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Introduction




There is a room in the Vatican where nothing is thrown away. Not a receipt, not a resignation letter, not a note passed between two frightened young men in 1523 arguing about heresy. The Apostolic Archive holds four hundred years of paper, and paper, unlike people, does not know how to forget.

This is a story about what happens when paper remembers something a man has spent thirty-eight years trying not to.

It begins, as these things often do, with a death. Not a murder, not yet, but the ordinary death of an old man who happened to wear white. Popes die the way anyone dies, in a bed, with monitors beeping and a private secretary weeping quietly by the door, and the world outside does not yet know that the machinery of an ancient church has already begun to turn, the way a body keeps a certain warmth for a while after the heart has stopped.

What follows concerns a cardinal who might become pope, a woman in Dublin who has just been told that her mother was not her mother, an archivist who finds a file she was never meant to open, and an investigator who does not believe in accidents inside buildings that are seven hundred years old and watched, always, by someone.

It is a story about celibacy and its cost, about the seal of confession and what it protects, about how an institution built to forgive sin can be so unable to survive the appearance of it. It is about a woman named Keeley Hart, who did not ask to be anyone’s secret, and a man named Thomas Ashworth, who built a life on the hope that secrets, like sins, could be absolved simply by never being named.

Rome does not forgive quickly. But it remembers everything, and sometimes that is a kind of mercy.

There is a temptation, telling a story like this one, to make its villain a single man, a single office, a single failure of character large enough to explain everything that follows from it. The temptation should be resisted. What happened inside these walls happened because dozens of ordinary decisions, made by reasonably decent people trying, in their own limited ways, to do right by an institution they loved, accumulated over decades into something none of them would have chosen if they had seen the whole shape of it at once. That is how most real harm is done, in the Church as everywhere else. Not by monsters, but by careful men who mistake the protection of an institution’s reputation for the protection of the people inside it, and only discover the difference once it is too late to undo the cost.

This account draws freely on invention, though the shape of its questions, about celibacy and confession and the peculiar mathematics of an institution that forgives sin sacramentally while sometimes struggling to survive its public discovery, is entirely real, and has shaped the Church’s history for longer than most of its members realize. Read it, if you will, as one answer to a question that has no single answer: what does a man owe the truth, once he has spent a lifetime learning to manage it instead of telling it.
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Chapter One: The Death of a Pope


Cardinal Thomas Ashworth had been in the room three times before, and each time he had thought the same thing: that the Apostolic Palace smelled of candle wax and old stone no matter the season, as if the building itself refused to acknowledge that time was passing outside its windows. He stood now at the foot of the bed where Pope Leo XIV lay dead, his hands folded over a rosary someone had placed there after the last breath, and he felt the particular numbness that comes not from grief but from arithmetic.

He was ashamed of the arithmetic. He did it anyway.

Seventy-one years old, robust health apart from a knee that troubled him in cold weather, twenty-two years a bishop, eleven a cardinal, fluent in five languages and passable in two more, a reputation for careful, undramatic competence that had made him, over the last three conclaves, someone whispered about rather than someone dismissed. He had watched two other men become pope and had told himself both times that he felt relief rather than disappointment. He was no longer sure that had been true.

Cardinal Renzo Alighieri, the Secretary of State, stood across the bed adjusting his own rosary with the unhurried precision of a man who had already begun making calls in his head. Alighieri caught his eye and inclined his head in the smallest possible gesture of acknowledgment, the kind two men give each other when they both know they are rivals and have decided, for now, to pretend otherwise.

“He went easily,” Alighieri said. “Monsignor Ferretti says he was praying when it happened. The Salve Regina.”

“That would please him,” Ashworth said, and meant it. Leo had been sentimental about small mercies. It was one of the things Ashworth had loved about him, along with the man’s insistence on eating lunch with the Swiss Guard once a month and his terrible singing voice, which he had never once been embarrassed about.

Outside, the bells of St. Peter’s had not yet begun. That would come within the hour, once the Camerlengo, Cardinal Alighieri himself, performed the ancient and slightly absurd ritual of calling the pope three times by his baptismal name to confirm that he was, in fact, dead. Ambrogio Renaldi had been shy about being called anything but “Holy Father” in the last decade of his life, and Ashworth found it strange to think that within the hour, someone would say the name Ambrogio aloud for what might be the last time in a century.

He excused himself before the ritual began. It was not a place for him, not officially, and he preferred to walk.

The corridors of the Apostolic Palace were built for a slower century, and Ashworth’s knee ached by the time he reached the courtyard. The August evening had not yet given up its heat, and the swallows that nested somewhere above St. Damasus’s Courtyard wheeled overhead in a way that struck him, uncharacteristically, as beautiful rather than merely present. He was aware of very little in his life anymore that struck him as beautiful without effort.

His secretary, a young priest named Antonio Bassi who had the tact of a much older man, met him at the base of the stairs with a phone already extended.

“Cardinal Ashworth. The British Embassy has called twice, and there’s a journalist from the Irish Times who says it’s urgent, though I told her it could not possibly be urgent tonight of all nights.”

“The Irish Times.” Ashworth took the phone but did not look at it. Something in the words made the back of his neck go cold, though he could not have said why, not yet, not with anything like certainty. It had been a long time since anyone with an Irish accent had called him urgently about anything.

“She wouldn’t give a name. Just asked that you call her back about, and I’m quoting her directly, Your Eminence, ‘a matter from 1988.’”

The swallows continued their circling. Somewhere above him a bell began, tentative and single, the first note of what would become, within the hour, the great continuous tolling that told the city of Rome that it no longer had a pope. Ashworth stood very still and felt something in his chest that he recognized, with the clarity of a man who has spent decades avoiding a particular memory, as the sound of a door he had believed permanently sealed beginning, very quietly, to open.

“Tell her,” he said, and was surprised his voice did not shake, “that I’ll call her tomorrow.”

He did not call her tomorrow. He would not call her for eleven days, and by then it would already be too late to control what she knew.

He walked back to his own apartment that night rather than take the car Bassi offered him, wanting the length of the walk, the ordinary friction of his shoes against ancient paving stones, to settle something in him that the swallows and the tolling bells had not. Rome at dusk had a particular quality of light he had never stopped noticing in thirty-eight years of living within it, a gold that seemed to come from the stone itself rather than from the sky, and he found himself thinking, as he had not allowed himself to think in years, of another evening in this same city, decades earlier, when he had walked home from the Gregorian with his hands in his pockets and his heart, for the first time since his ordination retreat, entirely undisciplined.

Bassi caught up with him near the Sant’Angelo bridge, having abandoned the car after all and simply followed on foot at a respectful distance, the way a good secretary learns to do when his cardinal needs solitude but perhaps not abandonment.

“You seem troubled, Eminence,” Bassi said, when Ashworth finally acknowledged him. “More than the death of the Holy Father alone would explain, if you’ll forgive
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