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  Jane Frances Fremyot de Chantal (1572-1641).


  CHAPTER 1 - FRANCE


  The last breath of light from the golden yellow beeswax candle sputtered and then flared out, transformed into a wisp of black smoke. A trickle of molten wax flowed over the black iron candle holder and into a crack at the corner of the old oaken writing table. She could taste the acrid smell emitted from the candle wick as it filled the air momentarily.


  Although it was almost completely dark, the young widow and mother, Jane de Chantal, picked up a tattered taper and walked with practiced ease to the dining hall to take a flame from the fireplace therein. Having done so, she returned to her dungeon-like quarters and lit an oil lamp so as to continue her writing. The periodic screeching and complaining of the housekeeper and paramour of her father-in-law was actually more of a distraction than was the darkness. Tattered quill in hand, she dipped it into the inkwell as she continued thinking about what thoughts to scratch out on the parchment before her.


  People continue to call it a hunting accident but I sometimes have my doubts. When I am not busy doubting the accidental nature of my husband’s shooting with that harquebus gun, my anger burns within me hotter than the flame in the oil lamp presently trying to lull me into sleep. My feelings then turn to guilt for being so uncharitable as to hold my dear husband’s cousin accountable for what he terms an accident. That supposed accident not only took from me the husband whom I adored, but also forced me to move to this dreadful place.


  The law is not very kind to widows and orphans. My four living children and I would be destitute were it not for the mixed blessing of my father-in-law taking us into his castle. I call it “mixed” because the man is manipulative and angry, to put it mildly. He knows very well that widows and orphans have little standing in the eyes of the law. I would be left with nothing and my children, who are just beginning their lives, would have an uphill battle throughout their time on this earth. I have always disliked bookkeeping and managing others. The sad fact is, however, that I am decent at doing these tasks. Thus, I find myself in this wretched state of affairs. The housekeeper here really runs the place and resents my presence, although I have saved the place from bankruptcy. She complains about everything and anything day and night. My children are afraid to go near her, and I keep my distance as well.


  Perhaps my own dear mother, who died in childbirth when I was less than two years old, is helping our little family from afar. I believe that the two children I lost while birthing them are watching over us also. I was to mother them but it may well be that they are the ones taking care of us. I am twenty-eight years old and a French baroness living in fear and depression. I might as well put anger on the list, because that is what I feel as well. Yet the reality is that when my late husband, Baron de Chantal, went off to do whatever it is that barons do when they are traveling, I often divested myself of the beautiful clothing it was my state in life to wear as a baroness, and would put on simpler garb. Then I would go out among the poor and do my best to help them. Many times I brought them food, sometimes I bathed their wounds, and always I prayed for them. This makes me no better than anyone else, for the poor are more a gift to me than I am to them.


  Even when I learned that my dear husband had fathered a child by another woman, after I adjusted as best I could to this devastating news, I offered to take the little child into our home and raise her as my own. This never materialized, but I am now consoled by the fact that I did my best, after venting my hurt and anger upon my husband, to deal with the matter in a way that was the most life-giving to everyone involved. It is sixteen hundred and one, the beginning of a new millennium, and I am being forced into a new phase of my existence.


  My spiritual life, such as it is, seems to be the only thing that is helping me to cope with the agony of my present situation. Our good God knows that I am riddled with faults, and my understanding of the spiritual life is not very deep. I believe our good God also knows, however, that there is a longing in me as deep as life itself for union with the Sacred. How to experience that when surrounded by negativity, deceit, and intolerance is the burning and ever-present question.


  CHAPTER 2 - CHINA


  The dry yellow parchment pages crinkled like autumn leaves in his white-gloved hands. The smell of a vegetable stir fry laden with tofu wafted into his small guest room from the kitchen. Had he not been so absorbed in the four hundred year old documents before him, the monk would have heard the gentle rhythmic scraping of cooking utensils in a wok as the dinner sizzled over a gas burner. He was here to solve the mystery of what happened to the previous keeper of these parchments, and the one before that, and the one before that, all the way back to the fifteen hundreds in France.


  Rumors about the existence of these documents had abounded for decades—along with stories of the catastrophic misfortunes of those who eventually possessed them. No one would tell him who the previous keepers were or where they went. Had they simply died off? Were they killed? Was he next? Were these parchments blessed or cursed? Brother Francis O’Neil needed to answer these questions, not so much for himself, but in order to protect others in his spiritual lineage if the parchments indeed attracted danger.


  The first recorded death connected with someone who eventually was associated with the documents was that of Baron de Chantal. It was his grieving wife who had written about half of the correspondence in the stack of parchments. Had that long ago death begun a cycle, created a curse? Brother Francis was not a worrier by nature, but in recent years he had been clobbered over the head, nearly drowned by someone, and eventually shot. He was becoming increasingly cautious and needed to break through this stone wall of silence to see if any of his misadventures were related to the fact that he was to one day inherit the parchments. He needed to solve this puzzle before anyone else got hurt. Time was clearly of the essence.


  His French was never very good. The monk spent twice as much time on his French homework in college, just to get by, as he did with other subjects that came more easily to him. Maybe all that study had something to do with why the horseshoe of hair now ringing his head had more silver than brown in it. Brother Francis smiled as he remembered his French professor coming into their classroom and finally speaking in English one day. This was the first time in two years that the professor was reduced to speaking in English. “Hoping against hope I come in here every day and try to teach you people French.” Most of the people in the class of approximately twelve students were taking French to fulfill an obligatory language requirement, so it was either that or Spanish or German. Brother Francis chose French because it was the language of his spiritual family.


  Founded in the early sixteen hundreds by St. Francis de Sales and St. Jane de Chantal, the Salesian community, as it would eventually be called, has branches all over the world. Lay men and women, as well as clergy and vowed monastics, follow the message of the Gospel today as exemplified through the spirit and experience of a widow and a kindly and practical French bishop. Now in his sixties, Brother Francis could smile gratefully about many of his life experiences—but more about that at another time. The older spoken and written French of the fifteen hundreds and sixteen hundreds was even harder to decipher than modern French for the Salesian monk. The good news resulting from the electronic age is that the monk now has a small computer-like electronic dictionary to look French words up in. The even better news is that the dictionary talks—even though it sounds a bit like an old “Chatty Cathy” doll. Brother Francis can hear the word he does not understand, which adds up to a multitude, spoken in French. He is actually learning as he is translating.


  How was it that a young man from a tough section of Philadelphia, roots of which he was quite proud, would end up in mainland China reading material from over four hundred years ago, written by the original hands of the authors? Who were the people who had these documents passed on to them through a series of events spanning four centuries? Try as he might, the “mystery monk,” as Brother Francis has sometimes been called, could not seem to avoid being drawn into unsolved mysteries—and occasionally even murder. He shuddered to think that the latter might be the case yet again. It was hard enough to deal with complex and dangerous situations at home in his monastery in Pennsylvania, but it was even more challenging when abroad. The Chinese people were wonderful to him. He had enjoyed his hospital rotations in three Beijing hospitals about twenty years earlier. He took what he learned from those experiences and continued to develop his skills. Brother Francis practiced Chinese medicine at home in Pennsylvania, in addition to clinical psychology and natural medicine. He made yearly trips back to mainland China to work with the sick and the poor as a way of returning the favor he had received in being able to study their five thousand year old system of medicine earlier in his life, and practice it today.


  The writings of St. Jane de Chantal and St. Francis de Sales were largely available in English. During the past few decades, encouraged by the spirit of Church renewal of Vatican Council II, most religious communities “went back to their roots.” They researched the spirit and message of their founders. Thus it was that the members of the Salesian spiritual family began learning more and more about the personal and spiritual experiences of their founders. The material that Brother Francis held in his hands, written in black ink on parchment sheets, had not yet been seen by any of the Salesian scholars. It had not, in fact, been seen by just about anyone in four hundred or more years.
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  Chinese roadside shrine.
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