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Who can swear that there will not come a pope so imbued with God’s spirit and that of our time … as to raise the flag of freedom on the towers of Castel Sant’Angelo?




 





N. Tommaseo to R. Lambruschini, 


November 1831




 





Without the Pope, there can be no true Christianity.




 





Joseph de Maistre, Du Pape 
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Note





Pope Pius IX – Pio Nono (1846–1878) – took to polemic as salamanders do to flame. His invective was biblical, and his enemies gave back as good as they got. Caught between their cartoons and his anathemas, the Catholic world was pushed ever further towards polarisation. The Right loved him for his torments, his piety and his charisma, and he has long – oddly long? – been a candidate for canonisation. The Left came to hate him.




 





I have tried to imagine what it was like to be a moderate dependant of his and, to give myself freedom, have invented several characters. I hope that the climate in which they move is close to that which prevailed in the Papal State during its final decades.




 





J. O’F.
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Andrea: Cardinal Girolamo Marchese d’.
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Giraud, Maximin: child visionary who sees Virgin in 1846.


Grassi, Father: a Jesuit.


Lambruschini, Cardinal Luigi: Secretary of State to Pope Gregory XVI, and right-wing favourite to succeed him. He lost to Mastai.


Lambruschini, Raffaello: a nephew of his, who keeps a diary.


Lammenais, the abbé: a Liberal Catholic thinker.


Langrand-Dumonceau, André, later Count: Catholic financier.


Manning, Cardinal Henry of Westminster.


Martelli: classmate of Nicola Santi at Collegio Romano.


Mastai-Ferretti, Giovanni Maria: later Pope Pius IX.


Mauro, Don: an unfrocked priest.


Mérode, François Xavier de: Chamberlain, then Minister for Arms.


Mortara, Edgar. Jewish child kidnapped by papal authorities.


Nardoni: police lieutenant in Imola, spy.


Oppizzoni, Cardinal Count Carlo: Archbishop of Bologna.


Passaglia, Carlo: a Jesuit theologian at the Collegio Romano.


Paola, Sister: nun who first appears as unnamed girl during revolution of 1831.


Reali, il canonico: dissident priest.


Randi, Monsignor Lorenzo: papal minister of police.


Rossi, Count Pellegrino: Pio Nono’s chief minister, murdered in November 1848.


Russell, Odo: unofficial agent of British Government.


Sacconi, Monsignore: nuncio to Paris.


Santi, Nicola: later Monsignore.
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Stanga, Count: his father.


Stanga, Contessa Anna: father’s second wife.


Verità, Don Giovanni: a Liberal priest.


Vigilio, Don: a spy.
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One





Rome, 13 July 1881


After midnight a funeral took place with furtive pomp. It was an event likely to puzzle any stranger who chanced to witness the defiant advance of the red-draped, four-in-hand hearse and the throngs of trudging mourners who growled out angry prayers and held tapers up like spears. Behind them, a two-hundred-strong cavalcade of carriages bore prelates and members of the city’s papal (‘black’) aristocracy. Houses were lit up and flowers thrown from windows. But the mob was there too, stationed all along the way from St Peter’s to San Lorenzo Outside the Walls. At first its mood was uncertain. Then a song rose jeeringly: ‘Addio, mia bella, Addio!’ Scuffles broke out and the police had to stop demonstrators seizing the corpse. ‘Long live Garibaldi!’ was the cry. ‘Death to the priests!’ and ‘Pitch the swine in the Tiber.’


‘Carogna! Into the river with his carcass!’


Driving through the whitewash gleam, which had transformed their grimy old city into a whited sepulchre, disheartened the prelates. They were burying an epoch with their last Pope Prince. Pius IX, having reigned for thirty-two years, had set a record for longevity which left his predecessors’ in the dust. His reign had been riven by paradox and this funeral was its last, for when he died three years ago, his household had not dared cross the hostile city and bury him where he had asked to be laid. How come, marvelled watchers, that the three-year-old corpse didn’t explode? Mummified, was the answer, like the papacy itself. Embalmed and boxed in.




*





Reports of police connivance – only six demonstrators had been charged! – reached the provinces in the high colour of parable. Pope Pius, when alive, had been inclined to wrap himself in the seamless robe of Christ, and the robe, a metaphor for papal power, had been rent when the Kingdom of Italy seized his state.


Two principles had clashed: a people’s right to determine its destiny and the Pope’s to territorial independence. This latest Italian failure to defend papal dignity fuelled arguments afresh. The robe had been spat on and Christ vilified in his Vicar’s person! The new pope protested angrily. Clergy, up and down the country, stiffened their opposition to the regime and men who had tolerant leanings shelved them. This was no time for give and take. Even personal loyalties must be sacrificed.


Father Luca, who had been hiding the diary of his dead benefactor, the abate Lambruschini, inside a wrapper entitled Experiments in Crop-Rotation, now lost his nerve. What if it were found? By friends who would reproach him with not destroying it – or, worse, might want it published! The abate had been a Liberal priest. A great but sad man, born out of his time, he had hoped that, after his death, his diary might safely see the light of day. But now he had been dead seven years, and Father Luca worried lest, somehow – the devil had his ways – it should fall under some dangerous and alien eye. He himself couldn’t sit in judgment on it. He was a simple priest, a labourer’s son educated at the abate’s expense. But reports of the mob’s insults recalled older ones about how, many years ago, at the start of his reign, Pius too had been a Liberal and been worshipped by that same Roman mob. Lambruschini had described him walking in among them in his white robe and how, as he passed, they sank to their knees in the dung-wet streets. ‘Long live the Angel pope!’ was then their cry. Father Luca, his curiosity piqued, took down the book.



From the diary of Raffaello 


Lambruschini:


Rome, 1846


In Rome, just after his election, I glimpsed the new pope. I was on a balcony with my uncle, the defeated candidate, who was scanning the crowd with the eye of a man who knew the odds. For ten years he had been Cardinal Secretary of State and, in practice, the most powerful man in the realm – which was why he was not elected pope. Cardinal Secretaries rarely are. Being too visible, they rouse resentments. He should have known this. Yet loss of power shocked him and I, who had not been on terms with him, felt a surprised impulse of pity. 


‘Viva Papa Mastai, the people’s friend!’


It was half-prayer and half-cheer. 1846 looked to be a miraculous year for we had, or thought we had, a Liberal pope. Political and religious hope fused in that cry while my uncle, Luigi Cardinal Lambruschini, sat still as a pillar of salt.


I disdained his doubts. To be sure the new pope’s love-transaction with the crowd was hazardous – but how can men who have not defied their limitations conceive of God?


Once a fritter-vendor, scrambling onto the roof of his booth, came so close that we smelled frying oil of incalculable age. He cradled his balls in a – pagan? – gesture of celebration and I saw my uncle wince. Anarchy, he clearly felt, had been unleashed and his own handiwork undone, for Pius was releasing conspirators whom it had taken his spies miracles of ingenuity to catch.


All around us, seminarians in bright cassocks – scarlet, white, purple, black – craned and flexed as if turning themselves into human flags. Only when His Holiness exchanged jokes with our fritter-seller did I see a pulse tremble in my uncle’s neck. A particle of flesh, by defying his will, reminded me that our new pope’s was more wayward. I knew this because I belonged to a group which had secretly worked to get him elected. Mastai-Ferretti knew nothing of our reasons for choosing him to succeed to Peter’s throne. These can be summed up in one word: humanity. Like Peter, he had proven fallible, flexible and, we hoped, open to change.


My uncle was not. Sitting beside him, I was aware of having betrayed my kind for – kinship apart – he and I were men who put principle above personal ties, and I knew that if he could have understood my disloyalty, he would have condoned it. So there I sat, inwardly twisting like Judas on his rope. Once he pressed my hand. ‘Sursum corda,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s raise our hearts.’ But I, his Judas, thought of the schoolboy pun, ‘raise the rope’ – corda – and feared he had seen inside my head.


It was only later, in the gaunt cavern of his dining room, that I thought I saw tears. The candelabra, however, were inadequate and the light too dim for certainty. A year later, at the time of the so-called Jesuit plot, I wondered if he had had a hand in that, but guessed him to be too shrewd.




*





The words ‘Jesuit plot’ made Father Luca blench and so did the reference to the dead pope as a ‘Liberal’. The abate had been writing in and for happier times and Father Luca felt a pang of nostalgia for his patron’s lightness of spirit. Maybe it was as well he’d died when he had.


Moving to a window, he watched fork-tailed swallows wheel. The air was still. Sounds carried across surprising distances and, down valley, a skipping rhyme was being thrummed on some threshing floor. Sour words reached him with painful clarity.






Pyx! Pax! Pox! St Peter’s on the rocks!


His leaky boat won’t float!


Pyx! Pax! Pox!








The abate’s great fear had been that of adding to the boat’s distress. This was why he left Rome. He had liked to joke that this Tuscan retreat was like the islands to which the Emperor Augustus had exiled adulterers and that he, rather than adulterate honest certainties, had embraced silence as well as exile. And indeed, after the débâcle of ’49, he had published nothing more contentious than a treatise on silk worms. He had gone on writing, to be sure, but ‘for the drawer’. But now, thought Luca, let it be some other drawer than his! The abate’s trust weighed on him and, remembering that he knew a dependant of the Cardinal Prefect of the Congregatio Indicis, he determined to send him the diary and get the matter off his conscience. Surely the abate would have understood?



From the diary of Raffaello 
 Lambruschini:



Controversy stifles charity. I learned this as I watched my uncle meet his Calvary. That evening, he talked of a universe of pain through which humanity must struggle in search of lost unity.


We must have sat up later than usual for the footmen were visibly falling on their feet when he leaned towards me and whispered: ‘Revolution is part of God’s plan. The French one was a punishment and we too shall soon be tested. Blood will flow here! Sangue!’ he hissed with such relish that I was amazed. ‘The popolo,’ he gloated, ‘will get more than they bargained for.’ Then he pursed his old man’s mouth until it looked like a chicken’s anus and went red with malice. My revulsion shocked me. In the end a distrust for zeal – my own included – led to my renouncing public office. Yet what I had already done by promoting the candidacy of Mastai-Ferretti was to have long-tailed consequences.


People who remember papal Rome tend to talk of a paradise or a prison. My own recollection is of a sleepy little place choked by rotting brocade with a population – in the year of Mastai’s election – of 170,000 souls, few of whom knew much about the world outside their city gates which were kept timorously locked at night. It had its own system for telling time. A twenty-four-hour day ended at the Ave Maria, half an hour after sunset, and so varied with the seasons.


Memories differ and so do maps. I have two of the old town before me as I write. On one the Tiber flows down the left while on the other it festoons up the other side, carrying a sailboat upstream from Ripetta to Ripa Grande: a draughtsman’s whimsy intended no doubt to show that, even after the advent of steamers, trade was plied at a sluggish pace – as indeed it was. Weed-webbed and gilded – in memory – by the sun of a perpetual siesta, Rome droused to the flap of wet laundry and the chomp of oxen chewing the cud in ‘the Cow Field’ which was how citizens called the Forum. At night it slept through antiphonies of caged nightingales, disturbed only by the odd clopclop of a carriage fetching guests home from a conversazione in some noble palace. Productive activity was rare. Strangers came to dawdle and dabble, and in the margins of memory there is always an Englishwoman with an easel. Pyrotechnists prospered as did stage carpenters. Rome, in short, was a stage on which we learned to exhibit ourselves, and my first moment of revulsion came when, as a very young cleric, I saw a senior prelate go down on his hands and knees, bark like a dog and entertain Pope Gregory by waggling his reverend rump. His influence with His Holiness depended, I was told, on the alacrity with which he was prepared to play the buffoon.


Gregory was my uncle’s pope, and his need for such solace may have been due to distress at the harsh measures which my uncle persuaded him to adopt. Our regime was doomed. Our government knew this, but could not agree to diminish God’s sway over His state. In moments of unrest it appealed for help to the Austrian Army.


It was in this climate that some of us began to gather data about possible candidates for the succession: papabili. Transitions are risky and the last bad disturbances had erupted just before Pope Gregory’s own election during the sede vacante of ’31. How had our candidates behaved then? One had been in the very eye of the storm: Archbishop Mastai-Ferretti whose record we now proceeded to scan. I still have documents whose existence might surprise him. 




1831


PROCLAMATION




 





by Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti, nobleman of Senigallia, Ancona and Spoleto.




 





By the Grace of God and the Holy Apostolic See, Archbishop of Spoleto, Commendatory Abbot of Santa Croce in Sassovivo, Domestic Prelate to H.H. Gregory XVI and Assistant at the Papal Throne.


Following our provinces’ happy restoration to their lawful Sovereign and trusting in the pious submission of our flock, we wish to make known our concern that respect be shown to all rebels who hand in their arms in token of their intention to return to the paternal embrace of the Supreme Pontiff …


 


30 March 1831                               


Spoleto, Palace of the Archbishop  





Archbishop Mastai-Ferretti reread his old proclamation where the words ‘paternal embrace’ had split apart. Had someone …? No, just wind and weather. The thing had been rained on then, no doubt, split in the May sun. He thought of the May procession and the play of light on embroidered banners. The Austrian High Command had questioned the wisdom of holding it so soon after the disturbances, but the archbishop had prevailed. Last spring he had been a bit of a hero.


Passing a café, he nodded an acknowledgment to risen hats. A hen scuttled under his feet and a woman darted out to collect it, then withdrew with a movement not unlike the hen’s. In a garden another woman was throwing water to keep down the dust. Shutters slapped open. The siesta hour had passed and, up in the Rocca, a bugle announced some changeover in the prisoners’ routine.


The archbishop’s stroll had brought him to a palace which he should have remembered to avoid. Here too shutters had opened and a liveried servant was hanging out a bird cage. Now the sensitive, tapir’s nose of the old marchesa slid into sight and her eye caught his.


‘Afternoon, Monsignore.’


‘Afternoon, Donna Maria.’


He walked unhappily on. They had been friends, but not since Easter.


Trying not to speed his step, he remembered, with residual pique, how a mutiny at the Rocca had been used by local notables to worm permission from him to recruit a Civic Guard. The marchesa’s son had led the delegation. After all, said Don Gabriele, His Eminence the Legate was known to favour mobilising the citizens.


‘Arm the people against the people?’ The archbishop could not openly criticise the legate’s judgment.


It was Ash Wednesday and there was a smudge of penitential ash on the delegates’ foreheads.


‘General Sercognani’s force is approaching,’ Don Gabriele argued.


‘General Sercognani?’


‘He’s been promoted.’


‘By?’


Don Gabriele had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘The people,’ he said. ‘The Provisional Government in Bologna.’


In recent weeks town after town had been appointing such governments and the one in Bologna had declared the popes’ temporal dominion to have ceased ‘de facto et de jure’. Posters, blossoming in the night, announced plans to march on the capital and ‘separate the sceptre from the tiara’. More worryingly, the rebels were opening prisons to recruit the riffraff inside.


‘There are six hundred prisoners at the Rocca.’ On Don Gabriele’s forehead, sweat made runnels in the Ash-Wednesday smudge. ‘If they’re let out, who’s to guard the citizens’ property?’


‘And who’s to know,’ mused the archbishop, ‘that a Civic Guard, if I let you raise one, will not turn its arms against the Church?’


‘Are we to take it,’ challenged Don Gabriele, ‘that His Holiness’s government is unwilling to permit its subjects to defend their homes?’


Cornered, the archbishop had given in. ‘Form your Civic Guard,’ he yielded. It was putting foxes in charge of the hen run – but what choice had he? ‘I’ll review them,’ he decided shrewdly. ‘I’ll be their chaplain and say a few words.’


Don Gabriele could not object. However, when the archbishop came to review the recruits, he could feel their hostility. Allegiances had grown volatile and indeed it was later to turn out that, elsewhere in the province, relatives of his own had been compromised. Later still – now – this made it difficult to be hard on men like Don Gabriele. Yet, if the archbishop let bygones by bygones, loyal citizens would take it amiss. His social life was in ruins.


Plucking a verbena leaf from a garden, he inhaled its fragrance and set off on a detour so as to avoid returning by Don Gabriele’s palace.


‘Monsignore!’


Two peasants had moved their cart aside to let him pass. Whittled faces. Deferent eyes. Few of their sort had joined the rebels and the few who had, had been armed with halbards stolen from museums. Friends in Rome, tittering over this, failed to appreciate the danger which had been averted.


‘Beloved sons!’


Those were his words to the guards when exhorting them to take an oath of loyalty to the freshly elected pope.


‘Will you do this, diletti figliuoli?’


The silence was sullen. Suddenly – if there was a signal he missed it – they whipped tricolour cockades from inside their coats and shouted as one man, ‘Viva l’Italia!’ Viva – this was rebellion, a repudiation of papal rule. Italy though! Italia mia …


The archbishop kicked a stone. He disliked remembering what he had done next which was to burst into tears. The stone hit a dog which limped reproachfully away. To his surprise, the tears had been triggered less by the guardsmen’s treachery than by an urge to shout ‘Viva l’Italia!’ himself. Treachery had got inside his head, which went to show how hard this new nationalism would be to check. It was, as he had since argued with Monsignor Amandi, quite unlike the godless anticlericalism of the last century. Sercognani’s manifestos declared that he respected the pope as pope, but not as king: papa si, re no!


Back in his palace, the archbishop had summoned the captain of the papal garrison and advised that, to avoid trouble with the new Civic Guards, he should disband his troop.


As a result, Sercognani’s men passed through without incident while his Grace lay low and meditated on the notion of change which a mentor of his had called the essence of temptation. Monsignor Marchetti had lived through the years of the French Revolution.


‘What is temptation,’ he used to ask, ‘but an overweening appetite? Its ultimate lure is the hope of becoming God!’


All through Lent, the archbishop prayed on his knees before faceless statues bundled in purple cloth, and felt his mind rave as he tried to distinguish between prudence – avoiding bloodshed – and sympathy with the rebels. From outside the church windows came smells of spring blossoms and the lilt of young men singing late into the night. In his youth he had hoped to wield a marshal’s baton rather than a crozier and, but for his epilepsy, would have joined the Noble Guard. He had written Latin odes too: some on liberty, a classic theme.


‘Fool!’ would have been Marchetti’s comment. ‘Every skirmish is part of the long war between God and Satan!’


‘Could we not,’ the archbishop argued in his mind, ‘win them by paternal persuasion?’


The line of his mentor’s clamped lips cancelled half measures. No! Austrian troops must be called in to restore order. This state was God’s.


‘But men like my brother and Don Gabriele only want a few reforms: lower toll charges and the like. They’re not Jacobins!’


‘Toll charges are the thin end of the wedge!’


The argument had the monotony of a wheel and the archbishop’s stroll too had come full circle. He was back at the café. A man approached: Count Bernardo Montani, the former Gonfalonier who had not been reappointed after the Easter troubles.


‘Monsignore, if I might have a word?’


The archbishop’s hands rose in an exasperated flutter. ‘My dear count, I sent a most reassuring report of your conduct to Rome. It is uncharitable to remind me of my lack of influence!’


The count did not believe him. The archbishop saw it in his face. Together they walked past the old proclamation, put up when contact with Rome was lost and Spoleto was on its own: a brief interval. Within days Austrian ‘liberators’ would be overawing the townsfolk with the glory of their white uniforms, rebel leaders fleeing to Paris or Corfu, and Rome reneging on promises made by men on the spot.


‘It is true,’ Mastai had since written to friends at court, ‘that I granted a safe-conduct to the defeated rank and file and paid their back pay. If I had not they might not have laid down their arms.’ He wondered if he had fatally jeopardised his career.


‘Even my letters in support of my brother,’ he thought of telling Montani, ‘are getting short shrift.’


‘It’s Donna Maria’s name day.’


‘Ah, so it is!’


This evening her palazzo would be lit up and cake and sorbets served. Another year he would have been the guest of honour.


The ex-Gonfalonier smiled. ‘You know you would be more than welcome.’


The archbishop looked him in the eye. ‘Giovanni Mastai would enjoy being with you. The archbishop cannot.’


‘Has the Church cast us out then?’


‘If you’ll remember, count, it was your party which tried to cast out the Church.’ Then, smiling, with a hand on Montani’s shoulder: ‘Why are we arguing? I’m the one who’ll miss a pleasant evening.’


The ex-Gonfalonier went back to the café.


‘Well?’ he was asked as he sat down.


‘Monsignore plays his cards close to his chest.’




*





The archbishop circled back towards the cathedral. He was thinking of a letter he had received from Monsignor Amandi.




My lack of charity is grown notorious. A certain bishop having lately ruled that all members of his flock must carry lanterns after dark, I remarked, while watching a play in which an actress was carrying one: ‘Fiat lux!’ She must be one of Mgr X’s sheep!’ Can you believe that I received a reproof within days? His lordship is to be congratulated on his spies! Blessed are those tormented by trivia. Clearly our fright of last spring is quite forgotten. I have two items to impart: (1) your conduct then has at last been recognised as judicious, and (2) there has been gossip about the three days you spent in the mountains. Odd things are being said. Fiat lux?





What was being said? Oh God! thought the archbishop and rushed into the dusk of the cathedral where a sacristan was removing wilted flowers from the altar. Kneeling down, he began to bargain with God.




*





Back in the café, Count Montani and his friends were discussing the archbishop. A level-headed prelate like that, said a lawyer, was a boon.


‘If he hadn’t conciliated the retreating rebels, they’d have sacked the town, and if he hadn’t made himself scarce earlier by running off to Leonessa, they might have taken him hostage. Then, when the Austrians got here, they’d have wreaked havoc.’


‘So you think he was trying to preserve the peace?’


‘What else?’


‘His own skin.’


The lawyer grinned. ‘There are other versions of the thing.’




*





The sacristan had left vases of stale water in the track of a draught and the smell reminded the archbishop of hung meat. Looking at a statue of the Virgin, he said: ‘It’s a message, isn’t it? All flesh is meat and prone to rot? Well,’ he harried, ‘is that it?’


The statue looked like the girl they had brought to Leonessa. Plaster-pale at first, the visible bits of her skin had later broken out in a raw rash.


The archbishop had known her name from the diocesan records. There had been some awkwardness there a year or so earlier.


Orphaned by cholera, she had been adopted by an uncle, a parish priest who unwisely kept her by him until she was thirteen and nubile. The case came to notice during one of Mastai-Ferretti’s campaigns to moralise his mountain parishes. What he had been after were priests who were cohabiting with their housekeepers, but, once the girl’s uncle had been denounced by some tattletale, she had had to be put in the care of a community of nuns living at a prudent distance.


Monsignor Amandi’s letter nudged back into the archbishop’s train of thought. ‘Your policies have at last been recognised as judicious.’


Christ’s kingdom might not be of this world, but the pope-king’s was, and archbishops could find themselves dealing with things temporal. Last February, when the apostolic delegate, who should have seen to these, have fled from Spoleto, Mastai-Ferretti had been confronted by some thorny choices. The Bonaparte brothers, for instance, neither of whom was much more than a schoolboy, had fallen into his grasp like a pair of snared ferrets. What was he to do with them? They had well-connected relatives all over Europe but had fought with the rebels. Arrest them? How? The Civic Guard was not reliable and the Austrian Army not yet here. Meanwhile, here were these two who had possibly raped the girl.


Again her face slid into the archbishop’s memory. Root-pale and taut as a muscle, it was not the sort of face which had appealed to him in his secular years. Gracious, no! Impossible to imagine her in Donna Clara’s salon.


She was a wincing little thing: touching in an odd way and had, in her innocence, stumbled into the very thick of trouble.


On hearing of the disturbances, she had slipped from her convent and arrived at her uncle’s to find him dying of a heart attack and Bonaparte bravos living in his presbytery. They were a scratch collection who, having billeted themselves here, were nervous about being blamed if he died.


Ironically, she arrived on a mule supplied by Napoleon Louis, the elder brother, who, on finding her limping along a mountain trail, offered help. He had been foraging. Two hams swelled the mule’s panniers and he promptly cut her a piece. It was that sweet ham which peasants hang from their rafters in good times and bury in bad. This time they hadn’t moved fast enough.


The archbishop imagined the young pair – Napoleon Louis was twenty and she fifteen – picnicking in the pale spring sun. Later, she denied having met him at all. Why? What had happened? Did Napoleon Louis tell her what he and his brother were after? Of course he did. All Bonapartes were obsessed with their destiny. What they were after were hostages: apostolic delegates, bishops, legates, any stray prelates who might have fled their palaces and be masquerading as country priests. If the Bonapartes could take even one such hostage, General Sercognani would surely have them back. He had earlier let them enlist, then, on reflection, asked them to leave lest a Bonaparte connection be misconstrued by France in whose help the rebels put their trust.


Desperate to be let fight, Napoleon Louis and Louis Napoleon had recruited a band of men and set off to scour mountain presbyteries for fugitive prelates. They had imagined – Napoleon Louis later admitted this – that the girl’s uncle could be the archbishop in disguise. There was, it seemed, a resemblance. Besides, his Grace had been seen making his way with some stealth from Spoleto towards these very hills.


‘Forgive us, Monsignore. It was a sort of carnival: a great masquerade.’


‘And you,’ reproached the archbishop, ‘threw in your lot with the ragtag! What would your uncle, Cardinal Fesch, have to say about that?’


The young man was already feverish with the nursery malady which was to carry him off: chickenpox. ‘My late uncle, the Emperor, would have approved! General Sercognani was echoing his words when he spoke of abolishing the popes’ temporal power.’


‘You’ll have no luck,’ said Mastai-Ferretti who knew that Bonapartes needed luck. ‘You believe in nothing,’ he reproached.


‘On the contrary, Monsignore,’ said Louis Napoleon, the younger brother, ‘we believe in the cause of Italy.’


‘Children! Children!’ admonished the archbishop, but gave them passports to get them past the Austrian lines.


Calling them that exonerated him. It was the excuse he had ready in case of trouble with the troops of H.R.I.H., the Emperor of Austria, which were even then marching to defend us and as apt as not to be a band of right royal imperial ruffians.


‘I’m doing this,’ he told the brothers, ‘in the name of peace. Remember that when next you’re tempted to oppose the Church.’


As it happened, he saved only one brother. The elder had already contracted the chickenpox which was to lead to such scandalous conjecture. Rape? Stuprum? The girl’s visible slivers of skin – face, neck, wrists – had erupted in pustules budding with the same disease.


The archbishop looked at the Virgin’s plaster face and thought it mulish: like hers when he tried to question her.


‘Can’t you remember?’ he had kept asking.


She had looked at her shoes which were furred with dust from the mountain roads. The cracks in the leather were white.


‘When you met on the mountain, did you know who he was?’


Her foot jigged.


‘Did he tell you his name?’


They were in the Capuchin monastery parlour at Leonessa: a grimy place. Capuchins were the Church’s rabble.


More silence. Out on the mountains the last rebels were burying their weapons. Some, hardly older than this girl, had been seen sitting by the roadside sobbing and wiping their eyes with their sleeves.


The archbishop summoned patience. He needed to know just what accusations might be forthcoming against the Bonapartes whom he had let escape. The horse of history, he reflected, passes this way every fifteen years and men leap on its back. Last time was when Giacomo Murat proclaimed himself King of Italy and nationalists marched with him to Rome. People were always marching on Rome. It had started when Napoleon, avatar of a secular religion, took over the Holy City. Now, again, the Bonaparte seed was active.


The word recalled him to the matter in hand. He tapped the girl’s knee.


‘Look at me.’


She didn’t.


‘You told the nuns you were pregnant. Why?’


Silence.


‘You do know, that … you wouldn’t know yet, even if …’ Foundering, he changed tactics.


‘What happened?’ he barked.


Abruptly words spurted: ‘He was dying when I got there. He’d had the last sacraments … He was trying to tell me something, only she pulled me away.’


Who? Ah! Her uncle. He hadn’t been asking about him.


She wailed: ‘Is he dead?’


‘But surely you knew? I was told you’d seen his body.’


The girl reddened. ‘You mean naked? She said that, didn’t she?’


The interrogation was booby-trapped.


‘If he’s dead he was killed!’


‘By the Bonapartes?’ What if it were to come out that he had given passports to men guilty of the death of one of his own priests? ‘He died in his bed. The housekeeper …’


‘She’s a liar!’


Ah, so that was it. Two years ago, then, it must have been the housekeeper who anonymously denounced the priest for keeping his niece in the house. Whereas the real intrigue … The archbiship marvelled at his own slowness. These mountain presbyteries!


Let sleeping dogs lie had been his predecessor’s maxim. It wasn’t his. ‘She said it was his heart.’


‘Is that what she calls it?’ Her mouth twisted with contempt.


‘So you think it was not the rebels who killed him, but …’


‘It was she! She!!’ Hatred hammered at the word.


The archbishop thought of the housekeeper. A lustreless woman with quick, subservient eyes, she was waiting in the corridor at this moment.


‘He told me,’ the girl insisted, ‘what brought on his attack. She let the rebels fornicate with her.’


‘Rape?’


‘Not rape. They’d had a fight, you see. It was to do with …’ Again that look of contempt. ‘Property. A will he wouldn’t sign. So she started drinking with the men …’


‘The Bonapartes?’


‘No. Hangers-on. Riffraff.’ She was sobbing now and he couldn’t make out her words.


Never mind. He knew all he needed to know. There would be no accusations from this quarter.


‘I’ll give her to you,’ he told the Virgin. She needed containing. Gossip said so, the gossip of those who hoped to deflect attention from their own conduct during the troubles. Opting for neither side, most of his flock had stayed prudently at home, sewing cockades for their hats with papal colours on one side and the tricolour on the other. How blame them? He, after all, had kept dark the business of the Bonaparte passports and only to his friend, Monsignor Amandi, did he ever say how the beleaguered child had flung herself on him with the hungry impulse of misdirected passion. Abashed, he supposed that this was how she had flung herself on the uncle who had, according to Napoleon Louis, borne a startling resemblance to himself.


In that season of reversible cockades, that hug had been a last flicker of the madness which was unlikely to flare up again in this part of the peninsula for another fifteen years.


‘That,’ he told the Virgin, as he left the cathedral, ‘is why you’d better keep her.’


Outside the leather-lined door, a five-month-old poster was still exultantly announcing in the name of the then newly elected Pope Gregory that all civic militias were to be disbanded, civil servants who had taken office under the rebel government hereinafter suspended from employment, and persons found to possess cockades or other seditious items gaoled as enemies of the state. A corner of the poster had curled to reveal an earlier one signed by the rebels who had held power in February. This threatened anyone who appeared without a tricolour cockade with equally summary penalties.


The archbishop reflected that it was a wonder he had not caught the chickenpox. Perhaps he had had it as a child?
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In the café, gossips were trying to pump the lawyer about the scandal he claimed to know touching the archbishop, but he would not be drawn.


When the group broke up, Montani linked an arm in his and walked him home. If he had information, said Montani, it was his duty to put it to use. Sooner or later patriots were going to have to overturn the priests’ government. Bernetti, the new Cardinal Secretary, was a savage reactionary, and mild men like Mastai were propping up an intolerable regime.


‘Our cause might be stronger today if there had been a massacre,’ he began, but, seeing that he had shocked the lawyer, dropped this line of talk. ‘Seriously though,’ he urged, ‘if you know anything to his discredit …’



From the notebook of the noble abbot


Raffaello Lambruschini:


When my uncle was ‘Cardinal Nephew’ to Pope Gregory, I, who did not share his opinions, could not honourably play the nephew’s nephew. So I exiled myself. That was when I first began to devote myself to pedagogy – I have, over the years, educated a number of village boys – agricultural experiments, and my own thoughts. These I scrupled to publish but did discuss in letters, with the result that men who had been formed by their correspondence with me were later able to mediate between the world and my retreat. Among them was the young Monsignor Amandi, then a diplomat for the Holy See, who kept me posted about shifts of policy in France and the German principalities as well as at the papal court. We did not neglect gossip and one of his stories was about how a girl distantly related to himself – small nobles in the Legations are all cousins – had been made pregnant, possibly by a Bonaparte, and how the local bishop was refusing to adopt the usual remedy and marry her to some needy ‘St Joseph’. We joked that if St Joseph was good enough to father the Son of God, a ‘St Joseph’ was surely good enough for a Bonaparte. Later, when I learned who the bishop was, the item went into the file I was keeping on Mastai-Ferretti.
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The girl, dressed in a smock provided by the nuns, had a belly like a watermelon but denied she could be pregnant.


‘I’m a virgin,’ she told the Reverend Mother. ‘I’m like a mare that’s eaten wet grass. They swell up.’


‘We’ve had cases like that before,’ the Reverend Mother told the archbishop. ‘They dream away the memory.’


‘Yes, I do know where babies come from,’ the girl had told her. Then she had talked of her uncle’s housekeeper, a real Magdalene, fornicating with him, naked as a potato, under the black cloth of his cassock. She said she had seen this through the crack in a shutter and that the strength of their joining was like potato-tubers bursting through storage sacking. No, no, she had not performed the act herself. Never. She wept indignantly.


‘Maybe she imagined the housekeeper in her place? The uncle,’ said the Reverend Mother, ‘could be the father.’


The archbishop asked if the girl might be weak in the head and was told no. She was clever, devout and happy in the convent but wouldn’t want the baby. ‘We’ll send it to an orphanage right away,’ decided the Reverend Mother. ‘To the Holy Innocents or the Holy Ghost Orphanage in Rome.’


But the archbishop, who had had experience of such institutions, said most of those babies caught fever and died on the journey south. There wasn’t money to feed wet nurses and, lamentable though it was, there was no stopping the bearers using the trip to smuggle contraband goods across the border. They packed these under the infants who were left to lie in their own ordure until a sufficient number had accumulated to make the journey profitable. This girl, said His Grace, was of good family and distantly related to Monsignor Amandi. Something better must be done for the child.


‘Do you want to see her?’


The archbishop did not. Later, he said, when she was delivered, he might accept her as a penitent. He knew her to be an innocent if impetuous creature for she had bared her soul to him in Leonessa. She had bared more than that and the hot throb of her fever haunted him who, unlike her, could not dream away memory.


‘When do you think it was conceived?’ he asked. ‘Her previous trip home would have been Christmas. Could it have been then?’


The abbess was unsure. ‘We think,’ she said, ‘that she’s due in November, so you can count back.’




*





In October the archbishop arranged to meet Monsignor Amandi at a spa. Although Mastai-Ferretti was older, the two had studied together in Rome where he was said to have proven such a dunderhead that his chief merit, in his teachers’ eyes, had been his lack of all claim to intellectual pride. Since that had led to the upheavels of ’89 and brought the brigand Bonaparte to Rome, dunderheads were in better standing there now than men like Amandi, whose cleverness unsettled people. He was not thought likely to do well at the papal court.


The two bishops, however, were fond of each other and, as they strolled, ate, worshipped and took the waters, observers noted a distinct liveliness to their colloquies and, in the archbishop’s case, some agitation. As a result, a rumour got about that his epilepsy had again begun to trouble him. It was known, as a doctor at the spa informed the interested, as ‘the sacred disease’ – morbus sacer – and also, according to Pliny, as ‘the spitting disease’ because, if caused by the evil eye, one could rid oneself of it by spitting it back. Due to some garbling of this, the notion now gained currency that Mastai had the evil eye. A spa is a place for gossip, and in no time people were collecting evidence of small mishaps occurring in his vicinity which proved so amusing that his reputation as a iettatore was soon unshakeable.
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That November, Cardinal Odescalchi, Prefect of the Congregation of Bishops, and H. H. Gregory XVI received letters from the Archbishop of Spoleto humbly craving permission to lay down the burden of an office which would tax even an angel’s shoulders – ‘angelicis etiam humeris formidandum’. The supplicant drew attention to his lack of proficiency in sacred studies and the difficulty of governing a diocese where, in the wake of the recent troubles, he was faced with a choice between scandalising the staunch or embittering the compromised. There was more in the same strain.


‘What is this about?’ Cardinal Odescalchi had summoned Monsignor Amandi for consultation.


‘Why not believe what he says, Eminence?’


‘Scruples? Doubts?’ Odescalchi shrugged them away. He knew Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti for a sound element. Two uncles in the prelacy! And in his youth he had paid court to the right sort of woman. Donna Clara Colonna had, after her young admirer donned the cassock, seemed to take more pleasure in promoting his career than she had in whatever mild dalliance had preceded it. It was she, observed his Eminence, whose influence at court had got Mastai his bishop’s mitre and almost certainly she who had provided the cash for his elevation. Given the finances of the Mastai-Ferretti – they were petty and penurious nobility – one could presume as much. Why not? Very commendable. Such women were as rubies – when they didn’t become busybodies. It might indeed be wise to call for her help. It had proven useful before when she put the necessary stiffening into the young Giovanni Maria who, shortly after his ordination, had had tender notions of devoting himself to the poor. Indeed he had done this for a while as director of an orphanage and later of San Michele, that great labyrinth on the Ripa Grande where he first came to notice by making the place pay. It was an epitome of the papal state itself, comprising as it did an asylum, a reform school, an old people’s home and a refuge for fallen women; and he had turned it into a going concern by selling its workshop products at a profit. Well, a man who could do that had an obligation to put his talents to work in a wider arena. As Mastai’s spiritual director was promptly requested to let him know, there were very few men who could stop the state losing money let alone help it make any. Money was a bleeding wound in the Church’s side and it would be sinful self-indulgence for a man who could staunch it to waste his time playing at being St Francis of Assisi.


‘What bee has he in his bonnet now?’ Odescalchi inquired. Laicisation? Retreat to a monastery? Did he not know – if he did not, would Amandi kindly inform him – that the first was unthinkable and the second justifiable only if he was irredeemably maimed by sin or epilepsy. Was he? If he was, should he not atone for this by service? Reluctance could only prove worthiness. Paradox was the Church’s climate. While mediating a higher reality for the world, it was itself stuck in some very particular mud with which its servants must occasionally dirty their hands.


‘Does he imagine he’s the only one tempted to devote himself to his own salvation? asked Odescalchi. ‘You may tell him from me that I wrestle with the urge on an average of once a fortnight. Tell him too that we’re praying for him.’ Then he advised Amandi to stress spiritual fellowship when talking to the archbishop. In time of need your fellows could provide support, and he and Amandi now held Mastai up, or anyway back.


They presumed him to be a prey to scruples more precise than those mentioned in his letters. A temptation of the mind or, less importantly, of the flesh? Patriotism? Heresy? The excessive charity which leads to heresy? The cardinal knew that only a deep disarray could have made Mastai grind out the letter to His Eminent self and the one to Pope Gregory which ended: ‘Permission to withdraw would, Oh Most Holy Father, be the greatest expression of your love and I would be grateful to you always …’ Permission was not forthcoming, but Mastai was to receive more tangible grounds for gratitude when the following year – Donna Clara again! said the monotonous gossips – he was promoted to the Diocese of Imola. This was a major see, though not an archbishopric, so it was with a purely apparent loss of rank that he became for a while plain Bishop Mastai. He was forty now, and though he would not recover from the emotional disorders left by the epilepsy of his adolescence, had for years been judged sufficiently free of it to say mass unaided. Was he still beset by scruples? Perhaps, for he was unusually susceptible to signs and wonders and sent assiduously to solicit the prayers of the visionaries who, being numerous at this time, were thought to have been sent by God to comfort His people after the ravages of revolution. They must have comforted Monsignor Mastai, for the following year he received letters from Odescalchi and Amandi congratulating him on his new serenity. Amandi, who had been on missions to Paris and Brussels where he sharpened an already keen political sense, was particularly pleased at his friend’s elevation to a key diocese.



















Two






From Monsignor Mastai to Monsignor


Amandi, Imola:



August 1833 




Now that you are back I warn that you may get more letters than you might like. While you’ve been away, I have been struggling to come to terms with my translation to this great see with its stipend of nine instead of three thousand scudi, and do not doubt that, after my protests, I must look in some quarters like a shrewd contriver.


The same divisions prevail here as in Spoleto. Did I tell you that my first invitation was from a gentleman whose wife is a connection of yours, Count Stanga? This happy discovery was a trifle marred by a subsequent one that the count is held to be unsound. But then I am sometimes considered so myself by, among others, His Holiness who likes to quip that in my family’s household even the cat is a Liberal! I take this to mean that I am on the Church’s reserve, to be used only if it should one day need to show a Liberal face. Having, thus, little to lose, I dine fearlessly with the unsound Stangas. At first we were always en famille. Then I met their friends. I fancy the aim had been to sound me out because no sooner was the ice well broken than a young guest began to praise my mildness during the Spoleto troubles. I told him that this had been due rather to charity than to partisan feeling, whereupon he remarked that charity was precisely what was bringing some priests to make their peace with Liberalism. He was unabashed by my saying that, being unacquainted with the ideas current in fashionable drawing rooms, I could not discuss them. His name is Gambara. He is greatly exercised by His Holiness’s condemnation of freedoms of thought and the press and by the new encyclical which, he fears, must drive Liberals from the Church. Did I know, he asked, that there is a secret movement for reform within the Church itself? I said I did not and marvelled at his knowledge. He claims he has it from his spiritual director, whose name he will not divulge, since the secret of the confessional should cut both ways. I took this to mean that I too might speak my mind without fear.


This was impertinent but I own to some curiosity about his clerical friends – Tuscans, would you not guess? – who espouse unorthodoxies, some of which go back at least fifty years to the Synod of Pisa which, as we know, was declared a non-event. This shadow-Church is, I suppose, the equivalent of the Carbonari, who equally secretly elaborate plans for an alternative form of civil government. The count is thought to be one of them and his young friend, a layman with a curiously clerical cast of mind, must, I suppose, aim to recruit me. To be prudent, I should delate him but am reluctant to do so – except now to you. In our conversations I am the soul of discretion and beg you to be the same by destroying this, which I shall not send by the public post.






From the same to the


same:



April 1835




Gambara continues to tease me. I ask the count about him and am imperfectly reassured by his replies. I fear that he too is rash and that his wife worries about this. She is a quiet, pretty woman and devoted to their small son who is about four. I suspect her health prevented her having another.


Gambara’s spiritual directors talk, it seems, of abolishing mass stipends, confessions, benefices and, to be sure, ecclesiastical courts. Priests and laymen should be equal before the law! Parish priests should be elected by the laity and the clergy be of and with the people. It is a farrago of generous contradictions, not the least being Gambara’s status as a layman. On my saying so, I was surprised to see him redden like a girl.


‘Forgive me,’ he begged. ‘I don’t want to insult you – but neither do I want the privilege of being a priest. In this state, you see,’ he explained gravely, ‘the privilege is a worldly one, since only the clergy enjoy high stipends or qualify for high office.’


I have decided not to visit the Stanga villa for a while.





Amandi saved these letters. Later ones were peppered with sideswipes at the chronic absurdity of those around Mastai who was as easily roused to humour as to indignation. Both bristled in the margins of a pamphlet which he sent on with a complaint that someone was circulating it among his diocesan priests.


It praised the Centurioni, a militia founded to ‘defend the godly against French doctrines’, and urged priests to keep an eye on free-thinking landlords and forbid labourers to work for them. ‘That,’ triumphed the pamphlet-writer, who signed himself ‘the water-sprinkler of truth’, ‘will teach these proud gentlemen that they need the people more than the people need them!’


‘Who writes such things?’ marvelled Mastai. ‘They undermine people’s respect for their betters. Our zealots don’t need a guillotine. They’ll cut off their own heads!’


He had failed to hit it off with local conservatives who were alarmed by his hobnobbing with the Stangas. The count, they warned, was a Carbonaro and the Devil knew what heathen mumbo-jumbo went on in his villa after dark. Had Monsignore himself seen none of this?
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Lieutenant Nardoni laughed. ‘Well, no, I suppose Your Lordship wouldn’t!’ A squat man, dense with muscle, Nardoni kept his fists in a half clench and his knees bent as though ready to spring. ‘They have tunnels and secret entrances,’ he explained.


He had come to the sacristy one Sunday. Would it be presuming, he wondered, if he were to invite his lordship to lunch at his humble home? There were devout members of his flock who had not had a chance to meet him. This sounded like a challenge, so the lunch became an armistice. The other guests made it clear that they, though less well-born than the Stangas, were loyal and that loyalty was insufficiently prized. The Centurioni, for example, were the true salt of the earth and were needed to defend property. Vagrants had been cutting down fruit trees and the roads were unsafe.


Mastai, lest his presence seem grudging, accepted second helpings of boiled beef and caper sauce.


‘It’s a local speciality,’ said his hostess.


A communion? Eyes winked in the grease.


‘Some,’ said the Signora, ‘think they’re above the law. It’s not the common folk who conspire.’


‘And some,’ said her husband, ‘get puffed up by reading the likes of Babeuf! Boeuf,’ he joked as the meat came round again. ‘Ba!’ An ex-customsman, who knew the names of forbidden authors, he was silly with pride at having a bishop at his board. ‘Sometimes,’ he reminisced, ‘we would find subversive papers like The Morning Chronicle wrapped around travellers’ shoes. You had to be alert for such tricks. Or they’d line suitcases with it. Gentlemen were the worst! Expecting to get away with it. Nobody is above suspicion.’


The bishop was reminded unpleasantly of the girl whose baby, it was now clear, could not have been sired by her uncle, although – he hoped cravenly – she might think so for she had called him by her uncle’s name.


‘Were you,’ his confessor had asked delicately, ‘quite yourself?’ Referring to the epileptic symptoms which could still cause mental confusion. Maybe he’d dreamed the episode?


‘Expecting to get away with it,’ repeated Nardoni. ‘But that didn’t work with me. I’m in-corr-up-tible, Monsignore!’


The bishop blushed.


‘No point dwelling on it,’ the confessor had decided. ‘The thing now is to deal with the consequences.’


The girl had been moved to a convent at Fognano in his new diocese. Best for her, the Reverend Mother had agreed, to be where nobody knew her story. The Abbess of Fognano must, of course, be told. But she, an old friend of Monsignore’s, would be discreet.


He had already visited to ask how things were. Had the girl mentioned the child at all? No. Or her past?


‘Not really. We gave out that the reason she left the other convent was because she’d been ill and the air here was healthier.’


‘You think she has managed to forget … everything?’


The abbess looked from under her coif at the bishop who had once held her longer than was strictly necessary, during a game of Blind Man’s Buff, when they were both fifteen and living in the town of Senigallia. ‘Who knows?’ she said. ‘We all forget things.’


He saw that she had been hoping to reminisce with him about their youth. They had belonged to big, friendly families, and she loved recalling long-gone carriage drives and cheerful gatherings at New Year. Today, though, his mind was on the girl.


‘Oblivion,’ he told her, ‘is a grace. Better relinquish the past.’ He made a chopping gesture with his hand. Tac! Cut it off.


The abbess insisted that he honour the convent by taking a refreshment, though her mood had changed. They had been young together and now here she was, a woman of forty with nothing further to expect, whereas time moved differently for Monsignore. In the end, the same thought struck him and he became affable as people do when made aware of an inequality. He even listened to some of her gossip. Her girlhood friends were now grandmothers and she had crocheted caps for their children’s children. The thought returned them to the girl and her baby. Monsignor Amandi had sent for it. It had seemed wise to give it to a wet nurse straight away.


‘I know you’ll be kind to her,’ he said as he left.


He was right. The abbess had entered the convent to escape a tyrannical, bedridden father who was still tormenting two sisters left behind. In gratitude for her escape, she made the lot of other refugees who came here as happy as she could. 




*





Monsignor Amandi wrote to Gambara that Monsignor Mastai had lunched with a spy who worked for the office of the Cardinal Secretary of State. ‘Be prudent‚’ he recommended. ‘Keep away and let his lordship get his fill of the Zelanti once and for all.’


Amandi, a man whose energies found insufficient outlet in the diplomatic missions at which he showed such tact, relished the sly exercise of influence over a man like Mastai who, being shrewd, pious, ailing and charming, was likely to rise higher than he would himself. People pitied Mastai – and how distrust a man you pity? Besides, he still had the support of Donna Clara.
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Summer. Imola dozed among its brick arcades. Pigeon’s-foot pink, amber, plum and tawny were blanched to a sparkling pallor – pigeon-droppings – until sundown when a cardinal tint blazed then dissolved in a dusk sweet with eddies of tobacco smoke, as old men hauled straw-bottomed chairs into the streets and began to gossip.


The rumour was that Monsignor Mastai-Ferretti … Shush! Sounds carry! What about Monsignore? … a row with Monsignor Folicardi of Faenza. Really? Why? He wants the Abbey of Fognano to be under himself and Folicardi says it’s always been in his diocese which is true. Maybe Monsignore wants the abbess under himself! Shush! They say that she … What’s all this whispering? What? How old is she? No! Well, have it your way. Anyway what’s sure and certain is that Monsignor Folicardi sent a protest to Rome but Monsignore has friends there and the convent has changed dioceses. Yes. Oh, he’s a powerful bishop and will soon have a red hat. An attractive man too. No smoke without fire.
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The lieutenant crossed the cathedral square with the bandy gait of a horseman. Guessing that secret gawkers had him in their sights, he squared his shoulders. Authority needed to impose itself. Every so often, as he’d told His Lordship, you had to fire off your gun. Jacobins were getting too confident. ‘With respect, they’ve been raising their heads since Your Lordship’s kindness to them. They think now they have licence to meet openly. Oh, nothing to put your finger on, but we can smell their mood. Around here you get a feel for that. Bologna law school is close and turns out pettifoggers who would argue the leg off an iron pot. That young fellow, Gambara, thinks he has Your Lordship’s protection.’


The bishop had given him a look of lordly detachment. ‘Oh?’


Feeling squat – he wore boots with heels – the lieutenant recognised the lordliness as secular and resented it. The Mastai-Ferretti were small nobility and as pugnacious as bantams. Men like that – the lieutenant knew – expected men like us to fret our guts for them and, if it came to it, fight. Nardoni had a wound near his groin – a bit closer and buona notte, he’d be a eunuch! The thought haunted him. He dreamed frequently that he was being gelded and woke sweating – or, worse, only thought he’d woken up, so that when he touched himself to make sure, he found nothing there and heard his voice whimper in a falsetto. Wrenching himself from sleep’s sharp practices, he would bite himself, touch his balls and waken his wife. ‘Open your legs. Yes. Now! I don’t care if you do get pregnant again! Move, can’t you! Oh Jesus! oh God, God, GOD!’ Well, at least he had proven his manhood – if he was awake! Was he? He never enjoyed it now. Not any more and all because of a skirmish on the Tuscan border! All to keep fat prelates safe – men who themselves had no use for balls and used their safety to encourage agitators who might one day … The lieutenant’s hand crept unstoppably to his groin and he saw the bishop look fastidiously away.


‘He’s a tout, Monsignore. A spy.’


‘Who?’


‘Gambara, Gianmarco.’ Despite himself, it came out like a police report.


‘For whom?’


The lieutenant planned to find out. For now, all he could say was: ‘He gets letters by private courier. And his talk in cafés is too free.’


‘Too free for a spy?’


‘He could be a decoy – sent perhaps to provoke others.’


That, Nardoni saw with satisfaction, upset the bishop. Somehow he’d hit home.


‘He,’ said Mastai surprisingly, ‘says you’re one.’


‘Me? A spy?’


‘Or decoy.’ His lordship laughed as though this were a joke. In the lieutenant’s experience, jokes were rarely just jokes. ‘The talkative,’ said Mastai, ‘in your book are all decoys and the rest are spies. So you too must be one or the other. Provoke what, anyway? Talk of what?’


‘In the café yesterday,’ said Nardoni, ‘the topic was Your Lordship’s tiff with Monsignor Folicardi.’


Mastai’s ringed hand flashed a benediction and he leaned towards the door. A flunkey opened it and Nardoni found himself outside.


Since then he had been reviewing the conversation. ‘He says you’re one,’ could have been a chance bull’s-eye. Had he flinched? The crux of the matter was that Nardoni was on the payroll of Vienna as well as Rome and Rome mustn’t know it. If Gambara too was working for Austria …


Now, standing outside the bishop’s palace he pulled the bell-pull and realised too late that he had prepared nothing to say. Never mind. He’d feel his way. Discover just what Gambara had said about him – if he’d said anything. The bishop might have been chancing his arm.


Frighten him, he thought. ‘We’re worried, Monsignore,’ he might warn. ‘Conspirators are in touch with Vienna. There’s a move to detach this part of the state from the Holy Father’s dominions and attach it to the Empire. Has nobody mentioned Austria lately in your lordship’s hearing? Her enlightened policies? How much better off her subjects are? No? Not even Signor Gambara? I ask because we have reason to believe …’ That would do. Again and with greater assurance the lieutenant pulled the bell.


The footman who finally came to the door said that Monsignore was in Fognano conducting a retreat for the nuns. He wouldn’t be back for three days.


Three days! The lieutenant walked back across the square. Three nights! Pausing at the apothecary’s shop, he decided to buy a bottle of laudanum.




*





They were hot days and the bishop returned from his journey in a paste of dust and sweat. His clothes clung to him and his mind was dizzy with the scruples of women. Yet he was good with nuns, being much in demand as a confessor, and had improved the health in the convents of his old diocese by insisting on better food and hygiene. Medical certificates must, he had ruled, be supplied by all new novices. Too many families used the religious orders to rid themselves of sickly daughters. Consumption was rife. Deaths upset survivors and in the midst of all this, the foolish quarrel over jurisdiction with Monsignor Folicardi was the last straw.


On reaching his palace, he told his vicar-general who had come to meet him to go back in and wait. ‘I want to say a prayer in the cathedral,’ he said. ‘I won’t be long.’


It was cool by the main altar and he was enjoying the shade and occasionally shaking the neck of his cassock to get air on his skin, when a man sprinted up the nave followed by two others. The first one vaulted over the altar-rails and shouted ‘sanctuary!’ Then he turned and shouted it again. There was a panicked tremor in his voice until, seeing the bishop, fear visibly fell from him. ‘Ah, Monsignore!’ he cried. ‘Thank God!’ It was Gambara.


His pursuers were now on him but he didn’t try to resist. ‘Sanctuary,’ he reminded them more steadily and, as they started to pinion his arms, his protest had an almost pedantic assurance. ‘This is the high altar …’ he was arguing when his voice expired in a strangulated gulp. The man holding his arms had jerked his head upwards while the other one slit his throat.


Mastai felt these images explode into flying shards and for seconds could not put them together: blood, Gambara, violated sanctuary … They wouldn’t coalesce. And then he thought: murder, while something prickled on his skin and his vision blurred as though gnats had got in his eye.


He started to scream but couldn’t, and when he took his hand from his locked throat it came away bloody. Then he was breathing again and lurched beseechingly towards the altar, howling ‘Oh God, my God!’ It was at once prayer, query and reproach.


The men were now gone and Gambara’s body had slithered down the steps. Clutching his own chest, the bishop found it soggy with the dead man’s blood. No question but that Gambara was dead. Blood was spreading from the crooked heap which lay before the altar like some savage offering.


A few old women and a priest who had been hearing confessions in a side chapel gathered round. A boy was sent for the police. The priest whispered in Mastai’s ear. ‘Come, Monsignore.’


‘No, no. I knew the victim. I must testify.’


The old women buzzed and whispered and the priest – a small man in a stained cassock – hovered a while longer then plucked at his superior’s sleeve.


‘Monsignore, with respect, it would be better if Your Lordship weren’t here. The killers were Centurioni, you see, and the police can’t arrest them. Well, strictly speaking, they can, but it could cause trouble and if your lordship denounces them, the police won’t know what to do.’


Mastai turned on him. ‘What do you mean? What do you know about this?’


‘Nothing, Monsignore.’ The small priest backed fearfully away.


Later, people would agree that the priest had given wise advice, for the two Centurioni disappeared, spirited off, no doubt, to a part of the state where the corps was clandestine, whereas here it was expected to take responsibility for its acts. A representative of the Commissario Straordinario – a State of Emergency was still in force – told His Lordship that, regrettably, nothing could be done. Better not give scandal. The Commissario, you see … The dead man was thought to have been a – well, there had been denunciations. The Cardinal Secretary of State himself … But this was guesswork, for the gossips relied on footmen for their information and the crucial conversation took place out of doors, where there was nowhere for a footman to hide, and only gestures could be vouched for: evasive on the part of the Commis sario’s envoy, incredulous on that of Monsignor Mastai. Lip-readers – at a distance – recognised a recurring word which might be ‘Rome’ or ‘no’ or ‘morte’. The bishop looked stunned. As for Padre Cassio – the wise little priest – nobody thought he had played much of a role, although it was of interest that he was the confessor of Lieutenant Nardoni’s wife who had recently grown thin and agitated and was going to confession as often as others to the café.



From the notebooks of the noble abbot 


Raffaello Lambruschini:


Monsignor – later Cardinal – Amandi is my source for the story of Gambara’s murder by Centurioni and, while I do not doubt his veracity, I note that he was abroad at the time and that an equally good source has it that it was Gambara who killed a Centurione, then fled the country and ended up in California where he grew rich in the Gold Rush. According to this version, Monsignor Mastai-Ferretti helped him escape and, decades later, when the Church was in dire need, a providentially large and anonymous donation arrived from Sacramento. A parable? Perhaps. Pious parables are much alike and it is worth noting that Mastai’s having helped Louis Napoleon escape the Austrians in 1831 is sometimes linked to the help the future emperor was to give the future pope. Men who inspire gratitude do better in life than those who don’t.


Common to both versions of the murder-story is the account of the bishop being splashed with a dying man’s blood: a baptism which leads to his looking differently thereafter on the world around him. What is unquestioned is that for years after this he shunned politics and that, although, in 1840, he duly received a cardinal’s hat, he continued to live as quietly as a porporato could.


Naturally, he continued to receive news from the capital where, apart from spies and manufacturers of lace-trimmings, the most active citizens were those who hoped to topple the regime and men like my uncle who were labouring to prop it up. The latter were regularly lampooned in squibs stuck on the broken marble torso known as ‘Pasquino’, the ‘protester’s patron’, which stood outside Palazzo Braschi.






Black beetle, black beetle,


You live off the people!








The pasquinade, never a subtle genre, grew crude towards the end and I am bound to say that the fault lay with the regime which by now suffered from a touch of rigor mortis. Panic stiffened it. Respect was on the ebb and on the via Pia, at the hour of the promenade, irreverence could be detected in many of the looks cast at the eminent porporati who descended from gilt-trimmed carriages to read their breviaries and stretch their red-stockinged legs.


‘What’s needed,’ murmured the disaffected, ‘is a dose of a different sort of red.’


Outside ecclesiastical hatters, swinging replicas of behatted heads, stirred bloody associations and so did the trunkless wooden forms inside the shops on which red skull caps were displayed.


Few, to be sure, gave thought to such signals, and hatters went on doing a thriving trade with men whose enthusiasm for violet and red zucchetti, birettas, damask mitres and hats trimmed with cords appropriate to rank was as lively as any lady’s in the latest plates from Paris.


The loftiest headgear was naturally that of the popes whose triple-tiered tiaras manifested claims over heaven, hell and here, realms which some of them seemed unable to distinguish, such as Pope Leo XII, who, hoping to force his subjects to live like angels, closed the Roman wine shops. Naturally, when he died, they danced like demons and drank his successor’s health so copiously that the Almighty must have been displeased for He took him to Himself the following year. The next pope was Gregory who, being elected during the disturbances of 1831, ruled harshly and fearfully – or so everyone said, including the poet Belli, who later worked as a censor preventing others doing the same. Oh, life fizzed with irony in those years! Citizens joked and preachers preached and when agents began coming from the north to stir up rebellion, the jokes worried them more than the sermons, for they saw them as proof of a Roman incapacity for belief. ‘Cynical,’ they called our citizens. ‘Servile!’ And it was true that most of the lay population were servants and maybe they were cynical. ‘See Rome and lose your faith!’ The old tag worried the Jacobins for a new faith can founder as fast as an old one. Roma veduta, fede perduta! It worried them. At least, they thought, the priests believed in something and for a while they tried working with priests against priests and tried to enlist me. But I said that I would not work against the Church but only, if it could be done, help reform it from within. So off they went, leaving me to wonder if posterity would ever be able to imagine how la Dominante was in those years. Rome. The caput mundi. It was strangling in bureaucracy and privilege. Impoverished. Undeveloped. Idle. Its aristocracy had been ruined when the French forced them to divide their fortunes by abolishing entails. Nobody knew what to do and under my uncle’s rule it was difficult to find out since it was illegal to travel abroad to attend a scientific congress – too many free-thinkers there, you see – and illegal to discuss the reforms which we all knew were needed. Even goodwill tended to get bogged down. As the future censor put it in one of his secret jingles:






Here every day they say that soon


We’re all to have the sun and moon.


But when enforcement’s due to start


We’re fobbed off with an empty fart.


In Rome when any rule’s proclaimed


Immunities are quickly claimed.


When half the town is proved exempt


The law itself invites contempt!








Contemptus mundi was the great temptation, but Mastai-Ferretti did not succumb to it. Instead, he stuck to his last and ruled his diocese with an iron rod, ferreting out laxness until his priests dubbed him Bishop Nosy and prayed for his transfer. Their prayers were half-answered when a disaster at the Villa Stanga diverted his attention from their peccadilloes.


Count Stanga’s wife had been murdered in their own garden when a patrol of Centurioni mistook her for one of her husband’s Carbonaro confederates. An appalling thing. It seems that she had been wearing a long winter cloak and playing with their small son. It was dusk. Visibility was poor and when she darted, in what the intruders later described as ‘a suspicious manner’, behind some trees, they shot her.


It was an accident. This was established. But the similarity with Gambara’s death drew the survivors into a combustive alliance.


It is not hard to imagine their colloquies or how those counter-elixirs, Liberalism and piety, must sometimes have curdled as the pair took sips at each other’s sustaining faith. I picture them fevering over winter fires and over the mazy flicker of fireflies on summer nights. Friends from both factions disapproved of their friendship and Mastai, shaken by this, begged the nuns at Fognano to pray for him. He was still an assiduous visitor there, for one or two of his penitents had mystic tendencies with which a less sensitive confessor might have found it hard to deal. Indeed, evidence that he found them hard to deal with himself turns up in his letters to Monsignor Amandi.


One of these penitents was the girl from Leonessa, now a novice, whose name in religion was to be Sister Paola.


Amandi wrote a rallying letter ending:




Pax tecum. Though if you cannot be tranquil, it is no great matter. Do not dwell on things past and gone. There is so much to do now. The faith is what matters and the Institution which preserves it for 139 million individuals needs men like you. Its endurance is under threat. Should it adapt? Perhaps the best memorial to Gambara would be putting his ideas into practice. Or don’t you think this possible?





Cardinal Mastai to Sister Paola: 




Pax tecum. Live every day as if it were to be your last. You’ll know the maxim. It is by St Francis of Sales. Yes, burn my letters. Advent is a season for forming great wishes: such as that the baby Christ be born in your heart. Try and prepare a crib for him in it by putting away human affections.


Either you do or you don’t want to take final vows. It is a generous move worthy of a noble soul to give yourself totally to God. Remember that in order to make it Sainte Françoise de Chantal had to pass over the body of her son, who had lain across the threshold of her door to prevent her leaving. If you do not feel the same courage in your heart, then it is clear that God wants you to return to the world. After all, you have had ample time to decide.


Some sins are better banished from the mind. Scruples over past confessions are an effect of pride. Try to be tranquil – though if you cannot it is no great matter. But do not ponder over things which are past and gone. If you must ponder, ponder over the passion of Christ.





Mastai to Amandi:




I am harsh with her. It is kinder. What would she do or be in the world? It is cruel and needs the sanctuary of the Church.





Mastai to Amandi, 1845:




Rome, I’m told, is negotiating with the prince of worldlings. Czar Nicholas, whom the abbé Lammenais calls ‘the Satan of the North’, is to have an audience with His Holiness who must receive him by the rules of the etiquette books while extolling those of the gospel! Not easy!





The same to the same:




The departing Russians – had you heard? – distributed seven little boxes: a perfect number and perfectly suited to the recipients. Their Lordships, the Governor and Treasurer, got fine ones; the Major-domo a good one and four inferioris notae went to lesser hands. They say H.H. is ailing.






From the diary of Raffaello 


Lambruschini:


Interesting to reread those letters and note the tart, easy irony of the man on the sidelines! His Holiness, Pope Gregory XVI, was not ailing but dying. Shortly after this, His Eminence and his fellow cardinals met in conclave to elect a successor. After some haggling, Mastai-Ferretti was himself picked as a compromise candidate to the surprise of everyone except Monsignor Amandi, who claimed to have had a premonition of his friend’s rise.


It was not, of course, a premonition at all. Amandi was a pope-maker. For years he had been haunting antechambers and dropping hints in influential ears. Then, when his efforts succeeded, he began to wonder whether, after all, his friend had the stomach for the job. Mastai was a good administrator but there is more to politics than that – especially in times like ours.


I have a letter which Amandi wrote at the time, justifying himself. ‘Stomach maybe not,’ he wrote, ‘but head yes.’ Mastai had a head for figures and that, as Amandi must have assured half the conclave at one time or another, was what was needed with the Treasury in the state it was. I can just imagine him: ‘Your Eminence didn’t know! About our near-insolvency! The lack of balance sheets! The public debt!’ He must have seriously unsettled his hearers. ‘Remember,’ he would add, ‘how he handled the disturbances in Spoleto! He’s a man to build bridges between factions and what else should a pontiff do?’


His hope was that Mastai could reconcile the ideals of 1789 – the ideals only: liberty and fraternity, not the guillotine! – with the gospel’s message, and the Church with a world it had shunned for fifty years.


‘If he succeeds,’ wrote Amandi, ‘it will be by blind instinct which is the only safe way.’ Pius, as we both knew, had no grasp of the abstract and this, argued Amandi, was all to the good. Theory frightened more people than practice and had sunk the chances of Cardinal Gizzi, who went into conclave with the reputation of being ‘the reformers’ candidate’, just as my uncle, Cardinal Lambruschini, was known as the champion of the status quo. In the end, as so often happens, it was the third man, the dark horse, whose discretion won the votes of the timid old porporati who were fearful of extremes but eager for a change.



















Three





Returning from Paris after the conclave – as he was not yet a cardinal, he had not returned for it – Monsignor Amandi picked up garbled news. Along the route, the new pope’s name was being mauled beyond recognition. In the north nobody had heard of him. Mastai-Ferretti? They tried it on their tongues. Bishop of where?


Closer to Imola legends had begun. A white dove had been seen to land on Mastai’s carriage as he left for Rome and had refused to leave the carriage roof. A link boy, while lighting Amandi to his lodgings with a torch of pitch and tow, swore that he, personally, had seen the dove hover. Dazzled by the boy’s exclamatory torch-waving, Amandi was soon seeing hovering doves himself. Also tongues of fire. A hot drop burned his hand.


In Rome the great topic was the new pope’s first political move. Pius IX – this was now Mastai’s title – had granted an unusually generous amnesty to political exiles and prisoners, and Liberals were collecting money to pay for their return. Some, already back, were said to be advising the Pope about prison reform.


Grey-faced men with skittish eyes were received in the Quirinal, and prelates were scandalised that fellows fresh from studying subversion in Swiss cafés or the prisons of the realm should have the new pope’s ear. The city was filling up with dangerous elements.


The Caffè Nuovo, the spice shops and the Sapienza University were hives of Liberal agitation and who could doubt but that counter-intrigues were being hatched in the gloom of certain great palaces?


Monsignor Amandi was alert to the danger posed by quondam power-brokers and by the underlings who, having worked for them as bravos, would now be frightened for their lives. Rome was a town inured to intrigue and he guessed that the Gregoriani – this was the name being given to those who hankered back to the late pope’s reign – would not easily throw in the sponge. Dispatches from Vienna warned that Metternich was aghast.


Absorbed by these dangers, Amandi nearly missed a subtler one to which his first meeting with the new pope should have alerted him. Mastai did not smile at his friend’s teasing reference to the white dove. All in white himself, he seemed as awed by his regalia as a bride on her wedding day.


Amandi asked about another anecdote he had heard. Was it true that the cardinals had been about to blackball the amnesty when Mastai, taking off his white skull cap, placed it over the voting counters and said: ‘Brothers, Pio Nono has turned them all white’?


‘Ah!’ Mastai softened. ‘The people like that story, don’t they? I play to the gallery a little – under inspiration.’ Fluttering a wing-like hand, he mimed a hovering paraclete. ‘I have to believe that. You, better than anyone, know the meagreness of my human powers.’


‘But you were elected because of them.’


Pius gave a shrewd laugh. ‘I was a compromise candidate. But now the stone the builders rejected is on the top of the arch and I must have confidence in God’s choice, must I not?’


As Amandi described them afterwards, the pride and humility were absolute. ‘But now you are Peter. Peter and Pater.’


‘By God’s grace.’


And mine, thought his friend, and wondered if it might have been safer for Pius to rely more on human advice. ‘Let me,’ he offered, ‘be your ears and eyes for a while.’


‘Oh, I have the eyes of Argus working for me now.’


It was hard to tell whether the snub was deliberate.


‘And the people’s hearts are good.’ Pius had a sweet, exalted smile which Amandi didn’t remember from before. It was a held a little too long, as though for distant viewing.


‘Holy Father …’ Amandi’s mind divided. Part of it monitored the delivery of a warning about the enemies of reform who would find it all too easy to create trouble. Already this year there had been bread-riots in the provinces. One third of the inhabitants of Bologna were indigent and poor cereal harvests all over Europe had exacerbated their misery – but there were also those who used the mob. ‘Holy Father …’


The other half of his mind was marvelling at how this title had reversed relations between himself and his old protégé. ‘Holiness,’ he practised, while a bounce of memory recalled the sorry figure the young Giovanni Maria had cut after being rejected by the Pope’s Noble Guard. He had used his epilepsy to avoid being drafted into Napoleon’s Grand Army to fight the Russian campaign, and later the excuse, staying on his record, closed off all hope of a military career. For a younger son, there was nothing for it then but to don a cassock. Had Mastai forgotten the mundane source of his vocation?


‘Let me at least take a look at the police archives,’ Amandi pleaded, ‘now before they start hiding things.’ He was thinking: they may have files on us both.


The man in white was twice the size of the rather wispy youth who had been Amandi’s fellow guest at the Colonna palace a score or so years before. Damascened vistas flickered in memory as Amandi recalled draughty hangings, smoky oil lamps and the charcoal foot-warmers supplied on evenings judged unbearably cold. On others, the only resource was to persuade one of the princess’s pug dogs to sit warming one’s lap. The malicious claimed that, when her other guests had gone, Donna Clara sometimes performed the same service for Giovanni Maria.


Turning from old scandal to new, Amandi asked whether gaslight was at last to be installed in the city?


‘Yes,’ said Mastai. ‘A Jesuit adviser,’ he confided, ‘warns me that this makes me the second Lucifer or Light-bearer since it will encourage adultery and conspiracy and people’s staying up when they should be asleep. I asked if sleep was the Christian ideal. He doesn’t want us to build railways either.’


‘People should stick to their station in life.’


‘Chemin de fer, chemin d’enfer.’


The old jokes drew them together.


Mastai did not, however, want to leave his friend with the impression that the Jesuits were hostile. Quite the contrary. Why, after his election, pupils from the Collegio Romano had untackled his horses, harnessed themselves to his carriage shafts and pulled him in triumph up the Quirinal Hill.


‘Showing you their stamina perhaps?’ Amandi feared that the Jesuits must be smarting under their loss of power for, during the last reign, they had been consulted at every turn. It was said – and he saw no reason to disbelieve it – that all the cardinals resident in Rome had gone every evening to the Gesù to receive instructions. Yes, they must be smarting, for Liberals were making much of the fact that Mastai had not taken a Jesuit confessor. He should beware of them, Amandi warned. But Pius was euphoric with optimism. He was not a Liberal, he assured. He loathed Liberalism – but neither did he care for conservative fanatics. The people, he insisted, understood him. The people were his and he could rely on their support. He began to talk about a fritter-seller whose stall had been moved by the police and who had appealed to him for help. Seeing the look on Amandi’s face, he laughed and acknowledged with his old, shrewd charm that, to be sure, statecraft was not a matter of pleasing fritter-sellers. No! But, since half our troubles came from insensitivity to trifling abuses, he planned to overhaul the police, improve the penal system, dissolve the Centurioni and …


Amandi was appalled. ‘Holy Father!’ The title rang like an oath. ‘You’ll stir up a hornets’ nest! You’ll unite your enemies against you!’


‘But,’ Mastai skirmished, ‘I’m not thinking of reforms! Only improvements.’ Then, taking Amandi by the elbows, ‘You’ll help me tame the hornets, won’t you? Gently, as St Francis tamed Brother Wolf?’ Rocking slightly on the balls of his feet, he added: ‘Tell me who they are.’


‘They’re everyone!’ And Amandi tried to explain the dangers of tinkering with a crumbling edifice. ‘First the bureaucrats …’


‘Well, tame them for me then.’ Mastai kissed him on both cheeks.




 *





So Amandi went forth to take the bureaucratic pulse.


He was not sure whether Pius had thought up the task so as to rid himself of an intrusive old friend’s concern. Mastai was changing in office and proving, if proof were needed, that power made men volatile to the point of femininity. Exalted and excitable in his new white gown, he was in manifest need of protection from competing suitors – mob, Jesuits, reformers – and perhaps most of all from the pride he took in seeing his election as a miracle from God.


Amandi wondered whether to tell the pontiff of his own electoral machinations on his behalf, but decided that this would look like the presentation of a bill. Still – Pius’s exaltation was worrying and it was hard not to feel alarm at his talk of overhauling the police and dissolving the Centurioni.


‘Away with them!’ he had said, flicking his palms. ‘Via!’


And to be sure the Centurioni would be no loss. On the other hand, once disbanded, might they not plot? Might they not hire themselves out to the reactionary faction whose leaders were now despondently brooding in their palaces? Mastai’s ingenuousness was worrying and so was his gusto: that irruption of private feeling which clerical celibacy was designed to minimise.


So off the devoted Monsignore went to Palazzo Madama to disarm the fears of the Treasury employees whom he found, as he had expected, in a panic at the news that a New Broom was to sweep through their offices. They were men whose most daring concession to novelty had hitherto been the occasional use of an iron pen.




*





‘Monsignor Amandi, have you forgotten your friends?’ The festive voice came from a carriage inside which sat an old cardinal with whom Amandi’s acquaintance was slight. Two horses, three lacily liveried footmen and a coachman waited and so did anyone else who needed to get past, while His Eminence, bobbing like an affable puppet in its booth, blocked the narrow lane and paid court to the new pope’s friend. Today, he told Amandi, he had learned a new word: ‘Gregoriano! Have you heard it? The Contessa Spaur tells me that that’s what they’re calling the old guard who regret the days of the lamented Pope Gregory. Well, there will always be some who can’t change: Codini who’d like to keep on powdering their hair and tying it in a tail! Nostalgia ferments. It can also explode. I don’t have to tell you.’


Laughing inside his red-trimmed window, the cardinal had managed to transform the fetid lane into a drawing room – or was it a confessional? ‘Whisper here to me!’ His own hair could not have been whiter if he had powdered it. ‘Why don’t you come round for a chat? I’m a tomb, you know. Nothing you say will go further. When will you come?’


Amandi was about to excuse himself – he had no time to visit the old man – when the cardinal’s hand drew him close. ‘Those who have something to hope for,’ said His Eminence in a lower, brisker tone, ‘are less dangerous than those who have not. His Holiness must not drive the Gregoriani to despair. Even a tamed beast fights when cornered.’


Amandi was speechless. ‘His Holiness,’ he managed after moments, ‘is a man of peace.’


‘To be sure!’ The other man’s tongue flicked like a lizard’s. ‘But those he has pardoned are not. They want revenge on the men who condemned them – or the Gregoriani think they do, which is just as bad! Fear, Monsignore, can unleash the worst catastrophes!’ Amandi’s hand was released and the face in the window gave him a social smile. ‘Come and see me, Monsignore. We’ll toast your future which I’m sure is rosy! Come tomorrow,’ called the cardinal as his carriage lurched off and the dung, churned up by its wheels, released a sweet, pungent blast.


Lifting his skirts, Amandi walked on and soon came to the meat-market, where iridescent flies hovered. Dodging a cart fresh from the shambles, he passed San Eustachio Church where stags’ heads – carved ones – displayed crucifixes in their antlers.


The incongruity of such an emblem in a butcher’s quarter was a sample of the city’s contradictions. Who had sent the old cardinal to talk to him?




*





At Police headquarters rumours had preceded him. Clerks, with forearms encased in false sleeves of shiny cotton, popped from cubbyholes and desks. Their concern was to know whether laymen were to be brought into the service.


Was it true, Monsignore? What sort of laymen? Did that mean men so blatantly lay that they wouldn’t wear a cassock? For, if it came to that, most of them were lay too and only wore it from respect for usage. Were they now to be penalised? Turned out of their jobs? No? Really, Monsignore? Could they count on that?


Reassured, they told him that he was, of course, welcome to look at any records he liked, although finding them would take time. They, said the archivists, were not to blame for this. Speaking with respect, Monsignore, the worst complexities were the results of efforts at reform. The truth was that to change anything you would have to change everything since the system was a network of exemptions and privileges.


Whose?


Those of certain families, Monsignore. Of religious houses, parishes, chivalric orders, cardinals … Pleased to connive, they flung open doors and cupboards, vying with each other to show this representative of the new authority the ways of the old. Come, come and see. And up and down they led him, through smells of mice and mildew, to a vestibule where boxes of ledgers were being packed for removal.


To where?


Appeasing him – whom they had perhaps led here on purpose – they shrugged and laughed so that the pens stuck behind their ears trembled like antennae. ‘It’s as you say, Monsignore,’ they exclaimed, although Amandi, had said nothing. ‘To change anything one would have to change it all!’ Amused at the enormity, they tapped their papery foreheads. Here was where the indexes were, Monsignore. All in here! Tap, tap! Indexes to indexes! They held St Peter’s keys – or the keys to his keys, which was why they were hard to get at and hard to turn. They laughed and their laughter had the creak of rust.


What were these boxes? asked Amandi. Where were they going?


The clerks stared. Boxes? Ah, those boxes? Someone must be moving them. The former minister perhaps? Or one of the senior employees – all prelates – might be taking them into safe-keeping. The new appointees had not yet come but if Monsignore wanted these files himself, they had no authority to stop him.




 *





‘It’s a miracle,’ said Pius, when Amandi showed him the police file on himself. ‘You say someone was about to take it away? Just as you came? What’s that but a miracle? God must have guided you!’


In the file which Amandi had had transported to his lodgings were boxes full of letters copied by Cardinal Lambruschini’s spies: letters to himself, notes, reports of Mastai’s movements and – Mastai picked up an envelope marked ‘Leonessa 1831’ then dropped it. His eye met, then dodged, Amandi’s.


‘Astonishing!’ he said. ‘Do you suppose he kept files on all senior churchmen? Here’s a note from me to you.’ He read: ‘“1845. Rome is negotiating with the Prince of Worldlings! Czar …” What trivia! Why should he have kept that?’


Because, Amandi could have told him, I was promoting you as papabile and he knew it and wanted to be pope himself.


‘Oremus!’ Pius dropped to his knees. ‘Let us give thanks.’


Amandi, robbed again of gratitude, dropped willy-nilly to his knees. Pius had been known to do this even in cabinet meetings and one of the new lay ministers told how, on one occasion, pressing business had been interrupted and the whole cabinet required to prayerfully salute a comet visible from the palace window.




 *





A letter awaiting Monsignor Amandi’s attention was marked ‘confidential’ and spotted with a number of large capital letters.




Monsignore,


Yesterday while waiting in Yr Lordship’s antechamber, I burned so ardently to place my life in Yr Lordship’s gracious hands that when at last my turn came to be admitted to Yr Lordship’s presence, my strength forsook me, I grew faint and, believing myself to be on the point of death, was obliged to rush away. If Yr Lordship could but read in my heart you would surely feel compassion for me.


Do not think of me as a spy, Monsignore, but as a man whom Zeal had destroyed. Having repeatedly risked my life for what I held to be a Sacred Cause, I find, after a lifetime’s devotion to the Security of This Realm, that men like me are now vilified and our Zeal seen as a crime. Colleagues have been cast from their posts or assassinated; the police dare not take action; while the Enemies of Order, now fresh released from gaol, glory in their impiety and return rejoicing to the embrace of their families.


I, Monsignore, have had to take leave of mine and come to Rome where I am in hiding for fear of the poniard. So fierce is the intent of the amnestied men that if Yr Lordship will not extend your protection to me soon, I fear that I shall not have another chance to request it.


May Yr Lordship take pity on the unfortunate man who kisses your hand, etc.


Luca Nardoni





The letter came with a note from Father Grassi SJ informing Monsignor Amandi that the spy hoped to buy protection in return for a set of files which he had amassed over a lifetime’s police-work in the Romagna: an astonishing achievement. ‘A man like that spies from passion,’ wrote the Jesuit. He invited Amandi to do him the honour of calling at the Collegium Romanum on any day convenient to him about an hour after the Ave Maria.
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Father Grassi was a sinuous man with soft, blackberry eyes. ‘It is good of you to come,’ he told Amandi. ‘We had begun to feel like pariahs.’


Amandi assured him that he, like His Holiness, had a high esteem for the Society of Jesus.


‘Which,’ said the Jesuit, ‘is an epitome of society itself. We have our differences, although it suits our opponents to say we have less autonomy than a colony of polyps. I had the temerity to write His Holiness a rather bold letter and would not like penalties due to me to fall on my fellows. I wrote sincerely but – well, you see my dilemma.’


From outside the window came the sound of boys’ voices and from further off the cry of a melon-vendor praising his pyramid of freshly cut pink-fleshed fruit. Amandi had just passed this in the square and the sweet melon-smell floated in on the breeze.


‘… your ward,’ Grassi had been saying. ‘The boy in whom you take an interest is fifteen now. Nicola Santi. It would mean a lot to him if you were to let me call him here for a few minutes. He’s an orphan, as you know.’


To be sure, thought Amandi: the boy! His mind slid back to the spy.


‘Your cousin sometimes gives him lunch.’


Amandi had a slightly eccentric cousin. Poor boy, he thought. Perhaps I should see him? The thought faded. He asked: ‘Is Nardoni here?’


‘Of course. You came for him.’ Father Grassi was now all business. ‘I’ll bring him.’


Left alone, Amandi glanced down at the game in the courtyard. He could distinguish two teams, each with a home zone, from which players kept running out, challenging opponents to catch them as they rescued captured members of their own side. It struck him as a typically Jesuitical game.
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Nardoni too could hear the boys whose game struck him as mirroring his plight – except that he had no rescuers.


He had left the Romagna in a cartload of pigs which had pissed all over him while the cart jolted over rutted roads, rattling his bones until he felt as if he had been soundly beaten – as he would be, the carter assured, if Liberals were to catch him. Nardoni, an ex-policeman, had helped convict some of the amnestied prisoners, hadn’t he? Testified against them? Rigged evidence? Well, said the carter’s grin, what could he expect? A beating would be the least of it.


He didn’t know what to expect. He had trouble marshalling his thoughts. Mastai-Ferretti was wearing the triple tiara. His mandate ran in heaven and earth – so where could Nardoni go? He understood as little of what had happened as the pigs did when they shat on him because they had nowhere else to shit. How long would he be on the receiving end of shit?


A long time, said those who claimed to know.


He couldn’t see where he’d gone wrong. A man chose his side and stuck to it. That was what loyalty meant. But now the side itself had dissolved. Even his friends were turning coat – or dead. Theirs had been the party of property and order – and now all the men of property were joining the gaolbirds!


‘Possibly not all,’ the Jesuit had said. ‘Possibly not for long. Monsignor Amandi is a man of influence: clever and moderate. I’ll talk to him first. You needn’t say much at all.’


Nardoni’s plans kept unravelling in his mind. ‘Are we against the pope?’ he had asked the Jesuit during one of their elusive and, to him, deeply opaque exchanges.


‘We hope to enlighten him,’ said the priest and left before he could be asked to enlighten Nardoni.


He had got the Jesuits’ address from a friend. ‘They’re not happy either,’ said the friend. ‘They’re your best hope.’


But he was too dispirited to hope. Being cooped up here could turn a man’s wits! He needed movement – exercise to bring the blood to his brain. Why not try a handstand?


When Father Grassi opened the door, the spy’s face confronted him at foot-level, while his feet waved like those in a fresco showing the damned with their heads thrust downward into pots of boiling oil.
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Nardoni thrust a paper at Monsignor Amandi. It was a summary of the advice reaching Roman Liberals from London. The Monsignore ran his eyes over it and Nardoni, watching their movement, remembered what he’d written: ‘(1) seize all pretexts – cheering the pope, etc. – for assembling the people; (2) let them see our strength; (3) let sympathetic priests and nobles think each move will be the last; never reveal the revolution’s final aims; (4) repeat the words “freedom, rights, progress, brotherhood, equality”, also: “despotism, privilege”; (5) encourage all those who will come some way with you; later, if they try to retreat, they will be isolated.’


The Monsignore looked upset. Good, thought Nardoni: sweat a bit in your turn.


‘Who prepared this?’


‘We did, Monsignore. Ex-policemen.’


‘But this is new material – written since the amnesty.’


‘We continue to work. From loyalty.’


Amandi crumpled the paper. ‘What do you want?’


‘To serve the state, Monsignore, and save us all. Dangerous information could reach the wrong hands.’


He watched that register. Message received, he saw and went limp with relief which grew as talk turned to the Romagna. A maligned province. A place you could come to love, with its high skies and hardworking people. Nardoni, seeing that he was being soothed, joined in reminiscing about cafés and great players of bowls and billiards and it was in these coded terms that the two made their pact, agreeing that to reach an understanding could never be difficult for those who had the Holy Father’s interests at heart.




*





An after-image caught up with Amandi as he left the Collegio. At an upstairs window, a cluster of pale, young faces gleamed, as though blanched in the dim enclosures where the Jesuits kept their charges. Too late now to see the boy. Besides, he was not in the mood. Diplomatic politeness had given him a cramp in the mouth.


Reaching the Caffè Venezia, he sat down to read the other paper in his pocket: a copy of Father Grassi’s letter to the pope. The date was old. Hence Grassi’s anxiety. The wind, he must feel, had changed and it was time to trim sail.




Most Holy Father,


I pray that Yr Holiness will disdain neither this humble expression of joy at Yr Holiness’s elevation …





Amandi’s practised eye, skipping some pious courtesies, landed on the word ‘reforms’ and Grassi’s plea that Pius resist those pressing for them.




… since reforms, oh most Holy Father, would open the way to a pluralism incompatible with the States of the Church. No compromise is possible with modernised forms of government since these take their mandate from the people’s will which is no substitute for truth, because:


men do not understand their own needs;


universal suffrage delivers them up to the frauds of demagogues;


the sole safeguard for human happiness is order;


order depends on institutions and especially on the one now in Yr Holiness’s keeping.


Since dynasties incarnate the unity and continuity of creation, princes are symbols of the Supreme Being and, since it is on this mystic harmony, not on changeable constitutions, that human society is based, it follows that it is the duty of all princes to preserve the powers they inherit and pass them on intact …





And so forth. Several more pages warned against introducing such ‘instruments of communication and conspiracy’ as the electric telegraph, and climaxed in a request for indulgence for Grassi’s forthrightness. Then the writer prostrated himself with veneration to kiss His Holiness’s feet.


Amandi folded the letter. He marvelled that Mastai – whom he knew to be easily swayed – had resisted the warning. It was true that others were pushing him the other way.
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Sister Paola had not burned His Holiness’s letters and was glad because, now that he had been translated to a higher sphere, they were all she had of him. He had sent a last note to say he would not write again and she must choose a new confessor. His tone was cool. ‘I am making time to write,’ said the note, ‘so as to encourage you to detach yourself from creatures and fling yourself with greater resignation into the arms of Divine Bounty.’ That phrase cropped up as often in his letters as the ones professional writers copied from the manual. As a small girl, in her uncle’s parish, she had enjoyed hanging round their tables on market days when they were one of the chief attractions.


‘Tell her the cow calved,’ a client might say, ‘and that we’ve planted the tobacco and my leg is better.’


‘Put in something fancy,’ a listener was sure to suggest. ‘Something from the manual.’


‘It’s to my daughter,’ the client would argue. ‘She’s in service in Forlì. She’ll want the news.’


This was always a disappointment. Letters to daughters were rarely interesting. ‘My daughter,’ began the ex-confessor’s letters because we were all part of God’s family and must love and see God in each other – which meant, did it not, that to fling yourself into the arms of God was also to fling yourself into his? But he didn’t like that sort of thinking.


‘Your last letter,’ ran one of his old ones, ‘is hard to understand, but I warn you that the mind’s dwelling on certain sorts of temptation comes from our nature’s having been corrupted by Eve’s sin and weakened by our own. Close your mind to such fantasies … Don’t yield to anxiety. That makes things worse. Say humbly to Jesus Christ: see how abased and vile your bride is now! Despise these temptations. No matter what happens in them or what shapes they assume, victory will be yours so long as your will refuses its consent …’


But her will did not refuse and – could he even imagine what happened in what he called her ‘temptations’? She blushed to think he might. Some seemed as real as memories, and sometimes she was ready to think that that was what they were. Mad, she scolded herself, you’re mad.


‘Pray to St Gregory,’ instructed another of his old letters, ‘that he may defend the Church and assist our own Pope Gregory who is governing it among tribulations …’


Now he was governing it himself. Yet he had thought of her one last time. She wondered whether he had a picture of her in his mind: Sister Paola, the one who needed rallying. ‘Calma’ was his great word when writing to her. It was one her uncle had used when running his hand down the necks of carriage horses which had not yet learned to be staid. ‘Calma, buano!’ Picturing the hand on a horse’s coat, she felt her skin shiver in sympathy.


The abbess did not inspect cells. If she had, Sister Paola could not have hidden the letters. You were supposed to keep nothing personal. Everything belonged to the community and even the property her uncle left had become her spiritual dowry without which she would have had to become a lay sister and do menial work. Hearing that her uncle’s housekeeper was without provision, she had asked whether it would not be right to give her the money and for her, Sister Paola, to become a lay sister.


‘No,’ said Monsignor Mastai, adding that excessive humility was a form of pride.


‘Detach yourself from creatures.’ But could one not serve God in creatures? ‘I,’ she told the abbess, ‘did a little nursing in my uncle’s parish. Should we not concern ourselves with people’s bodies so as to help their souls?


The abbess said we must raise the matter with our new bishop. ‘How are you getting on,’ she asked, ‘with the new confessor?’


‘I think I frightened him.’


The priest had been baffled by Sister Paola. Had she not been His Holiness’s penitent, he would, he told the abbess, have thought her unstable.


‘Would you say the saints were all stable?’


‘But they were saints!’


‘Do you think those around them could tell?’


The abbess looked at the chubby face in front of her. Twenty-five years old? Twenty-six? ‘Father,’ she gave him the title without satiric intent. However, he blushed. ‘You should know that Sister Paola’s instability is due not to herself but to history. Shocking things happened in ’31. His Holiness used to discourage her dwelling on them. You may have your own ideas …’


Again the priest reddened and within days word came from the bishop that a new confessor would be sent. The first one wasn’t, it seemed, up to being a secular priest at all and was now thinking of becoming a monk. The bishop expressed regret.


‘What,’ the abbess asked Sister Paola with curiosity, ‘upset him?’


‘He asked me to confess a sin from my past life. I told him about the child.’


‘Ah.’ The abbess had been led to suppose that Sister Paola was suffering from a lapse of memory with regard to the child and that this was a mercy.


‘I have the evidence of my senses to remind me,’ said the nun. ‘Marks on my stomach.’


‘Do you worry about the baby?’


‘No. I was promised that it was being looked after and would be better off without me. I should like to help people who have nobody to look after them.’


Sister Paola was now thirty-one years old and knew her own mind.


Shortly after this the abbess arranged for her to study nursing with a French nun who claimed a connection with the Bonapartes and talked of them eagerly, especially of Louis Napoleon, who had so much of the family ambition that he had wrecked a plan to marry his cousin by embarking on a coup d’état which failed. Princess Mathilde – the cousin – had had to learn from the public press that her betrothal was off and her intended leaving for an enforced exile in the United States.


‘What a shock,’ said the nun, ‘for a young girl. He’s back, you know. Now. In Paris. He may yet come to power.’


‘Show me how to make a plaster.’


‘You haven’t an ounce of romance!’


Sister Paola did not mention her own meeting with Louis Napoleon but found her mind returning to that time and to her uncle’s death.


Coming in from the glitter of noon, she had sensed rather than seen him in the gloom of his curtained, walnut bed.


The housekeeper had warned: ‘He’s raving. The Bonaparte riffraff did for him.’


‘No,’ whispered the dying man and the whites of his eyes were phosphorescent. ‘It was her! She fornicated with them!’


The woman pulled at the girl’s arm and both saw a gleam of malice in the dying eyes.


‘He’s dead.’


‘No!’


But he was. The malice was the fixity of death.


Again she brought up the idea of giving money to the housekeeper. But the abbess said, ‘My dear, leave the poor wretch alone. Don’t go piling coals of fire on her head and shaming her. She has probably made some sort of life for herself. Forget her. You’re ashamed of hating her …’


‘I don’t …’


‘You do. It’s jealousy. I do think you were right when you said we should work in a practical way – nurse, help the poor and so forth. His Holiness expected so much and we were so eager to satisfy him that we’ve had a tendency here to imitate the spiritual life. Practical charity is easier to measure …’


‘You mean we’ve been lying? To him – and to God?’


‘I don’t think that’s as rare as you think,’ said the abbess tranquilly. ‘I suppose the housekeeper was your uncle’s concubine? Well, the truth may be that they were both saving him from incest. Think of him as wanting to protect you. Think of her as helping him.’


‘I suppose I do hate her.’


‘That’s your sin: the one you never told His Holiness.’


‘Maybe women’s confessors should be women?’



















Four





The boys stared after Monsignor Amandi. They were bored. Rain had prevented their going to the open ground outside the city, where they could have played ball or watched the games of seminarians whose cassocks swooped like shuttlecocks. Just past Porta Pia was their place. It was near the priests’ promenade where you could see cardinals stroll, while their carriages lumbered behind and footmen clung to them like grasshoppers. Towards sunset, the red of Their Eminences’ wraps could seem to run like dye and sounds turn tinny in the air. The grass in summer went as dry as plush.


‘He didn’t ask for you, Santi!’


A slim boy mimed mock despair: hands folded, chin on chest. He had picked up tricks like that from being regularly cast as an angel in the Christmas play where, until recently, his weight had been no strain for the flying-machines. The Jesuits were famous for their amateur theatricals. Nicola’s tactics, when teased, were evasive and even girlish, but this went unremarked at the Collegio where masters, after all, wore skirts which they tucked up to play games and the laybrothers who looked after the boys’ domestic needs were described as having ‘motherly hearts’. Clerical Rome, on excluding women, had borrowed their characteristics.


‘Didn’t you say he was a cardinal?’


No, said Nicola, but a priest, confusing Monsignor Amandi with Cardinal Amat of Rimini, had tried to get Nicola to intercede with him for a favour. It had been the day the old pope died. Last spring. They’d gone on an excursion to the Villa d’Este and Tivoli.


It had been a luminous drive. The sky had throbbed with larks and the villa had been like a vision: a place of rainbows where terraced fountains foamed in celebration of the insubstantial. Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, making the most of his mortal span, had had it built in the sixteenth century and now five hundred fountains played for forty black-hatted adolescents in rusty uniforms. News of Pope Gregory’s death reached them there and impromptu prayers heightened the sly voluptuousness of the place, while moss dampened the knees of their trousers.


News kept coming from the city and the school party mingled more with others than the Jesuits would normally have thought fit. Some secular priests and foreigners joined in conversation. What, asked the foreigners, would happen now? They were told that there would be a conclave and the college of cardinals elect one of themselves.


‘His patron’s one.’ A boy pointed to Nicola Santi who, as talk raced on, had no chance to clear up the error. The priests were hoping for a pope who could handle change. A young, fresh-faced one pointed at the fountains. Only ice could arrest that.


Disapprovingly, the Father Prefect moved his charges away and, when the others caught up, talk turned to other matters. Tivoli had been the Tibur of ancient Rome and the fresh-faced priest lowered his voice to say that this was where Propertius’s girl was buried. Nicola, pleased to show off, quoted:






Midnight, and Cynthia’s urgent note to say


I’m here at Tibur: come without delay …








The urgency pleased him and so did a glimmering guess as to what had made the poet ready to brave his fear of brigands and set off on the road to Cynthia – the very road which the Collegio charabancs had taken this morning.


The one braving things just now was Nicola, for the poem was not on the school curriculum. I’m here at Tibur, he thought. Yearning for urgency, he could not decide whether to think of himself as the imperious Cynthia or her lover.


The young priest’s name was Padre Rampolla. His party was turning back to Rome and, as he regretted missing the cascades, the Father Prefect offered him a seat in a charabanc. The sound of the great natural falls was audible long before they could be seen. Praeceps Anio! Here it was: plunging from its altitudes with a white tumultuous flourish. Its water possessed petrifying properties and a descent into the caves led past rocks hung with stony vegetation.


The horses’ heads were now turned towards Rome and the Father Prefect took his place in the leading charabanc, whence choruses of Ave Marias were soon floating on the breeze. In the second vehicle, however, where Padre Rampolla was sitting next to Nicola Santi, things were different, for he kept the boys entertained all the way with jokes and poems. They were dazzled.


Next day when Nicola was called to the parlour, he was elated because he scarcely ever got visits. Padre Rampolla was sitting, with a lively smile, under the cheese-coloured bust of some forgotten cardinal. For some minutes, he chatted about their meeting yesterday, quoted some lines from Propertius and, just as he was starting to win Nicola’s ready and vulnerable heart, got down to business. He wanted a favour.


‘Our acquaintance,’ he apologised, ‘is recent, but …’ The priest’s sudden diffidence amazed the schoolboy. He hoped, he said, that Nicola could see his way to asking his patron to let Rampolla make himself useful to him during the coming conclave. ‘He hasn’t been living in Rome and will need men to fill temporary posts. These are ephemeral appointments but draw attention to the men chosen. If you could drop my name …’


‘With my patron?’


Rampolla looked put out. Nicola must not think he was moved by personal ambition. No, what he wanted was to be in a position to serve. Evil forces were mobilising. Father Rampolla’s tone grew hectoring, then, remembering that he was here for a favour, he stopped, smiled, then began to explain himself with pleading sweetness. Soon, however, he was excited again and began to walk about so that his cassock swished with eloquence. Zeal, he concluded, was needed as never before and he didn’t want his to wither while he wasted his youth performing trivial tasks.


‘Will you speak to the cardinal?’


‘I don’t know any cardinal.’


The priest looked hurt.


‘I don’t know why you should think I do.’ Nicola had forgotten the misinformation given by his schoolmate yesterday. ‘My patron is Monsignor Amandi.’


‘Not Amat?’


‘No.’




 *





Martelli roared with mirth. ‘Ah, the scheming priest! I wish I’d seen his face. What had he hoped for anyway? Did you find out?’


Nicola had. It seemed that, since conclavists must stay locked up until they had chosen a new pope, each needed a priest to bring him meals and the job was hotly sought.


‘Sacred scullions!’ quipped Martelli, who was a newcomer in Nicola’s line, having been in the senior one until he got sent back as a bone-head – which he wasn’t. What he was – and this amazed his classmates – was contemptuous of the Collegio curriculum whose excellence nobody, until now, had challenged in their hearing.


The Collegium Romanum thought of itself as the brains of Rome and was housed near the Pantheon in a great, barracks-like, sixteenth-century building which smelled of chalk, mutton fat, boiled greens and unwashed boy. It contained a boarding school, a day school, a famous observatory and the Gregorian University, and catered for twelve hundred youths whose waking hours were taken up with the study of dead languages and pious practices, wholesome games, and the pursuit of gentlemanly accomplishments. It was the only home Nicola had and he was pleasurably shocked by Martelli’s irreverence.


Martelli’s chief claim to fame was that last year he and another boy from a Liberal family, having been found doing nobody knew what, had each received fifty strokes on the buttocks from the school janitor on whose behalf each of their families had then been presented with a bill for five solidi. The other boy’s family had forthwith withdrawn him from the school and sued it for battery, a doomed manoeuvre since all courts were run by the Church.


When the litigious parents’ case had been duly quashed, the Father Minister had delivered a sermon castigating their failure to understand their son’s true interests. Martelli’s father, by contrast, was praised and Martelli acquired a halo of merit as though the strokes on his backside had ennobled him. He was now allowed more leeway than anyone else.


‘Well,’ he teased Nicola, ‘the would-be scullion muffed his shot because your patron is the Pope’s best friend. Cardinal or not, he’s a man to keep in with – and so are you!’ Laughing, he flung his arms around Nicola, then jumped away as he saw a priest hover in the corridor. Touching was forbidden. Even at football it was a foul to put a hand on another player and the word oozed contagiously through other prohibitions. Thus gestures took on force. Not linking arms became a link in itself.


This time, though, there was no reprimand. The priest had moved off. Something was changing in the Collegio. There had been other signs, small slacknesses which registered in that well-regulated place, as dust might do in the mechanism of a clock. Lately, some priests had grown stricter and others more affectionate. Hoping, perhaps to bind their community close? Accounts, read at meals, of the Society’s times of heroic trial, described a beleaguered exaltation which might start out like this.


Pope Pius was to visit here shortly and preparations were in full, bustling swing. Did that mean that rumours of a rift between him and the Society of Jesus were false – or so true that a visit was necessary? Yesterday a Collegio boy had been spat on by a woman shouting, ‘Jesuit vermin!’ He had been the last in a group to file down one of those dark lanes canopied by laundry, and when they reached the sun there was a sparkle of saliva on his black uniform. Nicola, reliving the scene in his mind, imagined the spittle landing on his own trouser leg and experienced the pleasure he sometimes felt when checking a tantrum. He was quick-tempered but, somewhere in his body, an opiate, triggered by stifled rage, could procure a strangely soothing languour.


Just now there were plenty of occasions for turning the other cheek. Mobs had been throwing dung at the Collegio windows. One of these nights, they yelled, they would burn it down. Why? The Collegio pupils, who studied no modern history, could not imagine. Their teachers had kept them in ignorance of today’s world and the mob too was ignorant. Now, like baffled zoo creatures, the two herds confronted each other.


Nobody knew why – except, perhaps, for Martelli who had raffish connections and got secret news. Shrugging and putting his hands in his pockets – another forbidden act – he sauntered off.


Over the next few days, preparations for the papal visit speeded up, as borrowed tapestries were delivered, half-moon-shaped portraits of past pupils who had achieved distinction inserted into the courtyard arches, and chalk and string lines drawn where, at the last moment, mosaics of fresh flowers would be arranged. Into these would be incorporated Pope Pius’s initials and coat of arms – a gold-crowned lion rampant on a ball – and various emblems indicative of Jesuit loyalty to the Holy See. Martelli claimed that secret preparations were also afoot and that it was not only the mob which engaged in nocturnal sorties. Jesuits had been making trips to a graveyard where one of their most revered bretheren had been buried, a man who had struggled to save the Society from Pope Ganganelli’s dissolution order in 1773.


If the corpse were to be found intact or, better, smelling of roses, this would show him to have been a saint and Ganganelli wrong to have given in to the pressures of free-thinkers. Those now attacking the Jesuits would receive a set-back and the Pope turn a deaf ear to their arguments. That, said Martelli, was the plan.


How did he know? He laid a finger to his nose. Attar of roses, he assured, had been sprinkled on the grave after Father Grassi had been seen leaving here in a carriage with two muscular novices and a bag of picks and shovels. However, the corpse, or rather skeleton, had proven putrid and had to be reburied fast. The attar of roses was cover for the stench. The trick had not come off.


‘Martelli, you’re a little rat! Here we are besieged by a rabble and you …!’


‘Have you no loyalty?’


But his stories held them. Among fifteen-year-olds there are always some who hope to discover that the world is full of surprises. Martelli, a Prince of Darkness, went so far as to sneak candles into his friends’ cubicles at night, open locked doors and lead forays to view the besieging mob. Nor did it stop there. One thing led to another and soon they were rolling dice and accepting dares. This was how Nicola, one evening after lights out, found himself in a forbidden part of the Collegio whence he must, by the terms of the dare, bring back proof of his incursion. He was dodging down a dark corridor when he heard the Rector’s voice and, stepping backwards, felt himself pulled into an alcove. The Rector and another Jesuit passed by.


‘Sh!’ whispered a voice, ‘Spies must stick together.’


When the coast was clear, his rescuer pulled back a curtain and, by moonlight, Nicola saw a balding man with hard, close-set eyes. ‘You were spying?’ supposed the man.


‘No. I came for a dare.’


‘Ah. Well, I saved you from trouble anyway. Will you post a letter for me?’


‘I can’t go out alone. We’re not allowed.’


‘Give it to someone who can. Milk boy. Day boy. There’s always someone. Well, will you? Or are you the timid sort? A rabbit?’


‘I’ll take it.’


‘Good. Wait.’ The man disappeared, then came back with a letter. ‘I’ve been wondering whom to give it to,’ he said. ‘Stroke of luck. That’s a good sign. Once luck starts it stays a while. Don’t tell anyone you saw me. Hurry now. They’ll be at their prayers for a bit. Go.’


Nicola went.




 *





‘But I promised,’ he cried, as Martelli broke the seal. However, his protest already seemed part of a world of scruple which was now childishly obsolete.


‘This is in code!’ Martelli read: ‘“Resurrection urgent!” I have friends who’ll be interested.’ He had a Liberal cousin who was said to be close to the Pope.


‘We can’t post it with a broken seal.’


‘We are not going to post it.’ Martelli put the letter in the lining of his jacket.


Next morning the two had the task of helping hang a very large tapestry which smelled of the sooty, private palace from whence it came. It had been rolled into a cylinder and so tightly roped that at first they couldn’t undo it. At last a stretch of it uncoiled and motifs became visible – a border of grotesques whose bodies, like tadpoles, tailed off below the bust. Then the thing stuck fast. A third, more muscular youth, a day boy from the Irish College, was summoned to help, but the roll remained jammed between islands of immovable furniture.


‘It’s heavy,’ said the Irish boy. ‘I think there’s something inside it. Something hard.’


‘Nonsense!’ rallied the priest who had given them the job. ‘Three strapping fellows like you can manage that. Hanging it will be trickier. We’ll have to rig up a pulley. I’ll get some ropes.’


He left. The three gave a concerted heave and …


‘Oddio, what …’


‘Cover them! Quick! Roll it up!’


‘Shouldn’t we …?’


‘No. No! Best pretend we never opened it!’ Martelli kept watch while the other two rerolled the stiff parcel. Grotesques, embowering greenery and their awful find, were re-enclosed and the ropes feverishly reknotted as the three recoiled from unmanageable knowledge.


When the priest came back in consternation to say that this particular item should have gone elsewhere, his charges’ red faces could be ascribed to vain efforts to pull off the ropes.




*





‘Those guns …’


‘Shsh!’


‘Listen! Either they were brought to make trouble for the Society or else a few firebrands here are planning trouble for …’


‘Who?’


‘The Pope!’


Martelli’s listeners goggled.


‘I won’t listen,’ said the Irish boy whose name was Gilmore. He was big, slow and pious.


Martelli was impatient. What they should know, he said, was that there was some very desperate plotting going on among men who would do anything to get this pope to change his policies. ‘The Jesuits are thought to be in the thick of it and if they’re not then something could be done to make them come in. This is just the sort of thing – plant guns on them and let them be “discovered”, maybe during the Pope’s visit! Can you imagine the scandal!’


‘But why?’


Austria, Martelli explained, needed an excuse to send in troops and a disturbance here in Rome would serve perfectly. Troops would ‘rescue’ the Holy Father, then dictate terms to him and stay until they had restored the old Gregoriani to power.


‘These tapestries will be hard to get rid of. For the Collegio’s sake we should let one of the moderate ministers know.’


The other two were out of their depth. Could the Jesuits truly be against the Pope? And if they could not, what harm could come of doing what Martelli said?


‘We can’t tell anyone here,’ he argued, ‘because we don’t know who knows already. It could be dangerous to tell the wrong person.’


Unexpectedly the Irish boy nodded. Yes, he agreed, remembering stories of Ribbon men back home.


So, decided Martelli, they’d tell the police. The minister in charge of them was a friend of his cousin. They could come in discreetly to look about – after all, with His Holiness expected here on the 27th, what could be more natural? They could take the things out the way they came in. No scandal.


‘Gilmore can take a note out on his way home to the Irish College.’


‘No,’ said the Irish boy. ‘Not me. Sorry, no.’


‘Oh all right then. I’ll manage myself – but you two hold your tongues. Will you?’


‘Yes.’




*





What Martelli could not know was that Gilmore, returning every evening to his own college, escaped his influence and surrendered to a nervous hysteria brought on by starvation. For some time now, the Hibernici had been eating very little in order to save and send money to their country, where a famine was raging.


Hunger gave Gilmore insomnia and insomnia scruples, and after three nights of staring at the small, screened window above his bed, he became convinced that it was his duty to denounce Martelli.


‘Cleanse my heart and lips, oh God,’ he prayed, ‘who didst cleanse the lips of the prophet Isaiah with a live coal.’


Then he went to see the Prefect of Studies at the Romano.


The Prefect was not in his study and Gilmore was put to wait in an ante-room lined with bookcases. Nervously, he examined the books behind the wire netting. There were several copies of one by the late pope entitled The Triumph Of The Church And Holy See Over Innovators. Outside in the courtyard, work had begun on the floral mosaic and containers were being set in place. Light ricocheted off glass and made Gilmore sway. His hands shook with hunger. Perhaps there was a harmless explanation for the guns? On the 27th, the papal guard would accompany the Pope. Could they have been delivered for their use? Treachery had a queer repellent attraction. Gilmore savoured the thought of hurting Martelli and Nicola whom he liked. It was because he did that the thought appealed. He wanted to get close and hurt them so that he could then succour them or at least share their hurt. Missionary tales of martyrs were his source. You suffered torture together. Your blood mingled and your bodies opened. The mind was blasted into extinction and you were freed from your beastly separate self.


Outside, the sun abolished edges. Its glitter fused the figures of black-uniformed boys. Gilmore’s eyelids blazed when closed and, when he opened them, red flames floated like those in a devotional painting.


Coming in, the Father Prefect found him with his head between his knees.


‘Well?’ The priest, visibly in a hurry, was carrying papers and his old soutane was rubbed shiny in several places. The boy saw this with unusual clarity.


‘You wanted to see me?’


‘Father, I … wanted to report someone.’ The boy felt as though he had been taken over by a part of himself which he didn’t wish to know. A traitor? A spy? The shock of these names jerked him awake.


‘Who?’


‘I’m sorry. That wasn’t what I meant to say.’


‘Well, you’ve said it.’


‘I’m sorry, Father. I’ve been ill. Dizzy. There’s nothing really to report.’


The priest looked keenly at him. ‘You’ve lost your nerve!’ he accused. ‘You don’t like to denounce a fellow pupil. Yet might it not be for his good?’ He paused. ‘You may rely on my discretion.’


‘I know, Father.’


‘As I have explained to you all, it is your companions’ souls you should consider …’ The priest spoke rapidly. He was busy. The building was being metamorphosed; images of harmony must be laboriously invoked and an effort made to show that the Society could work with this dangerous pope. Now here was this boy, not even one of our own boarders, but clearly in need of attention …


‘Father Prefect.’ Someone stood at his door.


‘One moment.’ He told the boy, ‘Come to confession to me tomorrow.’


‘It’s Martelli,’ said the youth in a nervous rush. He spoke as if racing himself and was ungainly, all knobbly wrists and with feet like fetlocks under his outgrown cassock.


‘A delivery!’ The messenger at the door made urgent gestures. Downstairs, carriages were arriving in a stream, workmens’ drays making deliveries and the square outside in such a tangle that …


‘Yes,’ said the Father Prefect. Then, to the boy, ‘Tomorrow then. Now I have to go.’


The boy walked down the stairs.


Outside, a party of papal guards waited while their officer explained something to the porter. As Gilmore passed, the officer took back a paper which the old man had been studying and ordered his men to enter the building.


The porter shook his head. ‘An inspection, if you please. As if there wasn’t enough confusion.’


Gilmore rushed off into the hot afternoon.




 *





‘Can you believe he’s blown the gaff?’ Martelli was caught between mirth and indignation. ‘Half-blown it! He started to snitch then stopped. Who? The Irish testicle and testifier: testis Hibernicus! It seems he mentioned my name, then lost his nerve. Anyway, it was too late. I’d already reported them.’


Nicola was horrified.


‘Et dimitte nos …’


They were in chapel. The rector, Father Manera, had, said Martelli, summoned him but was being cautious. ‘My cousin’s going to be on the Pope’s Advisory Council, so …’ Papal guards, he confided, had removed you-know-what after dark.


‘Pax domini sit semper vobiscum‚’ sang the choir hopefully.




 *





Scurellus was Nicola Santi’s nickname and there were two stories as to how he got it. One turned on a small spiritual swindle and the other had a whiff of the midden. It happened in that same summer of ’47. There had been food riots in the northern Legations; half Rome was living on charity and he and some classmates were sent with alms to an orphanage. This institution caricatured their own. It was a vast, draughty place with outsize pilasters and pediments and peeling baroque flourishes and, in its vestibule, between grubby busts of dead cardinals, a braided whip, made of ligaments from bullocks’ necks, hung prominently on a nail.


When Nicola entered one of the workrooms, a boy was kneeling in the middle of the floor. The overseer motioned him back to his place and Nicola saw that he had been kneeling on dried beans.


The alms were received politely but there was mockery in the recipients’ eyes. These were boys from the streets. Driven off them by the bad times and dearth of foreign tourists, they must know more about life than the Collegio pupils could imagine.


Shyly, the donors delivered their message. At their request, the orphans were to have a half holiday. All were to meet in chapel and celebrate with a Te Deum. Impatiently, the monk in charge of the workroom cut in with a roar. Work tools must first be put away and if he caught anyone stealing any, he’d personally flay the hide off him. Then all must proceed in an orderly manner. He barked this out with the domineering relish of a non-commissioned officer and it struck the Jesuit boys that that was precisely what monks like this were: low-level bullies in the Church’s army. It shocked them, for their own teachers were gentlemen and they watched with shame as the tools were accounted for under the monk’s grudging and suspicious eye. Hammers, awls, waxed thread, and needles were locked up and the key secured to his rosary beads.


Nicola, who was an orphan himself, shuddered to think he might have ended in a place like this. Just then, the boy who had been kneeling on beans startled him with a wink. On the way out of the chapel he whispered, ‘Is that your livery?’ pinching a fold of Nicola’s sleeve. ‘It’s dangerous nowadays to wear it. Did you know that in the Legations men won’t wear black ribbons in their straw hats. Guess why?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Because black and yellow are the Pope’s colours. He’s not as popular as he was. Nothing lasts, you see. I had a pretty livery once. Covered with gold lace. I was working for an English milord who called me his Roman monkey.’


The exit from the chapel had halted. Too many people were trying to squeeze through.


‘What sort of work did you do?’


‘Monkey work.’


Nicola was offended. The boy put a hand on his. ‘It’s myself I’m making fun of. I was his toy. He had funny ways.’


‘Why didn’t you stay with him?’


‘I got consumption and he was afraid he’d catch it. Couldn’t get rid of me fast enough. He used to kiss me, you see, and that carries the disease.’ The boy lowered his voice: ‘Would you kiss me? Would you be afraid?’


‘No,’ said Nicola with defensive scorn. ‘No to both questions.’


‘Do I disgust you?’


‘Of course not.’


‘If I had my gold livery I’d swop it for yours. I like yours. It’s austere. Are you a Jesuit?’


‘How could I be? I’m only a boy.’


‘You think I’m ignorant, don’t you? I’ll bet I know things which would surprise you!’


‘I don’t doubt that.’


The crowd had at last started to move. Nervously, Nicola began to elbow his way forward.


‘They say,’ his companion’s breath was hot on his ear, ‘that the Jesuits will be thrown out of Rome any day now. Thrown out or burnt out. So it’s as well you’re not one, isn’t it?’


‘I couldn’t be!’ Nicola was relieved to have something specific on which to concentrate indignation. ‘I told you. I’m only fifteen! A boy! Like you.’


‘I’m seventeen. I know I don’t look it. It’s the feeding. My mother – if she was my mother – was undernourished, so …’ He made a gesture to indicate his own dwarfishness. ‘My name is Flavio.’


‘Santi!’ The Collegio group was being rounded up. ‘We’re leaving.’


Outside in the sunlight there was the tail-end of a commotion and Nicola’s friends began to tell him what had happened. A drunken beggar had shouted insults at them and mocked their slimy charity. ‘Keep the best back, don’t you!’ he had cried. ‘Keep it for yourselves!’ Then he put his finger on a gold medal which one boy was wearing. He had probably meant to do no more than touch it, but the boy snatched at the chain and, somehow, the medal flew through the air to land in one of those middens which citizens persisted in leaving in the middle of the most elegant squares. These heaps of rot, excrement – equine and human – old cabbage stumps and the occasional dead animal were often left to ferment through the dog days so that they gave off a smell like gas and, when finally carted off, steamed as though on the point of combustion.


‘I’ll get your medal,’ Nicola told its owner.


‘No,’ called the priest in charge, but already Nicola had a foot on the heap which was piled around a fountain. The stink caught his throat, bringing tears to his eyes. Balancing against the fountain’s statuary, he put his other foot on the rim, leaned into the muck and picked out something which was gleaming in the sun, the medal.


‘I’ll wash it,’ he called, aware that the boy from the orphanage must be watching. It was unclear to himself why, but he felt as though he had recoiled from a challenge and was doing this to make up. Turning, he lost his footing and fell in the filth.


On the walk back, a mock debate started as to whether his act should be castigated or admired. This was the sort of topic which, worked up into Latin verse, could win you a prize in the Collegio. His stink, however, offended the debaters’ nostrils.


‘Self-sacrifice, my foot. We have to smell him.’


‘Keep to the leeward, Santi! That beggar called us slimy. Santi’s like a drowned rat!’


‘Rat’s harsh. Let’s say squirrel: Sciurus, scurellus, scoiattolo! Sounds slimy enough!’


‘Scurellus stercoratus!’


The outing turned out to be the last for quite a while. Shortly afterwards the boys left for the Society’s villa in the country and when they returned the streets had become so precarious that they were hardly let out at all.




 *





The other reason for Nicola’s nickname was connected with a jar of white stones.


Emulation was encouraged at the Collegio whose pupils belonged to two rival armies. It had been especially keen just before the Pope’s visit and, as marks for athletic and academic performance drew even, it was Nicola who persuaded the Father Prefect that spiritual acts be counted too. Anyone performing one was to drop a white stone in a jar. Since such acts were private, honour had to be relied on and, at the final count, his own was put in doubt. He was the custodian of his army’s jar which, filling suddenly, tipped the balance for his side. Challenged, he swore to his good faith and, although the losing army protested, teachers turned a deaf ear. Hush! No grousing. Here we were all one big family. Testing times were upon us and our enemies at the gates.


This was true. A five-volume work maligning the Society had been printed in Switzerland and smuggled into the peninsula and the Pope had not condemned it. It looked as though his visit, seen first as a sign of support, had instead exhausted his goodwill. The worst sign of all came when in July the Austrians crossed the Po and occupied his city of Ferrara. The Pope protested and immediately rumours spread of an ‘Austro-Jesuit plot’ to assassinate him.


‘My dear sons and brothers in Christ,’ said the Society’s General, Father Roothan, in a special address to the community, ‘what sane, sober mind could believe such fancies?’


It seemed that few minds just now were sober or sane, for many did believe that a disturbance had been planned to furnish Metternich with a pretext to send troops to Rome.


‘But even if this were so, why connect it with us?’ asked the General. ‘What possible shred of evidence …’


Nicola, remembering Martelli’s note to his cousin, now began to get nightmares and awoke whimpering in the night. Was he a traitor? Were the Jesuits? The mob had taken to screaming that they were. ‘Traditori’ was the shout out in the streets as lumps of dried dung were hurled against the Collegio windows, along with crumpled broadsheets showing Jesuits armed with phials of poison and bloody daggers. They had murdered Pope Ganganelli with slow poison when he condemned them in 1773. Beware, warned the broadsheets, lest they do the same to Papa Mastai! Cartoons, showing Jesuits with foxes’ tails sticking from under their soutanes, were pasted on walls, torn down by the police, then stuck up again. The Society’s claim to be politically neutral fell on deaf ears and expectations in Liberal circles were that the Pope would soon banish it ‘to prevent bloodshed’.


It was Flavio who brought this gossip which the Collegio pupils would not otherwise have heard.


‘I’m Flavio. From the orphanage. Don’t you remember?’


At first Nicola didn’t. He had been summoned to the porter’s lodge with his congregation’s basket of supplies for the deserving poor and had not recognised the orphan who was taller now and better dressed.


‘I brought these,’ he told Nicola, as they packed clothes and foodstuffs into bags. ‘Here.’ He slipped folded broadsheets into Nicola’s now empty basket. ‘Thought you’d be interested. Tell me, is it true the Jesuits brew up slow poisons which leave no trace?’


‘I don’t think you should take our charity and then spread idiotic tales like that.’


‘Who says they’re idiotic? Everyone believes them. I go out to work now and I hear a lot. I’ve been apprenticed to a bag-maker.’


‘What’s all this whispering?’ The doorkeeper, an ancient laybrother in a black bonnet, was standing over them. ‘Pishpishpish!’ he mimicked.


This old man was the Collegio’s link with the outer world. His nickname – as key-keeper – was Brother Peter. ‘Well,’ he sucked in his draw-string mouth, ‘hearing each other’s confessions, are we? There are professionals for that.’


‘Brother, is it true that the Fathers might get sent away like they were before?’


The doorkeeper, proud of being the last man alive to remember this event, was easily roused to reminisce. The Jesuits, he droned, were the Pope’s first line of defence and if there was, once again, a move to persuade the Holy Father to be rid of them, there was no need to ask who was behind it. Brother Peter’s finger was a divining rod blasted with old knowledge.


‘Satan!’ he quivered. He was as thin as sticks.


Flavio nudged Nicola. ‘Satan?’ he encouraged.


‘Satanassa,’ confirmed the old man. The fiend had started wreaking havoc after Pope Ganganelli suppressed the Society in 1773. In no time they’d had a revolution in France. Then Napoleon Bonaparte had come here to take a pope prisoner. A pope! The old man’s speech was asthmatic with excitement. ‘Pius the S-s-sixth. He wasn’t a day under eighty and paralysed in both legs but off they trundled him regardless. In February. Over the Alps.’ Brother Peter’s tremulous hands scaled peaks.


‘You’re older than that yourself, Brother, aren’t you?’


‘I am. But I’m not being bumped over icy roads and hope not to be. Do you know who the Holy Father’s companion was on his Calvary? An ex-Jesuit. Father Marotti! His Maestro di Camera. Yes. “Faithful to the faithless” should be our motto. Have you packed your stuff? Well, off with you, then!’


As Flavio was leaving, another old Jesuit appeared. A transparent man with white hair-tufts in his nose and ice-pale eyes, he was known as ‘the Russian’ because, having lived in Russia when the suppressed Society had found refuge there, he could sometimes be persuaded to tell stories full of frozen, snowy wastes.


Flavio, who had been walking with his head turned to hear the doorkeeper’s last remarks, bumped into this frail man who might have fallen if Nicola had not steadied, then helped him to a chair.


‘Are you all right, Father? Well, we’ll be off then.’


‘Wait!’ The Russian stared at Flavio. ‘Who are you? he wanted to know. ‘What’s your family name?’


‘Rest yourself, Father!’ said the doorkeeper and whispered, ‘He’s nervous. A stone flew in his window last week. Stones they’re throwing now.’


He was herding Flavio out the door when the Russian asked again: ‘What’s your name?’


Flavio was clearly tempted to tell some magnificent lie. Instead, looking mortified, he admitted that his was a foundling’s name, Diodato, meaning God’s gift.


Well, the Jesuit persisted, did he know who his father was? No? Nor even his mother? Flavio, sulkily, shook his head. And how old was he? Seventeen. The old Jesuit nodded. ‘I may know something about you,’ he said. ‘Don’t start hoping. It’s a long shot, but worth looking into. Come and see me tomorrow – no, the day after. What time do you stop work?’


Flavio told him.


‘Good,’ said the old man. ‘Come and see me then.’




*





For some time after that, Nicola did not see Flavio, but the thought of what had happened kept running through his mind. He had dreamed of something like it happening to himself and felt Flavio had stolen his luck. Could this be a punishment for his initiative in the matter of the white stones? What had happened there was this. Nicola’s side had so fallen behind in the contest as to have no hope of winning by work or sport. It was also too late to catch up by spiritual acts but, since their currency was outside time, he decided that they could be counted in advance. There and then, he filled the jar with unearned stones and now, months later, was furtively and single-handedly paying off the debt. It was a sort of spiritual slavery.




 *





His patron’s feast day was coming up and Nicola had been encouraged to prepare an address in Latin verse. Will he be coming to hear it? he wondered.


But it seemed unlikely that Monsignor Amandi would come. There was a curl to the Father Prefect’s lip. Fair-weather friends were keeping their distance, for the Pope, whose policies had led to an impasse, seemed likely to sacrifice the Society. Last Sunday our preacher at the Gesù had thundered, ‘One cannot make a pact with the devil!’ He meant the Constitutional Liberals with whom Mastai was on dangerously good terms. There was a pent silence while the preacher’s eloquent eyebrows rose, then descended. ‘Even,’ he whispered piercingly, ‘to defeat a greater devil!’ The hush was now breathless. The Party of Revolution was the greater devil.


The church had been crowded and several great families had turned out to show their support for the Jesuits. Silken bonnets and jet-bordered mantillas caught the gleam of votive candles, but the Civic Guard, which was on duty, had to restrain students from the Sapienza University from assaulting the preacher. Another time – this was on everyone’s mind – the guards might fraternise. They had been freshly recruited from among the citizens and were dangerously forbearing with the blackguards who continued to disturb the peace outside the Collegio windows.


Sometimes the boys caught glimpses of these. Dark mouths nuzzled the air and the mob’s faces seemed stunned by a conundrum. On his election, eighteen months ago, the Pope had promised to improve their lot and now it was worse.


With diminishing optimism, they varied their cry: Long live Pius the Ninth only! Down with bad advisers!


So now the advisers were looking for scapegoats.


This was no sillier than their other notions. Take ‘progress’: a sad trick, said the Prefect of Studies, whereby unbelievers consoled themselves for their loss of faith. It related, he said, to the presumptuous anarchy of Protestantism and other -isms which meant as little to his pupils as the contagions afflicting sheep: Indifferentism, Pantheism, malignant pustules, Febronianism, carbuncular fever … ‘Ism, -ism,’ he lisped and his mouth puckered. Eczema, rabies, mange … The Prefect’s face was the colour of bone. His hands hung like damp napkins. Was it not clear, he asked, that as mankind had fallen from grace and Rome from greatness, decline, not progress, must be nature’s law? How, in this metropolis, which had shrivelled and shrunk within its walls, could that be put in doubt? Did the walls’ marooned circumference speak of improvement? Did the fact that ancient Rome had covered three times the present city’s site? Cows now grazed in the Forum. Vineyards smothered the approaches to the Colosseum, navel of the ancient city.


‘Alas, my sons,’ and his damp-damask hands dangled with limp grace, ‘we come too late to plot the way our enemies suppose.’


His martyred melancholy caught at their hearts, and they longed to rush out and thrash these enemies – but the essence of martyrdom was not fighting; so dreams of giving back as good as you got had to be quashed.


There is comfort in passivity too, and Nicola sometimes surrendered to it during services in Saint Ignatius’ Church, where perspectives drew the eye towards the brown vortex of its cupola. The cupola was false. The Jesuits had never got around to building a real one, so torpid reveries were apt to liven into speculation about the technicalities of trompe l’oeil. Most of the Prefect’s colleagues would have thought this a good thing. Boys’ minds should be kept busy and the school day was a system of vents and checks designed to prevent any overheating of their inner life.


Unmixed feelings were dangerous – even family affections. Indeed, to the priests’ minds, families, though a necessary source of supply, were propagators of moral contagion for youths who had been insufficiently hardened. Like seedlings, it was a risk to remove them from shelter, and visits home were discouraged. Only during the annual vacation, starting in mid-September, were pupils supposed to go home and, even then, many were persuaded to go instead to the Society’s villa where sporting events, picnics and other wholesome activities were on offer. Thus Nicola had not suffered much through being an orphan. That is, he had not until now. And now there was talk of pupils being sent home. Home? To him it was unknown territory. Friends, when questioned about it, mentioned getting up late and eating pancakes. Indolence and gluttony seemed to sum up their nostalgia, as though they too were apprentice travellers in that foreign sphere.


Sometimes, at the end of a vacation, he had glimpsed one of their mothers through a carriage window, crushing her bonnet as she hugged her son goodbye. Then, off she would be driven and, for months, be as remote as the Virgin Mary. ‘Queen of Heaven, Lily of the Valley … pray for us!’ Women were mediators and ambiguous. Real lilies of the valley were modest blooms sold by ragged vendors in the spring: girls from the Agro Romano who wore long gold pins in their hair with which, if you trifled with them, they would, it was said, unhesitatingly stab you through the heart.


Where, if the Jesuits were exiled, would Nicola go? Monsignor Amandi was his only connection outside the Collegio, so Nicola planned to use his Latin address to remind him of himself and, citing the old anagram for Collegium Romanum – angelo mirum locum, a place wondrous to an angel – invite him to visit.


It was, surely, time that Amandi told Nicola who his parents were.


The reasons for his lordship’s reticence might be painful. Nicola was braced, especially as everyone else was reticent too, including his confessor, Father Curci.


‘My son,’ he had answered when Nicola brought the matter up. ‘You have a family right here.’


‘I know, Father, and I’m grateful. But I must have had a real one too.’


‘What do you mean by “real”?’
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