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The future: Rome







The Prophet – peace and blessings be upon Him – was asked, which would fall first, Constantinople or Rome? He replied: ‘The city of Heracles [Constantinople] will be conquered first; then Rome’ … The conquest of Rome means that Islam will return to Europe and, insh’Allah, Europeans will convert to the true faith and proclaim Islam in the world.


—Sheikh Yousuf al-Qaradawi, spiritual leader of the Muslim Brotherhood





The death was expected but the world still wept. The 266th occupant of the Throne of Peter died peacefully in his sleep in the early hours of a Monday morning in June. In his last days, propped up by pillows, unable to greet the crowds from his balcony, he lamented the fact that he had left so much undone. But as his obituaries pointed out, in advance of the Second Coming and the Judgment, no pope’s work was ever finished.


The state funeral, conducted in sweltering heat, was a global media event as well as a sacred ritual. The presidents of the United States, Russia and the European Union travelled to Rome to pay their respects and consult on the Islamist violence now sweeping the world. Leaders from Latin America, Africa, the Philippines, Canada, Australia and New Zealand were there, as well as the Secretary General of the United Nations and several reigning monarchs, including those of the United Kingdom and Spain.


Throughout the rites, while police and security cameras scanned the congregation, the officers and men of the Swiss Guard, under the command of Colonel Otto Studer, stood watch. Alarmists had warned of an Islamist protest of some kind – perhaps even an act of terrorism directed against the Church or visiting world leaders. In fact, the only episode recorded during the mourning period was a small explosion in the thirteenth-century cloisters of San Giovanni in Laterano, the Pope’s own cathedral, which injured a gardener and damaged two of the famous twisted columns. The bomb, a makeshift device that had apparently been thrown over the cloister wall, was soon forgotten. Instead, what journalists and visitors commented on was the extent and efficiency of the Vatican machine.


The interment that followed the three-hour-long Requiem Mass was a private ceremony, attended only by close family members and senior Church dignitaries, headed by Bosani. The body was taken from the basilica, via the Door of Death, to the grottoes beneath, where it was transferred to a coffin of cypress wood containing several gold, silver and copper coins equivalent to the years of his reign. The Rogito, an official eulogy, signed by leading members of the Curia, was also enclosed. The cypress coffin was set into a second casket, made of zinc. Finally, the two coffins together were placed inside a third, fashioned from elm, which was hammered shut with nails of pure gold. As prayers were said and a single bell tolled, the resulting container, weighing close to half a tonne, was slowly eased into its waiting sarcophagus.


The regret felt at the Pope’s passing was compounded for the faithful by the insignificance of his pontificate. It had been hoped that the Holy Father, chosen in succession to Benedict XVI, would inaugurate a period of positive change in the Church, starting with an ex-cathedra denunciation of paedophile priests and a review of the rules on clerical celibacy. Instead, he had left it in confusion and disarray. The one undoubted bright spot, observed more keenly than many cared to admit, even within the Curia, was that he had proved not to be the Antichrist, Peter the Roman, as set out in the disputed prophecies of the twelfth-century Irish mystic, St Malachy.


For that, if nothing else, the Church was profoundly grateful.


The funeral bell had ceased to toll. Since prising the Fisherman’s Ring from the late Pope’s dead finger, Cardinal Lamberto Bosani, Camerlengo, or High Chamberlain, of the Holy Roman Church, was primus inter pares within the Sacred College, charged with administering Church business and organizing the papal election. For several minutes, as the Pope’s grieving family returned to the basilica, Bosani remained behind, observing with quiet satisfaction as a team of Vatican workmen levered the heavy marble tombstone into place. Then he left quickly. There was work to be done and no time to waste.
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April 1602: Rome





Michelangelo Merisi, known as Caravaggio after his home town east of Milan, looked up from his most recent commission, Death of the Virgin, intended for the church of Santa Maria della Scala in Trastevere. His model, 23-year-old Anna Bianchini, a striking red-haired courtesan often used by the city’s artists, was lying full-length on a kitchen table, with one hand resting on her stomach, the other stretched out on a cushion.


She looked ravishing, but Caravaggio’s mind was elsewhere. Earlier in the day he had been insulted by one of the most influential men in Rome. Father Claudio Acquaviva, Superior General of the Society of Jesus, had turned up a little after midday at the home of the banker Ciriaco Mattei and demanded to view his Supper at Emmaus, newly completed and still awaiting its final coat of varnish.


The moment when the resurrected Christ revealed himself to two of his disciples in Emmaus was a familiar theme. Of the two versions seen by Mattei, one, by Titian, had struck him as bloodless and stylized, while the other, a Veronese, was almost comically overcrowded, with Christ barely visible among a host of the patron’s family seeking his blessing.


But the Caravaggio was breathtaking – worth every baioccho of the 150 scudi Mattei had paid for it. It was, he told its creator, as inspired and brilliant in its execution as anything produced in the last hundred years.


Acquaviva didn’t share the banker’s judgment. Instead of admiring the canvas, set on an easel next to a window, the black-clad divine had recoiled, claiming it was ‘sinful and quite possibly heretical’. The fact that Christ, just prior to his Ascension, had been portrayed without a beard caused him literally to splutter with indignation.


Caravaggio’s nature had once been judged by a Jewish apothecary – a man whose skill extended beyond leeches and potions to the science of the four humours – to be a dangerous mix of choleric and melancholic. On this occasion, as he recalled Acquaviva’s splenetic response to his art, the dominant emotion was rage.


‘Bloody Jesuits!’ he began, causing Anna to roll her eyes. ‘I said to him, after he was resurrected, not as a man but as the Saviour of the world, Jesus probably wouldn’t have a beard. When you think about it, it was probably the fact he was clean-shaven that made it so difficult for the disciples to recognize him. They’d spent most of the previous three years in his company, yet it was only halfway through the meal that it hit them who he was. But Mattei stopped me. Said I’d only make matters worse.’


‘Wise man,’ said Anna.


‘Scared of getting on the wrong side of the Jesuits more like. Do you know what Rubens said about my Emmaus? He said it was a work of genius. It humbled him, he said. Not Acquaviva. Christ, no! Treated me like a serving boy. He’s supposed to be a humble man – a learned friar, simple in his tastes. Yet the moment I opened my mouth, it was obvious he thought I was lucky to be in the same room as him, breathing the same air. My clothes were a disgrace, he said. My hair was a mess. Who does he think he is? Fucking bigot.’


Anna’s eyes widened. ‘You want to watch what you say, Michelangelo. The Church runs Rome. For God’s sake, it is Rome. You’ll get yourself into trouble if you go on saying stuff like that about them.’


‘Are you saying I’m wrong?’


‘I’m not saying nothing. I’m just pointing out that if the sbirri come calling, it’s no good you telling them the Jesuits are a load of hypocrites.’


The sbirri, Rome’s corrupt, ineffectual police force, were no friends of the city’s artists. Unable, or unwilling, to do much about real crime – murder, burglary, footpads, the ill-treatment of the poor by the Church and nobility – they preferred to concentrate on the crimes that they could solve, mainly prostitution, sodomy and drunkenness. Just a week before, the artist had spent a night in the cells of the Tor di Nona, a notorious interrogation centre, after getting into a fight in the Turk’s Head tavern. If it hadn’t been for the intervention of Cardinal Del Monte, his erstwhile patron, who had known him for years, he could have gone to jail for three months, or even been sent to the galleys.


‘I suppose you’re right,’ he said.


Anna brightened. ‘Course I am. And, by the way, Acquaviva wasn’t wrong about the way you dress. You’re making good money these days, you’re one of the most famous painters in Rome. And you’re really quite good looking, with those thick lips and ebony eyes. So why not smarten yourself up and buy some decent clothes?’ She raised her hand to scratch her nose, causing Caravaggio to look sternly at her.


‘Stay still,’ he said.


‘What? You mean if I don’t put my hand back in exactly the same position, you’d paint two of them?’


‘Anna!’


‘Anyway, it’s funny what you were saying. ’Cos there was this Dominican, from Venice, came to see me the other day – in town to discuss legal business. He says Rome’s an abomination, full of whores and thieves and the worst kinds of priests.’


‘Keep still. And he told you this while he was fucking you, did he?’


‘Afterwards, matter of fact, while he was picking at some olives and enjoying a glass of wine.’


‘Typical. What was his name?’


‘I can’t tell you that.’


‘Why not?’


Anna looked at him with an expression of perfect mock seriousness. ‘Priests aren’t the only ones with secrets, you know.’


‘Oh … right. I forgot about the Knocking Shop Code of Conduct. So what did he say about the clergy?’


‘He said there wasn’t a sin in Christendom that the priests and bishops of Rome don’t commit on a daily basis. Cardinals too. Said it wouldn’t surprise him if some of them didn’t even believe in Our Lord.’


‘That’s going a bit far, don’t you think?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘And how did he reply?’


‘He stuck his hand between my legs.’


‘I’ll bet he did.’


‘What?’


‘Never mind. Stop fidgeting. Remember, you’re not only a virgin, you’re the Mother of God. You’re not supposed to look as if you were born in a bawdy house.’


‘You didn’t mind last time.’


‘When was that?’


‘The Flight into Egypt. One of my best, if you ask me.’


‘Very true,’ said Caravaggio. ‘But you were younger then.’


Anna glared at him. ‘You saying I’m past it?’


A tricky one. After all, she was past twenty now. He remembered how she looked when she posed for the Egyptian painting, holding the baby Jesus to her breast. She had just learned she was pregnant – not by him, as it happened – and the news had filled her with a kind of … holiness. But then she’d had a miscarriage, all too common in her line of work, which, as it happened, made her perfect for his next commission, the Penitent Magdalene. The composition, though more narrowly focused, was practically the same: crouched over, shoulders bent, hands clasped on her lap, her long red hair streaming down her right shoulder. The difference this time was that she was consumed with grief. There was a hole in her life – an emptiness at the heart of her. The awareness she had shown of her loss was not only genuine, it had moved him to tears.


‘Well?’ she said, holding her pose with obvious difficulty. ‘I’m waiting.’


Caravaggio rubbed his nose violently with the knuckles of his left hand. ‘Don’t be daft, Anna,’ he said. ‘If anything, you’re more beautiful now than you were then. It’s just that, these days you … you know more – and it shows.’


‘I should bloody well hope so. In this town, you need a good head on your shoulders, and a long memory, just to survive. Why do you suppose I keep a list of my clients hidden away, along with all their hidden bits – identity marks, if you know what I mean? It’s because I don’t want no one doing me harm and thinking they can get away with it. The way things are, if you’ve not got the pox, you’ve got the plague, and even if you haven’t, the sbirri want to cut your nose off, or your ears, just ’cos you try to earn a decent living with the gifts God gave you. That’s Christian charity for you.’


This made Caravaggio smile. He had always liked Anna. She stood up for herself – didn’t let men walk all over her. ‘So what about your Dominican?’ he asked her. ‘The one from Venice. He mention anything about the Turks? Longhi thinks they’re getting ready for war.’


Onorio Longhi, from Lombardy, was an architect and a loudmouth and one of Caravaggio’s close circle of drinking companions. War and fighting were in his blood.


Anna’s eyes widened at the mention of Longhi’s name. ‘No surprise there,’ she said. ‘You know what they say about Onorio … if he’s not wearing a sword, it’s because he’s got a dagger down his tights.’


Caravaggio grinned at the aptness of the observation. ‘That’s as maybe,’ he said. ‘But what did the Good Father have to say about it?’


‘He said the Turks were building up their navy and he wouldn’t be surprised if they sailed on Crete. In that case, he said, it would be up to the Venetians to save the day – as usual. The Pope would just celebrate High Mass and call on divine aid.’


‘Sounds about right.’ He mixed a little more red for the Virgin’s dress. ‘Has it ever occurred to you, Anna, that we’re only Christians for as long as we keep the Ottomans at bay?’


‘Speak for yourself. I was born a Catholic and I’ll die a Catholic.’


Caravaggio winked at her. ‘Hopefully in your bed,’ he said.


She sniffed loudly. ‘Can I have a glass of wine?’


‘I told you – keep still!’


But she was tired of suffering for his art. She rolled her eyes and let out a sigh. Surreptitiously, while Caravaggio concentrated on his canvas, she moved her right arm away from her abdomen, unlaced her bodice and placed her hand on her newly exposed left breast so that her nipple stood up between her fingers. The painter looked round, exasperated. Then he threw down his brush and leapt on her. She laughed and reminded him that this would cost him extra.
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The future: conclave minus 18





Cardinal Bosani swirled the glass of San Felice beneath his nose and breathed in the wine’s sensuous perfume. He drew it to his lips but didn’t drink. For several seconds he closed his eyes, luxuriating in the headiness of the vintage before resuming his steady scrutiny of the assembled guests. A chill ran round the table as he shifted his gaze from one black-clad archbishop to the next. It was said that when the Camerlengo entered a room, even a crypt, the temperature fell by one degree. A second lengthy pause ensued before he nodded to the grave-faced major-domo standing next to him awaiting his verdict. The flunky bowed, then signalled to the under-waiter at the opposite end that he should begin to pour. Bosani smiled thinly, pleased as always that so small an act of judgment on his part as his assessment of a moderately expensive Tuscan red should be invested by his colleagues with so much … hope.


He waited until everyone’s glass was full before raising the main business of the day. ‘Eminences, we have discussed recent events and reviewed the position of the European Church. It is time to move on. The Holy Father is dead, God rest his soul, and during the sede vacante in which the Throne of Peter sits empty, it is our solemn duty to prepare the way for his successor. Naturally, we pray to our father in heaven to guide us to the correct decision. But in advance of the conclave, it will assist us if we can reach a consensus on the manner of man that is needed to carry out the tasks ahead.’


The twelve primates, all European, looked lost in thought.


‘We do not live in normal times,’ Bosani continued, his baritone voice caressing the ears of his audience as much as the San Felice caressed their throats. ‘The world is in crisis, and with the United States once more withdrawn into itself following its withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan, and with Pakistan and Iran now in possession of the “Islamic bomb”, it is left to us in Europe to give a lead.’


A murmur of approval rose from the lips of most of those present. But not all. Bosani took careful note of the dissenters. ‘By Europe, I mean, of course, Christian Europe – Catholic Europe. For two thousand years, the Church has been at the heart of this continent’s history. It was the papacy, assisted by the Curia and the College of Cardinals, that made Europe pre-eminent in world affairs.


‘This is our legacy. As leaders of the universal Church, we must always be mindful of the needs and contributions of others. We offer grateful thanks for the work of cardinals, bishops and priests of all nations, as well as the Religious of both sexes. These have helped guide our conscience for centuries. Yet it is we, here in Rome, and you as the most senior princes of the European Church, who today must usher our beleagured continent into a new age.’


Halfway around the table on the left-hand side, someone cleared his throat. It was Cardinal Horst Rüttgers, the German primate, appointed by the late pontiff.


Bosani paused in his discourse, twisting his signet ring as he did so. ‘Cardinal Rüttgers, is there a matter you wish to raise?’


‘Indeed, Camerlengo. It is simply that the conclave is not intended, surely, as an instrument of earthly power. It is true, of course, that our world is troubled, Europe especially so. Our birth rate has fallen alarmingly in recent decades – though not so alarmingly as our attendance at Mass. It is only by virtue of high immigration that our economies are not shrinking. And yet, undeniably, the very immigrants who keep our schools open are neither European nor Christian, but Muslim. Soon, it is said, there will be more worshippers in mosques than in churches.’


Bosani toyed once more with his ring. ‘And what is your point, Eminence?’


The German, a clean-cut, elegant figure from the Black Forest, had once been a campaigning bishop in southern Brazil. Since returning to his homeland as Archbishop of Freiburg, he was best known for his pioneering work among car workers in Baden-Württemberg. ‘My point,’ he said, ‘is that in the twenty-first century we in the Church are no longer the arbiters of history. It might even be said that our institutional cover-up of decades of paedophilia within the clergy has rendered us morally bankrupt. It is not for us, as Catholics, to determine which set of beliefs shall be uppermost and which derided and scorned. Today, in a multi-cultural society, bequeathed to us by fifty years of change, our goal should be to improve the lives and spiritual welfare of all our people. At no stage are we justified in setting white against black or Christian against Muslim.’


A Spanish cardinal from Andalusia opened his mouth to intervene, but Bosani motioned him silent. ‘Do you mean, Cardinal Rüttgers, that we should confine ourselves to increasing the numbers attending Mass?’


‘The numbers and their welfare,’ Rüttgers responded. ‘Yes. That would be a start. And it would be appropriate to our calling. We are servants of God, not servants of the state.’


Bosani stared at the faces turned in his direction, then slowly shook his head. A week earlier, he had been Secretary of State and president of the civil administration of the Holy See: the second-most powerful man in the Church. But then the Pope had died and all executive appointments had lapsed – all save one. The Camerlengo, uniquely, remained in place to oversee the election. It was for this reason that Bosani had persuaded His Holiness to grant him the secondary title alongside that of Secretary of State, arguing that it removed one more layer of redundant bureaucracy. He nodded at the memory. That had been especially prescient of him. But time was pressing. The Novemdiales, the nine days of mourning, would soon be up. It was time to strike down the idea that the Church was a democracy. He had not, even when he was young, been a patient man. At the age of seventy, he found it next to impossible to tolerate dissent.


‘Eminence,’ he began, focusing on the German, ‘as the naivety of your comment on the deplorable practice of paedophilia reveals, you are new to the workings of the Curia. So I ought not to be surprised to discover that you do not as yet fully appreciate how the work of the Church, as seen from the Holy See, reaches into every area of human activity.’


At this, the German stood up. The sound of his chair scraping on the polished floor caused several to wince. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is a very condescending remark, which I must ask you to withdraw.’


The Italian pursed his lips. ‘I was perhaps a little indelicate,’ he said. ‘But not inaccurate. However, if you are offended, I apologize. Now please resume your chair.’


Rüttgers looked for a second as if he would continue his defiance, then appeared to think better of it. The Camerlengo was, by all accounts, vindictive and unforgiving. To oppose him once his mind was made up was to risk marginalization, usually in the form of an offer from the Vatican that one could not possibly accept.


As soon as Rüttgers sat down, Bosani resumed. ‘We live in desperate times, gentlemen. The Church is in turmoil, assailed from within and without. Only last week, a playwright in Rotterdam was seriously injured by a group of thugs after he wrote an article about the growing Islamicization of the Netherlands – where, as I may remind you, nearly a quarter of the population under the age of twenty is now Muslim. A demonstration by the Khilafah Salvation Front outside the European Parliament in Strasbourg ended in a riot in which a dozen or more police officers were hurt, two of them seriously …’


‘As were scores of the demonstrators.’ Again, the intervention was from Rüttgers.


Bosani refused to be drawn. ‘It is obvious that we must tread carefully and search deeply before making a decision about whom to place on the Throne of Peter. Yet I call upon each of you to use what influence you possess to ensure the election of the candidate who will see the world for what it is – weak, dysfunctional, morally corrupt – and bring order to the chaos that threatens our very existence. Above all, Eminences, Rome must be led by a pope who is ready to confront Islam and establish a limit on the tolerance with which we regard its present incursions into our heartland.’


This last remark, which caused several audible intakes of breath, produced a second intervention, this time from the Archbishop of Dublin, Cardinal Henry McCarthy, a thickset man in his late seventies, with alarming eyebrows and a shock of white hair, for whom the upcoming conclave would be his last. ‘What are you saying, Eminence? No one knows better than I the issues that confront our Mother Church in relation to Islam. In the last fifteen years, Catholic Ireland has taken in a huge influx of Muslims and I have become better used than I would wish to inter-faith meetings and taking my shoes off before entering a mosque. But to suggest that we in Europe, without sanction from the greater universal Church, should in some sense declare war on the Muslim world has to be asking for trouble.’


‘My dear old friend,’ said Bosani, throwing up both hands in a gesture of mock surrender. ‘Of course not. I am suggesting no such thing.’


‘What, then?’


‘What I am suggesting is that we need a new pope for a new era, one who is not afraid to speak in particularities and is not a prisoner of political correctness. We need a pope who will speak up for the Catholic and European position, who recognizes the extent of demographic change and the undeniable fact that Islam in the twenty-first century is not going to be wished away. We need a Holy Father who stands up for the Christian heritage and civilization that has been built in Europe over two thousand years of history.’


‘You mean a pope ready to call for a crusade?’


Bosani paused before responding. ‘Crusade is not a word to be used lightly. It has too many connotations of blood and chaos … to say nothing of failure. But if by crusade you mean steadfast purpose and resolve, directed without pity and without fear at the achievement of Christ’s kingdom on Earth, then crusade it is.’


Rüttgers, clad like the others in a black soutane, signifying mourning, shifted uncomfortably in his chair. The Irishman stared out the mullioned window of Bosani’s conference room and began to recite. ‘I summon today all these powers between me and those evils; against every cruel merciless power that may oppose my body and soul; against incantations of false prophets; against black laws of pagandom; against false laws of heretics; against craft of idolatry; against spells of witches and smiths and wizards; against every knowledge that corrupts man’s body and soul.’ He halted and looked at the sea of bewildered faces around the table. ‘St Patrick’s Breastplate,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘Best understood in Irish.’ Then he turned to their host. ‘It might help, Camerlengo, if we knew who you had in mind.’


Bosani smiled, exposing the tips of his incisors. ‘What matters, Eminence, is not who I may have in mind, but who is best suited to do the Lord’s work. For guidance on that, I can only recommend that you pray each morning and evening from this day forth, then vote according to your conscience.’


‘Amen to that,’ said Rüttgers.


As the cardinals dispersed, Bosani’s secretary, Father Cesare Visco, tall and thin, from Messina in Sicily, approached his boss. ‘Eminence, what are we going to do about Rüttgers? I fear he could spell trouble.’


Bosani eyed his young companion. ‘I am aware of it, Cesare. The conclave will take place eighteen days from today. Eighteen days! Up until now we could hope to persuade individuals to join us, or at least to give us a hearing. Those who opposed us could gradually be isolated. We no longer have that luxury. There may only be four German cardinals, but Rüttgers is the primate and he could damage us. The Austrian and Swiss churches may also take their lead from him. He is that sort of man, unfortunately. Even more important than his standing in Europe is his following in Latin America. That is what I really worry about. Remind me: how long was it he worked in Porto Alegre?’


Visco carried the histories and voting records of every cardinal elector in his head. ‘Seven years,’ he said after only a brief reflection. ‘He went originally as a pastor to the German-speaking minority, but ended up as a champion of the poor of every ethnic group, with a reputation that spread throughout South America.’


‘With its twenty-two cardinal electors. Yes. Just yesterday, the dean said to me that if Rüttgers hadn’t gone back to Germany he could easily have been head of the Church in Brazil. He could rally many to his cause.’


‘– Who already feel that a Third-World Pope is vital for the Church’s future.’


‘Precisely.’ Bosani paused for several seconds, examining his fingernails. ‘I fear that it may be time to provide a small demonstration of the nature of the threat we face.’


‘How small?’


‘Something that will make headlines. Something to concentrate minds. But nothing too obviously … horrific. I don’t want the mob rising in the streets. That would be counter-productive. What I have in mind is something more … focused.’


The priest thought for a moment. ‘There is always the appeal case in Bologna.’


‘Is that still going on?’


‘A ruling is expected tomorrow.’


‘And the judge?’


‘Carlo Minghetti. An Opus Dei member all his adult life. He will uphold the sentences. He may even increase them.’


‘I don’t doubt it. Men like Minghetti feel they embody both God and the law. But His Honour may yet serve our purpose. Do you follow me?’


‘A warning.’


‘A sign of the times. Something for Their Eminences to think about as they prepare for the conclave.’


‘I shall see to it.’


‘Very well. In the meantime, send Franco to me.’


‘Franco? Are you sure?’


The Cardinal took off his skullcap and ran his elegant fingers through his thinning crop of black hair. ‘Ask him to meet me at the residence after prayers. And one more thing: bring me the files on Cardinals Salgado and Delacroix. Their silence today spoke volumes. It is time they were reminded of their Christian duty. For there is much to be done and they too have their part to play.’
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July 1603





Caravaggio called out in the night but nobody heard. Three, sometimes four times a week for the last four years he had dreamed the same terrible dream. It began a little before noon on the morning of 11 September 1599. He was on the Ponte Sant’Angelo to witness the execution of Lucrezia Cenci, her daughter Beatrice and her elder son Giacomo. Following the most intense interrogation and a trial that lasted months, the three adult Cenci had been condemned to death by the Pope for the murder of Lucrezia’s villainous husband, Count Francesco. It was a decision that had aroused enromous controversy. Everybody, it seemed, had an opinion. Seated beneath the scaffold on one of the hottest days of a long, hot summer, Caravaggio was sweating profusely. He wished he hadn’t come. He need not have done so. He could have stayed away and none would have blamed him. But he had been drawn to the occasion as if by Death himself.


Directly ahead, blotting out the sky, lay the bulk of the Castel Sant’Angelo, dating back to the time of the Emperor Hadrian. If the Muslims ever conquered Rome, it would be here that the last Pope would take his stand. The sun, directly overhead, bore down on a huge crowd made up of city dwellers of every class, as well as foreign observers come to witness the reality of papal justice. One of the two executioners, a giant of a man wearing a leather mask and apron, nudged the other with his elbow and whispered something. The second man, smaller with a scar down one cheek, turned his head and grinned at Caravaggio as if to say, ‘Don’t forget to put us in the picture.’ Next to them on the scaffold, erected on the bridge, stood the instruments of their trade: a long-handled axe, its scythe-like blade glinting dully in the sunlight; a heavy bludgeon inlaid with metal studs; and a set of iron tongs in a chafing dish filled with hot coals. He tried not to look at these, but he was transfixed. To his right, several members of a well-known noble family were being shown to their reserved seats by a young priest. Nuns offered them iced water with lemon juice, and sweetmeats.


Caravaggio tried to avert his eyes from the axe but could not. Moments later, a ripple of excitement ran through the crowd. Twisting round, he was able to make out the tumbril bearing the Cenci to their doom. The cart, drawn by two farm horses, was flanked by armed men, led by a bishop and two hooded members of the Confraternity of St John the Beheaded, known as the Decollati. But it was the small family group that inevitably held Caravaggio’s attention. Lucrezia, the mother, who had devised the plot that ended in the murder of her husband, stood between Giacomo and Beatrice. Bernardo, the youngest boy, just twelve years old, forced by papal decree to witness the excecutions, buried his head in his mother’s skirts.


Attempting to escape his dream, Caravaggio tried to rise out of his seat. He knew what was going to happen: he had seen it in his dream many times before. But he couldn’t move. His legs were paralyzed. The Cenci, hand in hand, were being led past him towards the steps leading up to the scaffold. Behind, in the piazza, the crowd fell silent, as if struck dumb in contemplation of the horror to come.


Everyone in Rome was familiar with the story. The Cenci were one of the greatest noble families of Italy. But Don Francesco was a monster. No woman, nor any girl approaching puberty, was safe from his predations. As well as a rapist, he was a murderer three times over, and a thief whose brutality and greed had landed him in prison several times. In the past, he had always bought his freedom with ‘generous’ donations to the Church. It was his rape of Beatrice, his step-daughter, in front of her mother that convinced the family that it was time to act. Giacomo, with the support of one of his servants, confronted his father and in the midst of a violent argument stabbed him to death, throwing his body into the street from an upstairs window. Everybody in Rome knew the circumstances of the murder. Nobody doubted the righteousness of the act. What Giacomo and his family failed to take into account was the extreme rapaciousness of Pope Clement VIII, the former Ippolito Aldobrandini.


The Aldobrandini, with their roots in Florence, had profited hugely from their Vatican connections. The Pope’s younger cousins, pushed forward by their uncle, had married into the Pamphilj and Farnese families, becoming at a stroke key members of the ruling class. But no one joined the nobility without bringing something to the table. Power and influence were commodities like anything else, traded on the open market. Thus it was that Clement, dismissing pleas for mercy from every corner of Europe, pronounced that the Cenci must pay with their lives for the death of Don Francesco. Their estates, according to a codicil buried in the text, would be forfeit to the Aldobrandini.


No one was surprised by such a display of greed. That was how things were done in the Eternal City. It was the way they had always been done. To the victor the spoils. But the executions themselves were regarded as exceptional. Not since classical times had one entire family been sacrificed in cold blood to serve the interests of another.


By a convention dating back to the time of Leonardo, artists, including the 28-year-old Michelangelo Merissi, had been invited to record the final minutes of the condemned. Meanwhile, from the ramparts of Castel Sant’Angelo, raised above the multitude, the Pope would have an uninterrupted view of the proceedings.


Looking up at the scaffold, locked into his nightmare, Caravaggio watched, appalled, as Beatrice, her hands tied in front of her, halted next to his chair. He had been sketching the headsman and she glanced down, then caught his eye. He turned away. ‘Will you sketch me, too?’ she asked him. But he didn’t – couldn’t – reply. One of the Decollati took her gently by the elbow and urged her forward. She mounted the steps behind her mother and older brother. Young Bernardo was held back for a moment, then compelled to follow.


What ensued would never leave the artist, not even for a single day. It haunted his nights. It infused his art. Now, as he turned over and over in his sleep, he saw it all again, as red and bloody as the morning on which it happened.


The mother, Lucrezia, was first to be led to the block. She fainted, and was revived with cold water. Afterwards, she stood tall and unwavering, saying the rosary along with her assigned Decollato while unfastening the top of her bodice so that the axe would not become entangled with her clothing. As she knelt down and forward, the executioner looked up towards the distant figure of the Pope, poised like an emperor in his box at the Colosseum. At the same time, the masked Decollato placed a wooden board, on which was painted a representation of the martyrdom of St John, in front of the condemned woman’s face so that it was the last thing she saw. The Pope nodded. The axe fell and the head of Lucrezia Cenci rolled forward, spurting blood from the neck.


At the same moment, the crowd let out its breath.


The Decollato set down his board and from one of his pockets drew out a black silk cloth, in which he wrapped the severed head before carrying it over to a rough coffin in which the second headsman was already depositing the body.


Caravaggio paled and realized that he was trembling. But he couldn’t stop staring. Next to die was Beatrice, a famous beauty, her blonde hair tied back, her neck long and inviting, like a swan’s. She said her prayers, murmured some words to her younger brother, which the artist couldn’t hear, and took her place on the block, so that her throat reddened with her mother’s blood. Few of those watching believed she deserved her fate, and her courage in the face of death had a serenity about it that caused a hush to fall over the crowd. Someone called out, ‘Spare her! For pity’s sake!’ But to no avail. Once more, the Pope nodded. Once again the axe fell.


There was a sound of shattered bone and the thud of the axe biting into the wood. As the axeman wrenched his blade free, Beatrice’s head shot off the block and skittered towards Caravaggio, rolling over and over until it came to a halt on the edge of the scaffold above where he sat so that her eyes, frozen in shock, appeared to be staring at him. Blood ran in rich red streams from her neck. He cried out and was sick.


Now Giacomo was hauled forward. Not for him the swift end offered by the axe. For him, as the one adjudged by the Inquisition to be most culpable, the penalty would be particularly awful. With his hands already tied behind his back and his legs in shackles, he was bound by his neck and ankles to a stake and his tunic ripped from his torso so that his breast was bare. As the bishop from the Holy Office read out the details of his crime and the sentence imposed, the second executioner lifted the heavy tongs from the chafing dish and showed the red-hot ends to the multitude. A sigh went up. Giacomo, after weeks of torture, had prayed he was immune to further pain, but to Caravaggio, just twenty feet away, his eyes told a different story. The masked executioner advanced on him, baring his teeth, then, with a grunt, clamped the glowing ends of the tongs, like pincers, onto the skin and muscle of his victim’s chest. Next, he twisted the steel jaws, first one way, then the other, and jerked back, ripping off a section of flesh. The resulting scream rang out across the Tiber, scattering a group of hooded crows perched on the statues on either side of the bridge.


‘Do you repent of your wickedness?’ the bishop called out. Giacomo could not answer. He could only scream.


Unsheathing a knife at his belt, the executioner peeled off the seared flesh, threw it into the corner, then advanced again, repeating the vicious act of torture three times as the thousands looking on either urged him to greater efforts or else averted their eyes.


Caravaggio felt his stomach heave again. But he had to watch. He had to know what was being done in God’s name.


By now the planks beneath the squirming figure of Giacomo Cenci had turned scarlet and the stench of burnt flesh filled the air. It was time for the final act. Releasing the condemned man from the stake, the chief executioner grabbed him by the hair and bundled him four paces across the scaffold to the waiting block. Giacomo, delirious with pain, called out to God and all the saints to save him and show him mercy. Perceiving this to be moment of truth, the Decollato holding on to Bernardo jammed the boy’s eyes open, forcing him to watch his brother’s last moments. It was almost done. The headsman directed a savage kick at the back of Giacomo’s legs, forcing him onto his knees, and pushed him forward as if he were a pig in an abattoir. Then, stretching out his hand, like a surgeon, he took hold of the bludgeon. Pope Clement inclined his head almost imperceptibly, as if unwilling to take on such a terrible burden of responsibility. But the executioner did not need further instruction. Raising the bludgeon, with its metal studs, he held it high for a second, then brought it down with all the force at his command. Giacomo’s skull shattered into pieces, splattering everyone with blood and brains. His body shook for a second, and was still.


The Pope rose and turned away. It was time for His Holiness to pray for the souls of the departed.


On the scaffold, Bernardo fainted. As the executioners flayed his brother’s body and hacked it into pieces, which they hung on hooks, he was led away into a lifetime of captivity as a galley slave. The boy had done no wrong, but was condemned as a member of a wicked family, guilty by association of the crime of patricide.


In his dream, as in life, Caravaggio looked down at his sketch of Beatrice and noticed that it was streaked with real blood. His hands shook and he wept.


When he woke seconds later, still uttering small cries, he wiped the tears from his face and sat up in his bed, which as usual was soaked with sweat. His mouth was dry; he reached for a cup of water on an adjacent table and drank it down. The executions had taken place more than three and a half years before under a different Pope. But to the artist, Beatrice Cenci’s eyes still stared at him as her life’s blood spilled from her neck onto the scaffold on the Ponte Sant’Angelo. It was as if the events of September 1599 had occurred just minutes before. They would be the key to his art and the keenest point of entry into the state of his mind.
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The future: conclave minus 17





Judge Carlo Minghetti was not one of those Italian jurists who pretended indifference to the media. As his cases progressed, particularly those involving terrorism, he found it helped him make sense of the previous day’s proceedings to read a crisp, 400-word summary in La Stampa or the Corriere della Serra. It amused him to compare the commentaries by so-called legal experts and pundits of left and right who presumed to read his thought processes and anticipate his judgments.


As one of Italy’s top anti-terrorist judges, Minghetti had earned a reputation for upholding the rule of law even in the most difficult of cases. It was well-known that he was a conservative. He had been a member of Opus Dei, the most reactionary religious movement in the Catholic Church, since the year he graduated from the University of Ferrara. But not even his worst enemies – among whom he counted the Jesuits, the Muslim Brotherhood and the Green Party – had ever accused him of bigotry.


The case on which he was due to rule today was a particularly interesting one. Two men, a Moroccan and a Bosnian, charged with bombing an immigration office in Bologna, had been convicted by a lower court and sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment, to be followed by deportation. Had anyone died as a result of their actions, they would have faced a life sentence, but the blast had occurred at two o’clock in the morning and the only victim, a passing drunk, had merely required treatment for cuts and brusies. The defendants’ lawyers had appealed on the grounds that their clients, allegedly, confessed under duress – which was perfectly possible. Hearing the appeal had meant reviewing much of the original evidence and then questioning both city detectives and agents of the anti-terrorist police, DIGOS.


Speculation in the morning’s media, including no doubt the internet – on which his career received detailed, almost line-by-line scrutiny – centred not on the guilt or innocence of the accused but on the extent to which Minghetti would extend the sentence imposed by the lower court.


How little they knew him.


His front-door buzzer sounded three times. It was the signal that his official car had arrived to take him to court. The judge downed his second cup of espresso, kissed his wife and picked up his briefcase.


‘I’ll be back at three o’clock,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry,’ his wife replied, running her right hand through his silver hair while with her left patting his jacket pocket to make sure he hadn’t forgotten his mobile phone. ‘Everything is packed and ready. We’ll be on the road to Rimini five minutes after you come out of the shower.’


Her husband nodded, checked his watch and disappeared in the direction of the front door, where the police officer in charge of his personal security was waiting.


‘Buon giorno, Giudice.’


‘Good morning, Emilio. Looks like another fine day.’


The officer smiled. The temperature in Bologna had been in the mid-thirties for six weeks. It hadn’t rained since the second week of March. Eyeing the villas opposite and the street as far as the next corner, he leaned forward to open the car door.


It was at that moment that the shots rang out.


There were four in all, fired so quickly, one after the other, that it seemed impossible they could have been individually aimed. The police forensic team would later record that they struck the brick wall behind which Minghetti was standing no more than ten centimetres above his head, forming a shallow ellipse, or crescent. Whoever was responsible was obviously an expert and the intention, apparently, was not to kill, but to make a point.


The police officer, who had spun round with commendable speed and self-control to pull the judge forward and down, drew his sidearm and slithered forward, waiting for a target to present itself. At the same time, the official driver got on his car radio and called for backup.


Two carloads of Carabinieri were on the scene within minutes, closely followed by an ambulance. But the incident had concluded. Whoever had fired the shots had done so from a considerable distance, using a high-powered rifle with a telescopic sight. By now there would be no trace of him. He would simply have melted into the heavy morning traffic.




 





Two hours later, appellate court number two of Bologna’s Palace of Justice, in the Piazza Tribunali, opened for business, Judge Carlo Minghetti presiding. A crowd had gathered outside and the public gallery was filled.


Judge Minghetti, dressed in black robes and white cravat, signalled to the clerk of the court to shut the doors.


‘This morning,’ he began, ‘an attack was made not simply against my person but against Italian justice. That attack is now being investigated by the Carabinieri and the anti-terrorist police. If the intention was to intimidate this judge, then it has failed.’


At this, everyone in the courtroom, other than the defendants and their supporters, broke into wild applause.


Minghetti brought down his gavel sharply and called for order. ‘Silenzio!’ he said. ‘Silence in court.’


The applause died down. Minghetti resumed. ‘The accused, here today to hear my ruling on the sentence imposed against them by a lower court, should know that the verdict I am about to deliver will not differ in any respect from the one I had intended to deliver before the incident outside my home.’


Reporters in the press box smiled and shook their heads. Two young men in the public gallery rolled their eyes. The wife of the injured drunk looked for a moment as if she was about to utter a comment, but was silenced by a glower from the bench. Once again the gavel came down hard.


Minghetti’s assertion that he had been unaffected by the shooting was not entirely accurate. Having considered the case against the accused, taking into account their claims of intimidation by investigating officers, he had decided the previous night, over a glass of grappa, to increase their sentences from seven years to eight. Now he added a further twelve months. He felt he owed it to himself and his wife as much as to the amour propre of civil society. And if it shocked those two bastards in the dock, and those who supported them, so much the better.


‘Be grateful,’ he told the prisoners, ‘that your case has been heard in a country where the rule of law is not influenced by the violence and intolerance which each of you represents and which will never, I trust, be tolerated in a Christian society.’


Again, the court burst into applause. This time, Minghella did not intervene.




 





Three hundred kilometres south, far from the clamour of events, Cardinal Bosani and Father Visco watched the evening news on Italian state television. They were relaxing in the Camerlengo’s private sitting room in the Governorate.


‘Whose idea was it that the bullet holes should form a crescent?’ Bosani wanted to know. ‘That was a nice touch.’


‘Not mine, Eminence,’ Visco replied. ‘I regret to say that it would never have occurred to me. But I trust that the incident overall met with your approval.’


Bosani patted his secretary’s hand reassuringly. ‘You did well, Cesare. The righteous anger of a Christian people was on display in that court today. Minghetti came across as an avenging angel, yet one acting within the law, guided by high Catholic principle. The cardinal electors will have taken note. It will be their duty to elect a pope whom those who praise Minghetti as a man of principle – and an officer of Opus Dei – can equally well respect.’
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Conclave minus 16







‘I have yet many things to say unto you, but you cannot bear them now. Howbeit when He, the Spirit of Truth, is come, He will guide you into all truth: for He shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever He shall hear, that shall He speak: and He will show you the things to come.’


—John 16: 12-13





The fourth-floor office of Father Declan O’Malley, Superior General of the Jesuits, overlooked the Borgo Santo Spirito, just a hundred metres from St Peter’s Square. Strictly speaking, the Curia Generalizia of the Company of Jesus was part of Rome, and Italy. But as a concession to the Vatican, it was designated zona extraterritoriale, giving O’Malley the de facto status of an ambassador.


The Irishman, the first of his race to head the institution created in 1540 by St Ignatius Loyola, looked frail at first glance. His hair was snow-white and his dark eyes were sunk deep into his head. In fact, though into his seventies, he was fit and wiry, still able to get through Mass in thirty minutes flat, with or without an altar boy.


Today was a special day for him. His nephew Liam, in Rome for the summer, had called to tell him that he was on his way over to say hello. It wasn’t, in fact, their first meeting. O’Malley had previously arranged for his nephew to attend the annual summer party at the Irish College two days after he flew in from Dublin. But it was the first time in ten years at least that he had visited him on his home turf.


With his old-fashioned looks, set off by a thick head of reddish-blonde hair, Liam Dempsey reminded his uncle these days of the young Robert Donat, from The Thirty-Nine Steps. He had had a hard upbringing – harder even than he knew. Kitty – O’Malley’s sister – had died giving birth to him. Her husband, because of the intensity of his belief, gave priority to the child. O’Malley, keenly aware of the enormity of his brother-in-law’s dilemma, had not presumed to instruct him on the Church’s teaching, confining himself to expressions of sympathy and support that he now saw as hollow and inadequate. Pat Dempsey’s decision to sacrifice his wife was the cross he would bear, alone, for the rest of his days.


In the years that followed, O’Malley watched intermittently as Dempsey’s faith calcified, becoming harsh and brittle, robbed of all outward show of affection. He remembered how he had looked on, dismayed, as his nephew grew up an only child in a home lacking a mother and with a bereaved father who saw in him the origin of his loss.


Liam, now aged twenty-eight, was never told of the choice that was made. His father felt that the weight of the knowledge of what he had done was for him alone, and O’Malley respected his decision. Later, as he pursued his vocation in a variety of locations across the globe, he often thought about the brother-in-law he had left behind. It seemed to him that with Kitty gone, it was his brother-in-law who had pursued a monastic life, not him. While he travelled the world, writing his books and moving up in the Company of Jesus, it was Pat who laboured alone, getting up each morning at five, saying his prayers, attending to his cattle, seeing to it that his son was fed and educated. Which of them had better answered Christ’s call? He didn’t have the answer.


It wasn’t easy for the son either. Every day, in all weathers, Liam had trudged two miles from the farm in Bearna, overlooking Galway Bay, to the local national school, returning home each evening to help with the milking. His father, in permanent mourning, was both taciturn and a strict disciplinarian, showing his emotion only when drunk. How Liam had emerged mentally intact was a mystery. In fact, while playing rugby enthusiastically and developing an eye for the girls, he did well, taking a history degree at Trinity College, Dublin, then winning a place at the Irish army officer training college.


It was two years after he was commissioned into the Western Brigade that a second calamity befell him. His battalion was posted to Iraq to serve under the UN flag, keeping the peace beween Arabs, Turks and Kurds. A bomb, detonated as his patrol passed a water trough, killed five of his soldiers and left Liam, at the head of the column, grievously wounded. His recovery, in a specialized burns unit in Marseille, was long and agonizing. He had spent months in virtual isolation, barely able to move, with some saying privately that he’d be better off dead.


It was O’Malley, speaking from behind a surgical mask, who brought the young lieutenant the news that in the meantime his father had died from a stroke. Unable to offer the consolation of prayer, he had just stood there, watching. The loss, on top of everything else, was wretched. Father and son hadn’t spoken for more than two years, ever since Liam announced that he had lost his faith. Now they could never be reconciled.


But nothing stood still. Eighteen months on, he was about to start his PhD at University College, Galway. His thesis, examining the relationship between Garibaldi and Pope Pius IX during the Risorgimento, meant learning Italian, and to this end, having acquired the basics in Dublin, he had taken a three-month lease on a spacious apartment next to the Tiber. The young man’s resilience both astonished and humbled O’Malley. How he had emerged sane and well from a life so steeped in misfortune was to him nothing short of a miracle – but one in which God apparently played no part.


O’Malley prayed regularly for Liam and his father, as well as for the soul of his departed sister, who had sacrificed her own life for the sake of her son. But their blighted lives, bound together in tragedy, had made him wonder about the nature of his calling. Had he truly given up everything in order to follow Jesus? He had not ministered to the poor or the sick. Worse, he had spoken out only in private against the Holy Father’s decision to address the growing paedophile scandal not as a mortal sin but as if it were a mere misdemeanour – an embarrassment to be swept beneath the carpet. The fact of the matter was that he had made no difference in the world, and that troubled him. He had risen in the Church as a favoured son, comfortably housed, respected by the media, a confidant of popes. It was undeniable that he had always worked hard. But that had been his pleasure. As a young priest, he had left Ireland as soon as he could. His doctoral thesis, written while a graduate student in Louvain, examined the legal code of the great Byzantine Emperor Justinian against that of his future Ottoman counterpart, Suleiman the Magnificent. The resulting paper, published in several languages, was acclaimed as a model of its kind and his reward was a five-year appointment as special advisor to the Papal Nuncio in Istanbul.


Success in this demanding role led to speculation in Rome that he would be offered a professorship at the city’s Pontifical Institute for Arab and Islamic Studies. To his considerable annoyance, the job went instead to a member of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, the White Fathers. An intellectual with no pastoral experience, O’Malley was told he must spend four years as spiritual director of a retreat house in Milwaukee – a move likened by colleagues to the State Department in Washington selecting a high-flyer to be consul-general in Cardiff. Yet even this apparent setback turned out to his advantage. Those who expected him to chafe against his exile in the Midwest were surprised when his next publication, Between Heaven and Earth, turned out to be a celebration of inter-faith encounters with the Lakota Indians. The book, which reached number thirty-eight in the New York Times bestsellers’ list, did not go unnoticed in high places. Its author’s return to the mainstream followed within three months of its publication. He was appointed socius, or deputy head, of the sprawling Chicago Province, where he served for three incident-packed years before being posted to Rome as vice-rector of the Irish College.


The sun streamed in through the open window in the Borgo Santo Spirito. For a moment, O’Malley felt a chill of loneliness pass through him. Then it passed. There was a knock at the door – not as polite as he might have wished. It was Father Giovanni, his private secretary.


‘Your nephew, Father General,’ he said. ‘Could I point out to you that you have a busy schedule today?’


‘You have already done so, Giovanni.’


A scowl passed over the young priest’s face as he withdrew. Behind him stood the tall, languid figure of Liam Dempsey.


O’Malley stood up and threw open his arms. ‘Liam! Come in, come in. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.’


Dempsey beamed as he advanced across the floor to his uncle. Their embrace was more than a greeting, it was a reconnection. O’Malley did his best to hide the awkwardness he felt. He stood back, his hands still on his nephew’s shoulders. ‘You look good,’ he said.


‘I feel good.’


The Jesuit smiled, perhaps a little ambiguously, and indicated an ancient leather armchair. ‘Take the weight off your feet,’ he said.


Dempsey sat down.


‘So what’s been happening?’


‘In Rome, you mean? Or back home?’


‘Let’s start with home. Did you ever get that money you were owed?’


Dempsey had recently sold the family farm. A Swedish home furnishings company had bought it, but the size of the final payment depended on the success of a planning application aimed at transforming the land into a retail park, complete with space for a thousand cars.


‘Yes,’ said Dempsey. ‘The cheque turned up in my bank three days ago.’


‘Was it what you were expecting?’


‘Absolutely.’ Dempsey told him the amount, which made O’Malley draw in his breath.


‘Sounds like you’ll not be needing a student loan, then. But sure who could begrudge you it after all you’ve been through? What else?’


There was news of a cousin from Athenry who was getting married in the autumn. O’Malley remembered the young fellow as a gawky teenager with  a gap-toothed smile. He hadn’t seen him in years. Another cousin, a computer technician, whose daughter had just received her First Communion, was about to be made redundant following a decision by his American employers to transfer production back to Seattle.


The priest registered his sympathy. He knew all about the ravages that had resulted from the recession that began in 2008. First the property market had collapsed, taking the construction industry with it, and then the banks had gone belly-up. It was hard to believe the extent of the greed, incompetence and fraud that had masqueraded as the Celtic Tiger. The recovery, aided – hindered, some said – by the EU, still had a long way to go. But he was heartened when Dempsey announced he had paid off his cousin’s car loan. That had been generous of him. ‘So what about the place itself?’ he asked. ‘Galway, I mean. It’s been a while.’


His nephew blew out his cheeks. ‘You’d hardly recognize it. Bearna’s virtually gone now. It’s become a suburb. There’s estates and apartment blocks that reach almost to the water’s edge, even if half of them are still waiting for buyers or tenants. Did you know the city population is expected to hit a hundred thousand in the next five years, a quarter of them either foreign-born or else descended from immigrants? De Valera wouldn’t know what to make of it – and he was from Puerto Rico.’


O’Malley smiled. He hadn’t been back to Galway in years.


Dempsey glanced out the window in the direction of St Peter’s. ‘You remember the talk there was when the old riverside mosque opened? Well, you should see the new place, complete with minaret. It’s part of an Islamic study centre – one of the largest in Ireland. It’s hard to take it in. When I started school, you were a foreigner if you came from anywhere east of Castlebar. Now there’s women in Merchants Road wearing burkhas, and halal butchers in all the main shopping centres. Some of the kids even speak Irish. I read somewhere that Muhammad’s now the ninthmost common boy’s name in the country.’


‘Changed times,’ O’Malley said. He had listened as patiently as he could, realizing to his shame that he had completely lost touch with his birthplace and that, so far as his family was concerned, the only one he felt close to these days was Liam. His own parents were long dead. Their house had been bought by a Lithuanian plumber and his wife. His sole remaining sibling, Eamonn, was in San Diego, married to a woman from Panama.


‘But how are you, Liam?’ he interjected, surprising himself with the peremptory tone of his voice. ‘In yourself, I mean. Tell me the truth. Don’t hold back because of’ – he ran his hands down the length of his cassock, symbol of his priestly separation from the world – ‘because of this!’


Dempsey sat back in the armchair, only his eyes registering the tension that these days was part and parcel of his life. ‘I’m grand, Uncle Declan. You can stop worrying about me. Life’s looking up. Rome is great. I’ve got this terrific apartment across the river and my Italian is coming on a treat. I’m even seeing someone – a girl, I mean. Someone I met at the Irish College bash.’


‘Is that a fact? And who would that be – if you don’t mind my asking?’


‘Her name’s Maya – Maya Studer … the daughter of Colonel Otto Studer. You’d know him, I’d imagine.’


‘The Commandant of the Swiss Guard? But that’s extraordinary.’ O’Malley looked quizzically at his nephew. ‘It’s not serious, though – is it?’


‘Not yet,’ said Dempsey. ‘A bit too early to say. But we’re having lunch today, so you never know.’


‘You never cease to surprise me. But I’m happy for you … truly.’


Dempsey nodded. He was fond of his uncle, but wary of the tradition he represented. ‘That’s enough about me, though,’ he said. ‘The real question is, who’s going to win the big election?’


O’Malley leaned back in his chair, relieved to be back on home turf. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it turns out not everyone in the Church is as relaxed about the Muslim issue as the citizens of Galway. There are even those – and I’m talking about people at the very summit of Church government – who think that the next pope’s first priority should be the instigation of open conflict with Islam.’


‘You’re kidding me. And who do they imagine is going to take that on?’


‘I wish I knew. Whoever fills the bill. There’s no shortage of bigots in the Sacred College.’


‘I suppose. But what would they be looking for?’


‘For starters, a halt to immigration; the ruthless repatriation of “illegals”; a rejection of Muslim schools; the banning of the hijab and headscarves; basically, an end to any notion of equality or parity of esteem. Whatever it takes to underline that Europe is a Christian continent.’


‘Right. Well, I’m sorry to hear it, but not surprised.’


‘What do you mean?’


Dempsey ran a hand through his hair. ‘Face it, Uncle, after football and the economy, immigration, especially Muslim immigration, is the single-biggest talking point in Europe. There’s whole swathes of our major cities that have been taken over by new arrivals from North Africa, Pakistan and Turkey. We’ve had protests and counter-protests. And the legislation designed to protect us from terrorism has turned Europe into an armed camp. Not that it’s made us any safer. Only the other day there was that bomb at the Lateran Palace. Yesterday there was the business in Bologna. Muslims may feel the suspects were hard done by, but most Italians, I can tell you, are on the side of the judge.’


O’Malley shrugged. ‘Understandable, I suppose. It’d be hard not to sympathize with a man who’s been shot at just for trying to do his job.’


‘Exactly. But there’s a lot of hate out there – on both sides. The average European, having more or less given up on God, now finds himself facing growing demands from Islamists and Imams who seem to want to build a mosque in every high street and generally put the clock back four hundred years. If that’s progress, give me Karl Marx every time. The way I look at it, the history of Europe over that same period has been characterized, as much as anything, by our gradual giving up of religious obligation. No offence, but we’ve grown up. When I went to Sunday school, I couldn’t wait to get out. I’d be bored rigid. But for young Muslims, decades into the twenty-first century, Islam is everything. It’s what they live for. It’s what defines them.’


Now the priest raised a critical eyebrow. ‘You should be careful what you say, Liam. They’re not all suicide bombers. Most of them are good people, working hard to provide for their families. As to their devotion, maybe it’s the nature of the beast.’


‘Meaning what?’


‘Well, you only have to contrast the clarity of the Qu’ran – inextricably linked to lifestyle and conquest – with the ad-hoc nature of Christian belief.’


Dempsey was immediately on his guard. He had no time for either side in this particular debate. The way he saw it, the two faiths were opposite sides of the same counterfeit coin. But there was an argumentative side to his nature and he couldn’t resist the opportunity to make a point. ‘What are you telling me? That the Qu’ran hasn’t changed for fifteen hundred years? You must be kidding.’


‘I’m serious,’ O’Malley replied, raising his voice against the noise of a Vespa scooter drifting up from the street below. ‘At least, not since the earliest times. Tradition has it that it was revealed to Muhammad by the Archangel Gabriel – Jibra’il in Arabic – who required him, over a period of twenty-two years, to learn it sura by sura, verse by verse, and to teach it to others by the same method.’


‘And I thought remembering my Catechism was hard.’


O’Malley ignored the crack. ‘Matter of fact, the word Qu’ran means “recital”. Only after Mohammad’s death in 632 were scribes recruited to take it down verbatim from the Prophet’s close companion and disciple, Zaid bin Thabit, who, like his master, had committed it to memory. Some years later, at the time of the third Caliph, Uthman bin Affan, war interrupted the process and different versions started to appear. When peace was restored, Uthman had all copies recalled and burned, to be replaced by a new, authorized version – essentially the one we have today.’


‘Not like the Bible, then,’ Dempsey said. ‘In scriptural terms, isn’t that a horse designed by a committee?’


O’Malley checked to see that the door to his office was shut. ‘If you mean it’s like a camel, they both came out of the desert and they’ve both been around a long time. But it’s a mess, no question about that. It wasn’t until the second century that St Irenaeus, a French bishop born in Anatolia, gathered the oral tradition and existing texts into a single construct.’


Dempsey could see what was coming. ‘Except that not all of his fellow scholars agreed …’


‘Too right, they didn’t. The “final” version turned out to be anything but and the process of selection continues to this day. There’s any number of books – the Gospel of Barnabas is a case in point – whose claim for inclusion in the Bible is not without foundation. Barnabas, you may recall, spent several years as right-hand man to St Paul during his missions to Asia Minor. He’s mentioned in Luke’s Gospel ahead of the Apostle. Well, according to Barnabas, not only was Judas crucified in Christ’s place, allowing Jesus to go straight to heaven, but a greater prophet, named in some translations as God’s Messenger, in others as Muhammad, would eventually emerge and bring the true faith to a waiting world.’


Dempsey sat up and stretched his shoulders. ‘So what do you think?’


O’Malley’s face gave nothing away. ‘There’s a verse in St John’s Gospel that speaks of a mysterious someone who in the future will hear the “spirit of truth” and speak what he has heard, showing us the shape of things to come. The Church has generally preferred to withhold comment on this – which is why you won’t hear it quoted from the pulpit.’


‘What’s the Muslim view?’


‘Oh, they’re all for Barnabas. No surprise there.’


‘But not the Vatican?’


‘Hardly. To Catholic theologians Barnabas offers a rope to hang fools and knaves. Never forget, Liam, the Catholic Church and Islam regard each other as inhabiting essentially the same universe. Each accuses the other of serious doctrinal error, but this doesn’t mean they don’t see aspects of the truth in each other’s beliefs. They’re like sibling rivals – they’re connected.’


‘Which brings us back to Muhammad. How do you rate him? If I remember rightly, Pope Benedict seemed to think he was steeped in violence.’


‘Oh he was, he was – even if that wasn’t quite the message His Holiness was trying to get across. But then so were many of the popes, some of whom wore armour and commanded their armies from the front. Urban II gave us the crusades. Julius II was almost welded to his warhorse. Gregory XVI suppressed insurrections in the papal states with unbelievable cruelty well into the 1840s. So if you’re talking Us and Them, it’s good to remember sometimes who “we” are and where we came from.’


‘But what about all those stories dad used to read me from the Bible when I was a kid? The miracles, the Virgin birth, the empty tomb? Were half of them made up? Is there any truth to any of it?’


O’Malley could sense the mischief in his nephew’s voice. He ran a finger round the inside of his Roman collar as if trying to free himself from its constraints. ‘Truth? T.S. Eliot was right when he said, “Oh do not ask, ‘What is it?’” We like to believe that faith is supported by scholarship and scholarship by faith. But the “facts” of almost any case can be disassembled and reconstructed to fit whatever seems most important to us at the time. In the end, we believe whatever makes us feel most comfortable.’


‘Which means that you believe Christ rose again on the third day and ascended into heaven …’


‘… “And sits on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.” Yes, Liam, I believe that. How could I not?’


Looking at his uncle, dressed in his cassock, with a silver cross around his neck, Dempsey wondered what his father would have made of all the questioning that fuelled theology at the higher level. Theirs was a house in which the Sacred Heart of Jesus glowed in the dark from its position on top of the mantlepiece. The first thing you saw when you walked in the front door was the Child of Prague – a statue of the infant Jesus, wearing a crown and golden robes. Not divine? Not risen from the dead? Dad would be spinning in his grave just at the thought of it.


A knock at the door interrupted his musings. It was Father Giovanni, holding a clipboard. ‘I hope you haven’t forgotten, Father General,’ he said, ‘but you have a busy schedule of appointments today, including lunch with the Spanish Provincial General and a three o’clock with the dean.’ He tapped the clipboard. ‘And I’ve got at least twenty letters here awaiting your signature.’


O’Malley toyed with a paper knife. ‘Okay, Giovanni, I’ll be five minutes.’


The priest withdrew reluctantly, giving Dempsey a dirty look.


‘Don’t mind Father Giovanni,’ O’Malley said, replacing the paper knife. ‘He’s the sort of young man, increasingly common in the order, who thinks the suffix SJ should be followed by MBA.’


‘I should go all the same. You’re obviously busy.’


‘And you’re due to have lunch with Fräulein Studer – more entertaining company, I should imagine, than the Spanish Provincial. But thanks for dropping in. I appreciate it. It’s not often these days that I get the chance to discuss religion.’


‘I won’t even comment on that,’ Dempsey said.


O’Malley stood up and walked round his desk to embrace his nephew. ‘Next time let’s meet over a pint.’


‘Good idea. Just give me a call.’


Dempsey turned to go. Just as he reached the door, his uncle called out to him: ‘Oh, and give my regards to Maya. Tell her it’s been a while since I saw her at Mass.’




 





As he walked down the four flights of stairs towards the front hall, past endless photographs and lithographs of leading Jesuits from the previous two hundred years, Dempsey felt the walls closing in on him. He had never had much time for organized religion. It was one thing to talk theology with his uncle, who had a knack of combining faith and scholarship. But these days he could no more genuflect in front of the altar than he could kiss a bishop’s ring. At the bottom of the stairs, he found himself confronted by a portrait of St Ignatius Loyola, the Jesuits’ founder, looking both ascetic and scheming, as if there were no lengths to which he wouldn’t go to promote the power and privilege of God. The eyes, he noted, did not follow him, the way they did in some paintings he had seen. Instead, they stared behind him, almost through him, towards some higher truth to which he would never be privy. He shivered and turned away. Outside, in the real world, the sun was shining.
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