in his notes later
that night. She is just a child, though. My prayers are with Colleen Galaher. To my
eyes, her features seem luminous, as if lit by a glow from within. She seems without
guile, an honest young Irish girl. A ninth-grader Imagine that.

I am struck powerfully with this notion: Colleen is precisely the age of Mary of
Nazareth when she bore Jesus!

He studied the girl as they talked; he couldn’t take his eyes away. Suddenly, Rosetti
was struck by a wave of feeling so primitive and hideous, his mind reeled.

He heard the Voice, but there were no words, just laughter. Awful, hideous laughter
that the priest couldn’t stop.

He braced for another physical attack, but this feeling was different, he realized. He
gripped the edge of the desk and watched the skin under his fingernails go white.

“Are you all right, Father?”” asked Colleen. Her voice was sweet, melting with
genuine concern.

“Quite all right,” said Father Rosetti. But he wasn’t.

The Voice spoke: She’s so young, so small, so tight.

He was sexually aroused. He was violently tumescent, and he was awash with guilt
and shame. He was powerfully tempted to have sex with this young pregnant girl. He

wanted her more than any woman he had ever seen in his life.

Take her right here on the floor You can have her, Nicholas. You won't be her first,
though.



Father Rosetti almost fell in his rush to leave the library As he ran from the convent
school, he was shivering uncontrollably.

He’s seen the young Virgin, the Voice taunted, and he likes what he’s seen.

Chapter 14

Newport, Rhode Is land.

I STOOD AT THE TOP of the wooden steps leading down to the beach and watched
Kathleen Beavier below.

She was tossing small Hat stones into the surf, and I could tell she was athletic by the
way she threw the rocks. She had an air of confidence, and it seemed so odd, so sad
and wrong, that she’d tried to kill herself not long ago.

I draped an old blue cashmere sweater around my shoulders and walked down toward
the girl.

Kathleen seemed to accept me so far. She waved, complimented me on the way I’d
twisted up my hair, and told me that the watercolor blue of my sweater was a real

13 9

WOW
Kathleen looked like most girls her age, though she was prettier, and pregnant, of
course. She wore a tan hooded sweater, wide-legged cargo pants, chunky boots, a
wool beanie. I’d been noticing her favorite brands: Roxy, Blue Asphalt, Union Bay.

She wore makeup, but not too much.

She gave me an enthusiastic guided tour of the picturesque Beavier estate, which was
once a working farm. There were still

antique outbuildings dotting the grounds. The cottage was a beautiful structure, with
four imposing wings added on to an impressive Victorian shell. The house had
twenty-four rooms, eight full baths.

“It’s pretty awesome,” I said.

“It’s not exactly a humble stable in Bethlehem,” Kathleen said. She smiled at me. “I
thought someone should break the ice.”

I laughed. “Consider it broken. You know that I’m a private investigator.”
“Do you get to carry a gun?”’ she asked.

“Everybody asks me that lately I have a gun, yes.”



We walked at the frothy hem of the sea, skirting the foam as it surged toward our
sneakers. | said, “Maybe we should talk about what I know about you, and what I
don’t.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay If we have to.”

“We have to,” I said, hoping I sounded nonchalant. “All I know for sure is this:
You’re pregnant, and you say you’re a virgin.”

“Strange, but true. And you know I tried to kill myself.”

I nodded. “T also know that the Archdiocese of Boston is concerned about your
condition. I know they’re trying to keep the story quiet, which is understandable. But
why did they become involved in the first place?”

Kathleen rolled her eyes, which were bright blue and very pretty. “Okay. First of all,
though, one minor correction. You said the Church was concerned; I’d say they’re
terrified. The almighty cardinal came here himself. He couldn’t look into my eyes.
That’s very strange. / think it is, anyway.

“After I tried to end ‘IT’ and then to end me, my mother finally listened to me. She
didn’t believe me at first, naturally, but then she got it big-time. I didn’t expect her to
say, ‘Mother of God!” Literally! But that’s what she said.”

The girl was funny; I had to hand it to her. She was a charmer. “So she called the
local church?”

“Yeah. If it had been up to Dad, he would have sent me to Switzerland, put the baby
up for adoption. .

Kathleen turned somber. She took off her beanie, rolled it in her hands. I couldn’t help
running diagnostics on her as she talked. Was she bipolar? One symptom of manic-
depressive tendencies was megalomania or delusions of grandeur. The belief that one
was going to be the mother of God could certainly fit under that category

Kathleen rubbed at the still-livid scar on her wrist, then wrinkled up her face.

“Things got pretty wild around here after that. I was examined by a high-priced
gynecologist they flew in from Boston. Then I was cross-examined by theologians at
Harvard University, of all places. After that, all these different priests began to come
to the house. And now you! Anyway, you seem much nicer than the others. They
must have made a mistake when they chose you. Or you’re sneaky?”

“I’m very sneaky. Kathleen, please start at the beginning. I’ve heard the story in bits
and pieces. There’s something about a day last January. Eight months ago. You’d
gone out with a boy after a school dance? Who was he? What was that all about?”

Kathleen’s blue eyes hooded over suddenly, a door seemed to slam shut on the newly
formed trust between us.



“I’m sorry” she said. She shook her head. “I can’t tell you about that. Don’t go there.
I’11 talk about anything else.”

Tears filled her eyes and she had to cover her face with her hands. I wondered if she
was conning me. It was impossible to tell.

“I’m so afraid,” she whispered at last. “I feel so alone and

afraid. People think I’'m either a liar or a saint. I’'m neither. I’'m just me! I’m still just
me!”

She leaned against me and I took the badly shaking girl in my arms. I could feel her
emotions, her fears, her terrible loneliness. I had seen it before, but never quite like
this. What had happened to Kathleen Beavier?

Chapter 15

I WAS AGITATED after my talk with Kathleen. I liked her. Period. My objectivity
was weakening already. I spent the remainder of the early evening interviewing the
staff of five who worked at the house. I tried to do my job as if it were any other. The
staff idolized Kathleen and none of them thought she was a liar. They believed in her.

I watched the evening news in my room and saw more about the polio outbreak, but
also about a famine in India and a plague in Asia. What was happening around the
world? I noticed I was hugging myself as I watched Peter Jennings report the news.

Just past seven-thirty, I checked in with Cardinal Rooney. I told him I was making
progress but that there was nothing earth-shattering to report so far. That was when he
dropped #is little bombshell. He was sending a priest from Boston to stay at the

Beavier house.

“I’m sending Father Justin O’Carroll,” the cardinal told me. “You know Justin.” Yes, 1
know Justin O ’Carroll.

I had a late dinner with the family that night around nine,
but my mood kept wandering all through the meal. Kathleen had gotten under my skin
the second I saw her, and she defied easy classification. Now Justin O’Carroll was

coming. God give me strength.

Around ten o’clock, I took a walk alone on the grounds. My mind was in overdrive,
and I knew I would have trouble sleeping if I went up to my room.

This is a hoax. It has to be. Now how do I prove it?

And what will that do to Kathleen?



She had warned me to be careful walking around outside, and I thought that odd
advice. The place was beautiful, and extremely well lit. I thought that I could handle
any danger I found here.

Chapter 16

THE NIGHT AIR was cold and felt brittle to me. I had hoped that the roar of the
waves would soothe me, but instead the sound called up a touch of melancholia that
caught me off guard.

I had been trying to think of something other than the young girl. And as iron files are
attracted to a magnet, so were my thoughts drawn straight to Justin O’Carroll. Damn,
damn, damn. Why is Rooney sending him?

I hadn’t thought about Justin for months, but now that I did I remembered everything
all too well. I had been a Dominican nun for only two years, and I felt I’d made the
right choice. But then something completely unexpected happened. I met Father
Justin O’Carroll, originally from County Cork, Ireland. And damn it, I fell in love
with him.

I first saw him when he was a caseworker for Catholic Charities in South Boston. He
was wearing a plaid flannel shirt, jeans, work boots. I didn’t even know he was a
priest. I was attached as a social worker to Cardinal Rooney’s office, the main
archdiocesan office, on Commonwealth Avenue.

Justin was handsome; not quite Daniel Day-Lewis good-looking, but close enough to
make the comparison. All of the laywomen at the chancery thought so, too. He had
the most intense royal blue eyes and thick black curls. Some days he banded those
curls into a ponytail and then he was virtually irresistible.

But I had resisted physical temptation before. I knew where it led: eleven kids and a
lifetime of alcoholism. Even when I was a nun, attractive men had sometimes come
on to me: fathers of my classmates and men on the street who couldn’t tell I was a nun
in my street clothes. But there was something so compelling about Justin; an
unmistakable strength that intrigued me; self-reliance and individuality; a seeming
indifference toward the rude ways of the world. He was a rebel with a cause:

He was devoted to the poor, and especially to children.

Justin was worldly-wise, too. He could speak intelligently on a variety of subjects
ranging from Irish sociology to classical music and art to American politics and pop
culture, even baseball. He loved Mozart, and he really loved U2 and the Cranberries,
and I had caught him humming and singing selections from both musical worlds. He
was classically educated and had a quiet, sensitive temperament. But he was a priest;
I was a nun. And the two of us simply couldn’t be together.



Down on the beach near the Beavier house, I took a seat on a log of driftwood and
stared out to sea. Pictures were flowing into my mind, filling in spaces I’d forgotten
were there.

I remembered how dumb and giddy I’d felt when I was around him and how dumb
and guilty that made me feel. To be honest, I’d never experienced anything like it
before. Naturally, Justin and I never discussed this for the first year of our
acquaintance. Then I went to an international conference in Washington, D.C., a trip
that lasted two weeks.

One night during my second week, I got a midnight phone call. It was Justin.
“What’s wrong? Did something happen?” I asked.

“The only thing that’s wrong that I can think of,” I heard a dreamy, faraway voice
say, “is that you’re in Washington, I’m here in Boston, and I’m missing you terribly.”

I felt my heart seize up in my chest. [ was tempted to hang up the phone. But before I
was forced to find an answer, Justin was brushing past the awkward silence.

“You can’t imagine how hard it was for me to make this call. I picked up the receiver
and hung it up again at least a dozen times. I feel like a total fool, Anne, but I seemed
to have no choice about it. / had to call you.”

What to say? The word flustered had been invented for moments like this. Could I
possibly tell Justin that I’d been missing him too? That constant thoughts of him had
been destroying my concentration all week? All month? All year?

No. I could not. I would not.

I said, rather inconsiderately, “I’ll be back in Boston next Monday” And then I said I
had to get some sleep, and hung up on him. What willpower, what confusion, what
disingenuousness.

I thought about us for the rest of my time in Washington. I was extremely negative.
When I got back, I asked for, and received, an immediate transfer out of Boston. I had
taken vows; I had made a solemn commitment; I couldn’t go back on those flow.

Justin seemed to understand my decision. He didn’t write to me or phone me at my
new school in Andover. Slowly, my faith and some of my commitment returned.

Then one afternoon he was waiting for me outside the private high school where I
taught.

“I had to see you again,” he said in the quietest voice. “I’m sorry, Anne. I almost feel
as if [ have no choice anymore. No free will.”

“Well,” I said, and smiled. “It’s good to see you too. But you do have free will. And
sodo I.”



We went for a long walk through the streets of the village. I tried to talk reasonably,
logically, calmly. It seems so ironic when I think of my impassioned lecture to him
that day. Then suddenly this positively gorgeous man I wanted to love held me by the
shoulders, and I was looking up into those stormy blue eyes of his. We were standing
outside a place called the Pewter Pot. I’ll never forget it.

“Justin,” I whispered, “please don’t.”

“I love you, Anne,” he said, still holding me. It was the only time I had ever heard
those words.

“I don’t want to see you again,” I told him. “I’m sorry I’'m deeply sorry.” Then I went
back to my car and drove home, trembling and sobbing uncontrollably the whole way.

Months later, I heard that Justin had been transferred to the Holy See in Rome. Not
too long after that, I was at Harvard, no longer a nun. As Kurt Vonnegut wrote over
and over in one of his novels, So it goes.

Now, on a cold, windy, deserted beach in Newport, I knew that I wanted to see Justin
again. I wanted to tell him about Kathleen Beavier, and how she had affected me. I
wanted to talk to Justin O’Carroll, and I had no idea why the urge was suddenly so
overwhelming.

But maybe I did have an idea.
Soon, I was going to be thirty years old.

I was still a virgin myself.

Chapter 17

THERE WAS A VISITOR sitting in an armchair in the large Beavier library. I knew
who he was and why he was here. He was head of obstetrics at Mount Sinai Hospital.
Still, I was introduced to Dr. Neil Shapiro, who’d been brought from New York to
examine Kathleen. 4 Jewish doctor, 1 thought. Well, does that represent some kind of
acid test to the Church?

Shapiro was an ordinary-looking man with thinning gray hair and a solid appearance
that seemed to have been shaken by his trip to Newport. He talked rapidly about
missed flight connections and a weird feeling of vertigo when he entered the city
limits.

I sat beside Carolyn Beavier on the chintz-covered sofa and accepted a mug of coffee.
My mind chewed on several ironies of Shapiro’s visit, but then I gave my full
attention to the doctor.



“I understand that Kathleen has been examined previously, but I’ve been asked to see
her anyway. Of course, a home gynecological exam limits severely what I’m going to
be able to tell you,” Shapiro said in professional tones. “I’ll be using a hand-

held sonograph, for one thing. And since the Church wouldn’t permit amniocentesis
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“Kathleen’s child may be a holy child,” I interjected, playing devil’s advocate. “It
would be unconscionable to take even a one-in-a-thousand chance with its safety,
don’t you think?”

“Not my call, of course,” Shapiro said, and smiled thinly. “So,