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			Part One

			Pastorinhos

		

	
		
		
			1

			The Specter of 1960

			“Do not be afraid.”

			Those were the words that the Virgin Mary spoke to three shepherd children when, they claimed, she appeared to them near Fatima, Portugal, in 1917. I must have been in the second or third grade when I learned about Fatima, around the time of my first confession and first communion, but before Catholicism commandeered my imagination with its full splendor and terrorizing power.

			As a young child, I was still innocently baffled by the notion of sin and the punishments of purgatory and hell. Even so, those words—“Do not be afraid”—had a palliative effect on me, as did the fact that they had been spoken by the most benign entity in the church’s spiritual hierarchy.

			We knew her by various names: the Virgin Mary, the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Blessed Mother, the Madonna, Queen of Heaven, Immaculate Mary. Sometimes just by Mary or Our Mother. Or by Our Lady, with all its subcategories: Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Our Lady of Sorrows, Our Lady of Victory, Our Lady Star of the Sea. And then there were the names given to her by the places where she had revealed herself. There was Our Lady of Fatima, the apparition that would mean the most to me, but also Our Lady of Guadalupe, Our Lady of Lourdes, Our Lady of the Snows.

			It wasn’t as confusing as it might seem. I understood that despite all the different names, she was the same being. She was Our Lady. She was the “intercessor” who was human enough, compassionate enough, to plead our case before the awesome and unforgiving God who was, through some impossibly complicated historical and spiritual alchemy, her own son.

			She wasn’t the boss of heaven, but she was its human face. I remember an illustration at the beginning of a Catholic grade-school civics book, a pyramidal schematic that represented the flow of American political power. At the bottom were the voters. Above them were the House of Representatives, the Senate, and the Supreme Court. One level higher, all by himself, was the President. But then, hovering above Dwight Eisenhower with unspecified celestial authority, was the Virgin Mary.

			She was usually depicted wearing a blue cloak, her arms spread at her sides with her hands open, palms up, her feet crushing the head of a snake that represented the devil. She gazed downward with a look of serenity that was shot through with a profound sadness. “Is there one who would not weep,” went the words of the Stabat Mater, a droning hymn we sang in school about Mary, “whelm’d in miseries so deep?”

			Miseries aside, her expression and body language communicated a mother’s protective calmness. Throughout the magical and fearful years of my childhood I thought that she might appear to me. I went to sleep at night half expecting that I would be awakened by her radiant presence in the corner of the bedroom I shared with my brother. She would instruct me, as she had instructed the children at Fatima, to pray for “the conversion of Russia.” I didn’t know what the conversion of Russia meant. I wouldn’t know what communism—godless communism—was until I was older. But the message didn’t matter. What mattered was that she might choose me, out of all the children in the world, to reveal herself to. For Catholic children in those days, being visited by the Virgin Mary was the closest thing to discovering you had a superpower.

			Catholicism was a feverish religion that helped to inflame a child’s already wild imaginings. Once, during recess in third grade, I found a rusty railroad spike at the edge of the playground. I can still recall the intense certainty with which I concluded that it was one of the huge nails that had been driven through Christ’s hands and feet on the cross, and that had now fallen from heaven as a miraculous sign to be delivered specifically to me in Abilene, Texas.

			Not all the signs were so welcome. Before I was discovered to be nearsighted, I would sit in a pew at Mass and stare at a small tapestry to one side of the altar. I couldn’t make out any of the details of the tapestry. I had no idea what it was supposed to be a picture of. It was just a blur. But Sunday after Sunday the blur steadily cohered into a menacing shape that I finally realized with horror must be the face of Satan. It was not just a depiction of Satan, but an apparition, because the eyes in the undefined face were always staring directly and accusingly at me.

			I was too private a kid to reveal such incidents of shivering dread to my own mother. Even if that hadn’t been the case, I wouldn’t have had the language to explain a fear that was so inchoate and primordial. A supernatural terror could only be neutralized by a supernatural antidote. Whenever that sneering image of the devil appeared in my mind, I did my best to banish it by thinking hard about Our Lady, the woman in the blue cloak who appeared to her children on earth in a nimbus of cleansing light, speaking to them in a soothing voice, telling them not to be afraid.

			She was the uncomplicated, motherly presence that I imaginatively clung to throughout so much of my childhood, someone who existed only to console, to reassure—never, ever to frighten.

			That was what I understood, that was what I desperately believed.

			But that was before the nuns told us about the Fatima Letter.

			

			

			 

			In Abilene, the nuns were the Sisters of Divine Providence. In Corpus Christi, where we moved when I was in the middle of fifth grade, in 1959, they were the Sisters of the Incarnate Word. Both orders wore old-world religious garb that allowed only an oval glimpse of the nuns’ faces. Their hair and ears were not visible, and the shape of their heads was something you could only guess at. There was just that mild, pale, peering face, framed by a white coif and stiff white wimple that extended past the chin down to the breastbone. When they turned their heads, they reminded me of the swiveling faces of owls.

			Except for that white border around the face, the Sisters of Divine Providence dressed entirely in black: a black tunic covered by a black, nearly floor-length apron; an oversized rosary that hung from their belts and whose thick black beads clacked together as the nuns paced back and forth in the classroom. The Incarnate Word Sisters had a more colorful wardrobe, with a white tunic and a bright maroon apron whose front displayed a sort of coat of arms, with the Latin words “Amor Meus” (My Love, meaning Jesus) and the image of Jesus’s Sacred Heart, encircled by a crown of thorns.

			Though I have no clear recollection of when I first learned about Fatima and the Fatima Letter, I’m pretty sure it must have been by way of the Sisters of Divine Providence in Abilene. Occasionally at lunchtime, they would show us old movies like Black Beauty or Captains Courageous. One of the movies they screened was an unblushingly reverent Hollywood production, a newer release from 1952 called The Miracle of Our Lady of Fatima. My memories of the movie are faint, but when I watched it recently online and saw the scene where the Virgin Mary appears to the three Portuguese children, I had a head-snapping flashback, so vivid that I could recall the big Texas map hanging on a paneled wall to the left of my cafeteria table and smell the corn dogs the sisters were serving for lunch.

			It may have been this movie that helped set my mental template for what an appearance by the Virgin should look like. The three children—ten-year-old Lucia and her cousins Francisco (eight) and Jacinta (seven)—are tending sheep in a meadow when lightning begins to strike out of a clear sky. Then a fog descends and slowly swirls into the gauzy shape of a human figure on top of a stunted tree. The children run in fear but a voice calls them back. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. Come here to me, won’t you?”

			They turn around and approach the still-hazy outline of Our Lady, floating there above the tree. “You’re not frightened now, are you?” she asks.

			If it hadn’t been for that voice—so soothing and welcoming—I might have reacted as I had when I saw another visitation movie, The War of the Worlds, in which three men who stepped forward to welcome the occupants of an alien vehicle were blasted into nothingness by a death ray. But this was no horror movie. The gauzily seen Virgin Mary was voiced by an actress named Virginia Gibson, who later would appear in productions like Seven Brides for Seven Brothers and I Killed Wild Bill Hickok, and who spoke in the same calming tones as Glinda the Good Witch from The Wizard of Oz.

			“I am from heaven,” the vision says when Lucia asks who she is. She then explains that she wants the children to come to this same spot a total of six times, from May to October on the thirteenth day of the month, and at the same hour. “Then I will tell you who I am and what I want.”

			Lucia then asks her if she and Jacinta and Francisco will go to heaven. The Lady answers that they will, although eight-year-old Francisco—who until now has not been able to see the apparition—will for some unexplained reason have to say a lot of Rosaries before he will be allowed into the kingdom of God.

			Then the Virgin Mary says this:

			“Do you wish to offer yourself to God? To endure all the suffering he may please to send you? To help atone for the sins by which he is offended? And to ask for the conversion of sinners?”

			Without hesitation the children say they do. And in response they are told, “Then you will have much to suffer. But the grace of God will be your comfort…. Say the Rosary every day to obtain peace for the world. And to end the war.”

			I was probably the age of Francisco or Jacinta when I saw the movie. I don’t remember if I had a reaction to the news that these three young believers would have to suffer a great deal in order for God not to have to suffer himself; that it was up to innocent children to relieve an otherwise all-powerful being of the burden of being offended—not by them, but by unnamed others.

			But I was a long way from a time when I could even begin to ask questions like that—questions that would instigate a chain reaction of collapsing logic. And anyway, suffering was something that I already understood as not just a trial to be endured but a gift to be craved. All of us children had been encouraged to believe that martyrdom was a pinnacle of human achievement. I was so inured from such an early age to ghastly images of Jesus in agony upon the cross, of his followers being stoned or flayed alive, that they were no more troubling than Saturday-morning cartoons or the illustrations in a Little Golden Book. I’ll never forget the gleeful tone of approval in the voice of one of the sisters as she told us fourth graders about the exemplary martyrdom of Saint Lawrence, who held on to his sense of humor even as he was being roasted over hot coals. “Turn me over,” he wisecracked to his tormentors, “I’m done on this side.”

			The movie tracked the various apparitions of Mary in Fatima, the initial skepticism of priests and villagers, and the arrest of the three children by the anticlerical republican authorities. It concluded with the “Miracle of the Sun,” in which the Virgin creates a spectacle for a crowd of tens of thousands of pilgrims by making the sun “dance” and appear to fall from the sky. A blind woman among the onlookers discovers she can see. A boy throws down his crutches and begins to walk unaided. An agnostic villager played by Gilbert Roland takes off his hat and says, “Only the fools say there is no God.”

			It was an inspirational movie that ended on a triumphant, if murky, note. Before the magic trick she performs in the sky, the apparition finally answers Lucia’s initial question of who she is by saying she is the Lady of the Rosary. She says that World War I will end and that God will triumph, and that’s about it. I was too young to question why she had spent the whole movie being so evasive and cryptic, only to finally reveal herself as who she obviously was from the beginning, and to make bland pronouncements that were no more specific than the prophecies from a Magic 8 Ball. But even now when I watch this creaky old movie I have a hard time placing common sense above the reflexive credulity implanted in me by a long childhood of Catholic indoctrination.

			But the Lady of the Rosary did predict suffering, and in that she was starkly accurate. The movie didn’t dramatize what happened to the two younger children after the Virgin withdrew from their earthly sight. There was no incentive for Hollywood to mention that they both perished in the influenza epidemic, Francisco in 1919, his sister Jacinta a year later, in 1920.

			And the movie didn’t mention anything about the Virgin’s horror of communism or her pleas for the conversion of Russia. Those concerns were only voiced years later in a series of memoirs by Lucia, the surviving member of the trio, who lived into old age as a mystic nun.

			Neither did The Miracle of Our Lady of Fatima reference what was for me the scariest element of the whole story, something that would plague me throughout childhood and perplex me well into my adult life. This was what the nuns in my school referred to as the Fatima Letter, though it is better known these days among believers as the Third Part of the Secret of Fatima.

			The Fatima Letter, we were told, was a prophecy. As I dimly understood it, it had been written down by Lucia many years after the events of 1917 and was her faithful recollection of what the Virgin Mary had told her during the Fatima apparitions about the future fate of the world. Lucia—by then a Dorothean nun—had given the letter to her local bishop, who then gave it to Pope Pius XII, with instructions from its author that it not be opened until 1960.

			Nineteen sixty! To a young boy in the mid-1950s, the end of the decade might as well have been as remote in time as the end of the millennium. But as the days and months and finally years crawled by, I began to understand that, yes, I would be alive on the day that the pope opened the letter and revealed what was to become of the world and, by crucial association, what was to become of me.

			There was much to ponder, and much to dread, during some of the most intense years of the Cold War, when “duck and cover” drills were routine parts of classroom learning and when people were beginning to build fallout shelters in their backyards; and when among Catholics there were robust ethical questions about the application of the “double-effect principle”—for instance, whether you would be justified in shooting your neighbors if, fleeing radiation and hunger, they threatened to overwhelm your shelter and eat all your family’s canned goods.

			When we moved to Corpus Christi there was much to get used to: a new school, a new order of nuns whose two-toned ecclesiastical garb of maroon and white seemed to suggest, but did not exactly deliver, a lighter attitude than the crow-black robes of the Sisters of Divine Providence. There was a new city as well, of course, one that was named for the body of Christ and not, like Abilene, in homage to a bygone cattle-drive terminus in Kansas. A city not on the Texas plains, but on the state’s hard-used Gulf coastline, where the air was so sodden and humid I felt like a lizard in a terrarium.

			But one thing was the same: the countdown to 1960 continued. We were not given a precise day when the pope—now the rotund and reforming Pope John XXIII—would open the envelope containing the Fatima Letter. All we knew was that it would happen sometime in 1960.

			The fifth-grade teacher at Saint Patrick’s School was Sister Mary John Vianney. Sixth grade was Sister Aloysius. So it must have been Sister Martha in seventh grade who was in charge of our young souls when 1960 finally began and—nothing…

			No one said a word about the Fatima Letter! Nothing in the newspaper, at least nothing that I saw; nothing in any of the secular magazines—Time and Saturday Review and Life—my parents subscribed to at home; and nothing even in the Catholic magazines, like America and Commonweal, that I sometimes paged through while eating potato chips on the living-room couch.

			What had happened? Nineteen sixty had come, and no one said a word about the most important revelation that could ever occur in our lifetimes. What had Our Lady of the Rosary said to Lucia? What was the secret of the Fatima Letter? Would we survive, or had the world not said enough rosaries to forestall a meteor strike or, more likely, a fiery rain of Soviet ICBMs?

			Finally, someone in seventh grade—I like to think it was me, but I might not have had the nerve—asked Sister Martha if she knew what the Fatima Letter had said.

			“Oh, that,” she said in a curiously flat voice. “Well, the pope read it, decided that what it said was so terrible that nobody could ever know, and put it right back in the envelope and sealed it up again.”

			Her casual comment hit me like an apocalyptic revelation. It was a definitive confirmation of my worst fears that the world was soon to end. Russia would not be converted after all. The leader of the atheistic Soviet empire, Nikita Khrushchev, would not suddenly fall to his knees in the Kremlin and declare his devotion to God and his Blessed Mother. We were all doomed.

			To be alive in 1960 was to live with the background awareness that nuclear war could start at any moment. A too-imaginative child like me, already reckoning at every moment with the supersaturated rituals of Catholicism and the prospect of eternal torture in hell, was especially vulnerable. But somehow I got past the disappointment of having my curiosity about the Fatima Letter squelched and my fears of what it might contain reignited. Along with the rest of the world, I moved on from 1960, got older, and then much older still—living now deep into a new century with its own preoccupations about what to worship and what to fear.

			But I never forgot about the Fatima Letter and the grip it had once held on my vulnerable consciousness. And when, forty years later, in 2000, its contents—the Third Part of the Secret—were finally revealed to the world, I found Lucia’s supposed prophecy to be a colossal anticlimax. It was short, a few hundred words of fever-dream imagery—flaming swords, holy martyrs, a ruined city, angels gathering up the blood of the slaughtered—that might have been outtakes from the Book of Revelation. What I didn’t understand at the time was how deeply the Third Part of the Secret, and the story of Fatima, were entwined with so many of the upheavals of the previous century and the one that had just started—with war, with pandemics, with assassinations, with the blood feuds of religious certainty. It was also a story that put me back in touch with the foundations of my own character and personality, with the credulous boy who grew away from his faith but who, like millions of other Catholics imprinted with the harsh demands of God and the mercy of Mary, could never quite grow out of it.

			My own childhood experiences were incalculably different from those of the three shepherd children of Fatima, but not so different that those children ever felt like strangers. Growing up, I said the same prayers, sang many of the same hymns, felt ready for the same miraculous occurrences that Lucia, Francisco, and Jacinta witnessed.

			This book will be, I hope, a clear-headed (i.e., secular and objective) narrative of those occurrences and the reverberating, world-shaking events that followed. But I don’t think I can keep it from being a work of memory as much as a work of history, given the upbringing of chronic anxiety and vaulting mystery that awakened my interest in Fatima in the first place, and that made the story of those Portuguese children seem so unaccountably familiar. So it’s a personal chronicle, with an unsolved personal quest at the heart of it. I don’t mean a quest for faith. That matter was settled for me a very long time ago, when I first gave myself permission to question what I had always been taught were unquestionable tenets of faith. But there’s still some phantom need to belong to something I can no longer belong to, along with a nostalgia for someone I can no longer be—an innermost Catholic self that can be neither thoroughly expelled nor honestly embraced.

			It was that sense of unfinished business that led me back to Fatima, to the story of a boy and a girl who didn’t live long enough to be tempted to separate childhood fantasy from religious faith, and of another girl who lived to be ninety-seven and for whom belief in the literal existence of a Blessed Mother was the unflagging constant of her life.

			Their story began over a century ago in a radically different kind of world. But for everyone who has ever believed—or tried to believe, or been forced to believe—in an enveloping reality beyond our own, it might not seem so strange.

		

	
		
		
			2

			Console Your God

			“May is the month of Our Mother,” we sang in the springtime as we paraded outside the main building of Saint Joseph’s Catholic School in Abilene. “Those blessed and beautiful days…”

			We followed behind the older kids who carried a statue of the Virgin Mary at the front of the procession. The sky was as blue as her cloak, and the scent of massed flowers in semiarid West Texas hit my unprepared olfactory system with the force of an epiphany.

			Blessed and beautiful days: I was ten years old and the words of the song were like a promise already fulfilled. I don’t remember being happy very often in the vicinity of religious rituals, but the smell of the flowers that day, the perfect blue of the sky, and the aura of protection cast by that swaying, impassive statue all drew me into a swoon of deep contentment.

			The month of May is named for the Greek goddess Maia, the most motherly of the Pleiades, the seven daughters of Atlas, who was secretly impregnated by Zeus and gave birth to the god Hermes. Maia’s story—pregnant by one god, mother of another—is congruent enough to the Virgin Mary’s to make it unsurprising that May eventually evolved into a month of commemoration for a nurturing goddess, this time a Christian one. Processions like the one I experienced on that long-ago day in the 1950s—an event that ended with a crown of flowers being placed upon the statue of Mary—were familiar to Catholics all over the world, and had been for centuries.

			For Lucia Santos, the Portuguese village girl whose visions inflamed the imagination of millions, the month of Our Mother would certainly have carried rapturous possibilities. She, too, was at the impressionable age of ten when she reported seeing the Virgin Mary in May of 1917, and her family was steeped in old-world Catholic lore, ritual, and symbolism.

			Lucia was the youngest of seven children. “Their parents,” wrote a Portuguese Jesuit named Luiz Gonzaga da Fonseca, “were not among those who fear to give new life. They considered every new cradle a gift from heaven.” Photographs of Lucia from the time of the apparitions depict a heavy-featured, grim-looking girl. (“Not a pretty child,” in the opinion of Father John de Marchi, an Italian priest who knew and interviewed her later in life. “A physiognomist might have put her down as gross, even perverse.”) But that unkind physical description is at odds with the light-hearted childhood portrait Lucia herself sometimes strains to present in the series of six brief memoirs she began writing in 1935, a year or so after taking her perpetual vows and living as a Dorothean sister in a convent in Pontevedra, Spain. She was directed by a Portuguese bishop to tell the story of her life, and she did so at first grudgingly, “in spite of the repugnance I feel.” By that time in her life—she was twenty-eight—she was well practiced in humility and reluctant to write about her “miserable self.” But the memoirs, though awkwardly composed—Lucia had been illiterate until she was finally sent away at fourteen to a school in Porto—are moving and revealing. In their vivid depiction of family life in an isolated rural community, they are like a rougher, more spontaneous Portuguese version of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House books.

			“My father was of a kind nature,” she wrote, “kindly and joyful…he loved to please everyone and to see everyone happy.” Lucia herself seems to have been happiest when she was with her father, sitting with him on the stone seats near the threshing floor, listening as he pointed up to the stars and told her how they were lamps lit by angels and set in the windows of heaven. The brightest light in the sky—the moon—was the lamp of Our Lady. The sun, rising above the hillsides, was the lamp that God himself placed there, and thunderstorms were expressions of his anger at the sins of men.

			“That is how the days, months and years were spent in this humble home,” she wrote, “in quiet peace and joy, smiling at the future of the young people as they blossomed with the sweet-scented smell of the freshest rosebuds that bloomed every day in the climbing roses that decorated the walls of our house.”

			The Santos family lived in Aljustrel, a hamlet of a few stone houses with red-tiled roofs about eighty miles north of Lisbon, in rugged pastoral country at the northeastern flank of the Serra de Aire, a mountain range that is part of the network of rearing massifs and plateaus that define the landscape of much of central Portugal. Aljustrel was barely a mile away from the slightly larger village of Fatima, the center of a parish comprised of scattered townships with an aggregate population of several thousand people, most of whom were farming families. Fatima was the name of the daughter of the prophet Muhammad and is a primary female figure in the Islamic tradition. But the town and the parish were supposedly named after a Muslim girl who had been kidnapped by a Christian knight in 1158, when much of Portugal was still—as Father Fonseca tells us—“under the Mohammedan yoke.” Whether Fatima willingly converted to Catholicism, or was forced into it, depends on your religion and which version of the legend you care to credit. In either case she appears to have given her name to the village of Fatima and the surrounding parish.

			Lucia’s family was relatively prosperous for the time and place in which they lived. They owned land around Aljustrel and Fatima, where Lucia’s father, Antonio, trapped foxes, hares, and other small game whose hides he cured and sold. His modest businesses centered on a flock of white Merino sheep whose numbers fluctuated, depending upon the season, between about twenty and sixty animals. The sheep were penned up at night and grazed during the daytime on land owned by the family.

			The house in Aljustrel where Lucia and the other Santos children grew up had belonged originally to the family of their mother, Maria Rosa. She and Antonio had moved in with her parents after they were married, and she nursed them, as well as an aunt and uncle from her extended family, until they died. For Lucia’s mother, taking care of people seems to have been an instinctive drive that was amplified by the demands of her Catholic faith.

			“Maria Rosa Ferreira,” one author, M. Fernando Silva, declares, “personified the valiant woman of Sacred Scripture.” In a parish where 92 percent of the female population was illiterate, she was an enthusiastic reader (particularly of lives of the saints), and was a skilled, if unschooled, nurse. Maria Rosa was intelligent, organized, tirelessly open-handed and compassionate, especially to people in need, but Lucia’s memoirs leave you with the impression that her mother was also stern and unyielding. “She was always very serious,” Lucia writes, “and everybody knew that what she said was like Scripture and must be obeyed without more ado. I never knew anyone to say a disrespectful word in her presence, or show her any lack of consideration. It was the general opinion among them, that my mother was worth more than all her daughters put together.”

			Lucia was an imaginative child who grew up in a household that demanded strict adherence to dogma but also made room for off-the-books flights of religious fantasy, like how the Virgin Mary and the angels lit up the sky at night, or how a white wicker basket in the Santos house had been the vehicle by which the newborn Lucia had arrived from heaven.

			It’s no mystery that such a child, from such a family, would tremble with religious fervor as her first communion approached. She was only six, much younger than normal to receive the sacrament, but she already knew her catechism and impressed the priest who examined her. Her sisters made her a white communion dress and she kept waking up the night before the ceremony in rapturous expectation. When the moment came and the priest placed the host on her tongue, “I felt an unalterable serenity and peace. I felt myself bathed in such a supernatural atmosphere that the presence of our dear Lord became as clearly perceptible to me as if I had seen and heard Him with my bodily senses.”

			The girl was too excited to eat afterward and discovered that she had “lost the taste and attraction for the things of the world.” Now believing herself to be in direct communication with God, she asked him to make her a saint and to “keep my heart always pure, for You alone.”

			As she looked back upon this landmark event in the first volume of her memoirs, Sister Lucia made an uncharacteristic observation, one that is worth bearing in mind when considering the things she claimed to see and the events she set into motion a few years after that first childhood epiphany. “I don’t know whether the facts I have related about my First Communion,” she wrote, “were a reality or a little child’s illusion.”

			In either case, Lucia had barely shaken off the wonder of her first communion when, in 1913, she walked right into another epiphany, one that she looked back upon as “A Mysterious Presage.” She was seven by then, and had recently been judged old enough to be put in charge of the family’s flock. Along with three other young shepherdesses, she drove her sheep up the eastern slope of a small rocky hill called the Cabeço. After lunch, as the sheep grazed, the children recited the Rosary. As they prayed, they saw an indistinct human form, “like a statue made of snow,” hovering above the trees. It happened twice more, and each time the presence said nothing, just hung there in the air like a sentinel. Lucia reported the sighting to her mother, who scolded her for lying, and to her sisters, who made fun of her—“recalling that for some time after my First Communion I had been quite abstracted.”

			After three visits, this mute, vague figure didn’t show itself again. But the next year a more defined form appeared: a beautiful young man, “whiter than snow, transparent as crystal,” who drifted down from the tops of the olive trees onto the ground and announced that he was the Angel of Peace. This time Lucia was in the company of her cousins Francisco and Jacinta Marto. The cousins’ mother, Olimpia, was the sister of Lucia’s father, and the two families and their households were closely interwoven. The apparition of the angel occurred while the three children were shepherding their families’ combined flocks near an olive grove at the top of a local hill.

			In her memoirs, Lucia doesn’t give an exact date for this new series of apparitions, but she was probably nine at the time. Francisco would have been eight, Jacinta six. Francisco comes across in Lucia’s memoirs as a dreamy boy, calm and composed in a way that sometimes irritated his older cousin, who was energetic and agenda driven. “My own opinion,” Lucia reflected much later in life about Francisco, “is that, if he had lived to manhood, his greatest defect would have been his attitude of ‘never mind.’ ”

			Like her cousin Lucia, Jacinta Marto was the youngest of seven children. Jacinta and Francisco’s mother, Olimpia, recalled that her daughter’s eyes were “light in colour.” To Lucia they appeared brown, to others darker. To everyone they were strikingly vivid. “She was naturally good and the sweetest among our children,” her father, Manuel, remembered. Lucia, in the way of exasperated and impatient older children, wrote that she sometimes found Jacinta “quite disagreeable,” oversensitive and prone to pouting, but had fond memories of the girl who would “hold the little white lambs tightly in her arms, sitting with them on her lap, kissing them, and carrying them home at night on her shoulders so that they wouldn’t get tired.”

			On his first appearance, Lucia wrote, the angel bowed down, touched his forehead to the ground, and intoned a prayer, which he demanded that the children repeat three times. “Pray thus,” he told them. “The hearts of Jesus and Mary are attentive to your supplications.”

			The same entity came back again, appearing to the children at a well behind Lucia’s house, and then—for a third and final time—when they were out again in the pastures. This time he produced a chalice full of blood and “a Sacred Host.” He gave the host to Lucia and had Francisco and Jacinta drink the blood from the chalice. “Take and drink the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, horribly outraged by ungrateful men! Make reparation for their crimes and console your God.”

			It’s hard to believe that such young children, even a child as devout and yearning as Lucia, could have made sense of phrases like “attentive to your supplications” and “console your God.” But Lucia didn’t set them down in writing until 1937, after she had been a member of a religious order for over a decade and had developed a spiritual vocabulary that could be retroactively deployed in writing about otherworldly childhood experiences. She had a certain psychological power over her two younger cousins. She bossed them around and appointed herself their “catechist,” leading them in religious instruction as they tended their flocks and then—it seems—convincing them that an angel had come down from heaven to land in the pasture in front of them. Children of that age can believe anything—they can see anything if the desire of seeing it or the fear of seeing it is great enough. That’s how as a little boy I had convinced myself that one of the nails of Christ’s cross had fallen from heaven or that a church tapestry was the face of Satan. It’s easy to imagine myself standing in that field with Lucia and agreeing with her that an angel had just landed in the pasture.

			Lucia, already stung by the disapproval of her mother and the scorn of her sisters after she had told them about her first mysterious visitor, warned Francisco and Jacinta not to say a word about the angel. She may have sensed as well that another supernatural occurrence would be aggravating news in a family beset with earthly worries.

			Something had gone wrong in the Santos house. “Only later did I come to understand,” Lucia wrote, “how, even in the loveliest gardens the poisonous caterpillar appears.” Her references to exactly what happened are somewhat elliptical to begin with, and in subsequent memoirs she said the hard times arrived later, during the troubles that began in 1917 after she claimed to have seen the Virgin.

			But her original recounting is the most direct and feels the most honest. “My God, where has all the joy of our home gone?” she quotes her mother as saying as she sat around the fire one night, staring at the empty places at the dinner table. By that time, the once-bustling household in Aljustrel was almost empty. Of the family’s six living children (one had died at birth), four—Lucia’s older sisters—had either married or been sent out to work as servants. “Our house was like a desert,” Lucia remembered. Now there were only her, her mother, her brother, and a father who, Lucia wrote, “had fallen into bad company, and let his weakness get the better of him.”

			She insisted in later writings that this “weakness” had to do only with card playing, and not with alcohol, but the general understanding in the village seems to have been that Antonio Santos had a serious drinking problem that had begun to undermine his family’s emotional and economic stability. (Lucia also referenced it, not so obliquely, in a 1922 letter to her brother, when she was at a boarding school in Porto. “When Mass finishes,” she instructed him, “go home and don’t stay in bars, because this is the downfall of so many men, as you well know, because you had this mirror to look into once.”) There were other anxieties. In 1916, Portugal had been drawn into the First World War, and the family believed it was only a matter of time before Lucia’s brother, Manuel, would be sent to the trenches. Then a new parish priest swept into their lives and condemned the “pagan custom” of dancing, which was part of the festas that had always given the lively Lucia such joy. Finally, her mother was not just beset with worry and worn out from work but severely ill with a heart problem and a dislocated vertebra.

			Lucia withdrew into herself as the foundations of her family’s life eroded. She spent a lot of time at the well behind her house, the site of the angel’s second visitation, sobbing into the water. When Francisco and Jacinta came looking for her there and asked what was wrong, “my voice was choked with sobs and I couldn’t say a word.”

			It would have been natural for such a forlorn child, one who had already convinced herself that she communicated directly with heavenly beings, to turn her imagination to the most comforting figure in the Catholic firmament. It was not just Lucia who was susceptible to reveries about the Mother of God; it was her country. “Portugal,” writes M. Fernando Silva, “was born under Our Lady’s mantle.” He was referring to the 1646 oath made by King Joāo IV, the country’s sovereign after its break with Hapsburg Spain, that Portugal’s patroness and spiritual queen was Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, one of the many designations of the Virgin Mary. (“Immaculate conception,” by the way, is often mistakenly thought to refer to Mary’s feat of being miraculously impregnated by God and giving birth to Jesus while still a virgin. In fact, it’s even more abstruse than that. It means that, unlike anyone else who ever lived with the exception of her son, her soul was conceived without the “stain” of Adam’s original sin of disobedience to God.)

			It’s likely that Lucia, coming from such a devout family, was aware of other apparitions of the Virgin that had taken place in Portugal’s deep past. In the twelfth century, a young shepherd—a pastorinha, like Lucia—had been saved from starvation after a mysterious lady appeared and told her to go home and check the bread box in her house, which turned out to be miraculously full. The fishing village of Nazaré, on the Portuguese coast not far from Fatima, was the site of a vibrant legend in which the Virgin, in 1182, saved the life of a knight named Fuas Roupinho as he galloped on his horse toward a steep cliff that he couldn’t see ahead of him in the fog. There were similar occurrences all over Portugal throughout the centuries leading up to the Fatima apparitions—in Dornes, in Azambuja, in Quintela, on an island in the Azores, in Villa Franca do Campo, in São Vicente de Aljubarrota, and in a half dozen other places where local chapels had been built according to the Virgin’s specifications and where local devotional cults had developed. There was even said to have been a previous apparition in the vicinity of Fatima itself, in 1758, where once again the Virgin revealed herself to a shepherd girl.

			The Blessed Mother had appeared, time and again, to lonely people of pulsing faith who had fallen on hard times. How could it not occur to a disheartened dreamer like Lucia Santos, particularly in May, the month of Our Mother, that she might possibly be one of them?
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