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‘The tension doesn’t slack an inch … It is haunting, sensuous and immaculately constructed – without sacrificing any thrills’

Sunday Times

‘[A] vivid and moving story, with O’Connor seamlessly combining real characters with imagined ones’

Guardian

‘The Ghosts of Rome is both a tribute to the imagination and courage of his remarkable team [of the Escape Line] and a riveting thriller’

Times Literary Supplement

‘There is no finer writer of historical fiction than Joseph O’Connor … Beautifully written, warm and witty, this story of a terrorised city is a must-read. Thrilling, terrifying and entertaining in equal measure’

Liz Nugent

‘It was hard to turn pages fast enough to keep up with the rapid-fire pace of The Ghosts of Rome. Joseph O’Connor lures readers into a little-known, but important, facet of World War II history and keeps them hooked until the very last page’

Marie Benedict

‘Digs ever deeper into the lives of the everyday heroes of a war-ravaged city, unearthing stories of remarkable courage and ingenuity that glitter from the pages of this tense, polyphonic narrative’

Sarah Gilmartin

‘O’Connor is on stellar form with this ensemble thriller … an expert storyteller’

Daily Mail, on My Father’s House

‘A masterwork … so urgent, so incredibly alive … A searing and beautiful example of storytelling’s infinite importance’

Donal Ryan, on My Father’s House

‘Impressive and pleasurable … evokes a city in peril with wonderful vitality’

Financial Times, on My Father’s House

‘A literary thriller of the highest order … his razor-sharp dialogue is to be savoured, and he employs dark humour to great effect. The plot twists keep on coming’

Observer, on My Father’s House

‘Exciting and rich with prose that’s a joy to read’

Kirkus

‘A mesmerising, tragic, horrifying, utterly unputdownable story … A deeply affecting read with an ending that’s sad yet life affirming, this is an outstanding choice for fans of WWII fiction and of writers like Anthony Doerr’

Booklist

‘Pulse-pounding … O’Connor captivates with his vigorous portrayal of wartime Rome’

Publishers Weekly

‘Gripping historical fiction from one of our finest writers’

Gloss

‘Panoramic … will have you turning the pages back to read them a second time’

Business Post

‘A stellar piece of storytelling. O’Connor brilliantly captures the sense of the city and its inhabitants in peril’

Daily Mail

‘Loved it. Absolutely superb. A masterful writer of historic fiction’

Paul Howard

‘Humane, terrifying, raw and beautiful, The Ghosts of Rome haunts and inspires the reader. That it feels even more immersive and gripping than My Father’s House is the highest of praise’

Church Times
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February 1944. Six months since German forces occupied Rome. Five weeks since Allied fighters landed at Anzio, fifty kilometres south. Their advance is meeting ferocious resistance.

Inside the beleaguered city, the Contessa Giovanna Landini is part of a band of Escape Line activists known as ‘the Choir’. Their mission is to hide refugees and to help Allied prisoners escape from Rome, where things grow darker by the day under the rule of Gestapo boss Paul Hauptmann.




Prologue




Warning

IT IS FORBIDDEN TO READ THIS DOCUMENT WITHOUT CLEARANCE FROM OBERSTURMBANNFÜHRER HAUPTMANN

Gestapo Headquarters, Via Tasso 145, Roma

TOP SECRET

Dossier on Leading Members of Criminal Organisation Styling itself ‘the Choir’

now in hiding in Vatican City

File updated 9th February 1944

Enzo Angelucci, b. Rome. Age 36. Uneducated. At one time managed a news-stand near St Peter’s Square. Now pedlar, pickpocket, vagrant.

Samuel (known as ‘Sam’) Derry, b. Newark-on-Trent, England. Age 30. Major, Royal Regiment of Artillery, captured in North Africa, imprisoned Abruzzo, Italy, escaped Reich custody by jumping from prison train. Tough, professional soldier. Do not underestimate.

Blon Kiernan, b. Ireland, town unknown. Age 19. University student.

Delia Murphy-Kiernan, b. Claremorris, Ireland. Age 44. Tiresome, opinionated woman, mother of previous subject. Professional singer. Drinks. Husband is senior diplomat, de facto ambassador of Ireland to the Holy See.

Giovanna (known as ‘Jo’) Landini, b. Rome. Age 34. Countess, widow, leftist, volunteered as Red Cross motorcycle courier on outbreak of war. Inherited Palazzo Landini on husband’s death, has other properties, artworks, owns tin mines in Cornwall, England. Ardent Roman Catholic.

John May, b. Whitechapel, raised Bermondsey, London. Age 30. Jazz musician, formerly nightclub doorman, now manservant at British embassy to the Holy See. Minor convictions at Southwark Crown Court for affray, carrying a lockpick, narcotics. Is an unreligious Jew.

Hugh O’Flaherty, b. Cork, raised Killarney, Ireland. Age 46. Catholic priest, rank Monsignor. Cunning, manipulative, strategic. Capable of donning a mask of charm but is ruthless. Plays golf.

Sir Francis (known as ‘Frank’) D’Arcy Osborne, b. Hornby Castle, Wensleydale, North Yorkshire, England. Age 60. British diplomat to the Holy See. Attended Haileybury College, Hertfordshire. Has frequented degenerate nightclubs and associated with decadent persons. Appointed Knight Commander of the Order of Michael and St George (KCMG) 1943.

Marianna de Vries, b. Zurich, (parents Dutch). Age 36. Reporter, lesbian, Swiss passport, Vatican City identity card. Fluent German, English, French, Italian. Writing a book on ‘Hidden Rome’.

Person, name unknown. Since January it has been evident that the above criminals are receiving information from a well-placed informant, likely someone within the Roman Security Police. Vital to identify and liquidate him.




Act I



THE AIRMAN
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23rd February 1944

Ash Wednesday

07.00 hours

Eleven minutes from now, the air raid will start.

No one in the room knows what’s coming.

The bells of the four vast basilicas summon the dawn, frightening away gulls from the belfries and balconies, startling wildcats from their nooks, rats from the trashcans.

Outside Gestapo headquarters on Via Tasso, the sentries change guard. Across Rome, shabby shutters clack open.

Mothers search cupboards.

Hungry children cry.

Beneath the rafters of what used to be the Vatican City casa del pellegrino, a lodging house for pilgrims suffering from bubonic plague, four friends are gathered in the draughty, decrepit little chapel where a tarpaulin is draped on the wall behind the altar to damp out the skirling breeze. Buckets have been arranged to catch the rain.

Covert photographs of these people are pinned to a corkboard in Gestapo headquarters. More are being taken at this moment, by a timed miniature camera hidden in a statue’s eye.

The Monsignor’s fingertips dip to the brass bowl of ash. Drizzle blurs the windowpanes. His voice is hoarse and low.

‘Memento, homo, quia pulvis es, et in pulverem reverteris.’

‘Amen,’ says the Contessa Giovanna Landini.

As he traces the ashen cross on her forehead, she closes her itching eyes. Her headache gives a pulse like a startled, scuttling insect. Not enough sleep. Never enough sleep since the war came. Anxiety, hunger, the bleat of the air-raid sirens. For thirteen weeks her period has not come. The dreams she’s growing frightened to have.

The Devil curates our nightmares, a nun told her once. As the conductor of an opera drives the orchestra.

Last night she dreamt again of her palazzo in the city. The sombre marble staircase, the lamps. The quattrocento ancestral portraits and oak-framed Borromini drawings, the pomegranate trees through the leaded window, across the courtyard. Three art students from the Accademia making copies of the Goya, measuring with charcoals and thumbs. Mutating into the trio of haloed Apostles in the painting, now back to duffel-clad, russet-ringleted bohemians. The seven great mahogany wardrobes containing her gowns. The death mask of a poet opened his eyes as she passed. She was moving through the perfumed and gilded rooms, past the sculptures and heavy sofas, the hip-high Virgin Marys. The spine of a novel by Dickens translated into French, Le Mystère d’Edwin Drood. A piano was playing an old sonata by Clementi. As usual she had been searching for something and as usual hadn’t found it. Paolo was there, somehow, although she had not seen him or heard him. The plock of a grandfather clock was his heartbeat.

On her right side now, D’Arcy Osborne shifts and coughs. He is present out of the tactful curiosity that is his diplomat’s stock in trade and to respect his Roman Catholic friends. To her left, Delia Kiernan, here for the faith whose prelates and pieties sometimes burden her patience. Delia’s daughter, Blon, and Sam Derry promised they would attend, too, but they haven’t.

Marianna de Vries said she wouldn’t – her Dutch common sense means a lie-in on Wednesday mornings, when the Escape Line roster does not require her – but in she hurries now, grey-faced, bog-eyed, declining to apologise for her lateness. Marianna rarely apologises. ‘I’m not sorry for much.’ Who knows why she is here? She herself doesn’t know. She is one of those atheists with no interest in converting you. Her unbelief is worn in quiet comfort, like an old beloved quilt.

The Contessa finds herself silently saying the names of the quintet.

Delia, Frank, Hugh.

Marianna and Jo.

Around the world, across its time zones, tens of millions will attend the Ash Wednesday rite today, hearing the same dark words the Monsignor has just uttered, smoke-filled and strange and disturbing and comforting.

‘Remember, man, thou art but dust, and to dust thou shalt return.’

The crucifix on the altar blackened by candle smoke and time.

Rain dribbling into buckets.

Shrieking breeze.

Lent commences this morning. Forty-six days of self-sacrifice. Some people swear off liquor; others fast or ration their pleasures. Johnny May scoffed at the notion, last night at the soup bowl from which a watery dinner was coaxed. ‘I ain’t seeing much to give up, Treacle, being honest.’

‘Treacle’ has become his way of addressing the Contessa, an informality she has come, after an interim, to find charming. An odd thought sometimes strikes her when Johnny May is talking. Sugar. Honey. Cupcake. Sweets. Fruitcake. Lambchop. Pumpkin. Shrimp.

How many of his endearments are also foods.

Felled by Roman flu last month, he’s still weak, prone to sweats. His gasps through the fever phase had sounded to her like the yelps of wild dogs. She brewed him a decoction – she called it ‘a tisane’ – of secret makings, nursed him back.

‘You’re a witch, babe,’ he wheezed.

‘Quiet, Johnny. Drink this.’

‘Effing rank taste.’

‘But it works.’

‘Christ, my lungs.’

Valerian, nightshade, belladonna. Fingerroot. Hyssop. Aframomum melegueta. Grains of paradise.

In the rain-tinted light, she murmurs the responses, but whatever immensity prayer is aimed at feels deaf and far away, a harbour disappeared behind a cloudbank. Change is coming to the Escape Line. Whatever certainty existed is dying. Enzo Angelucci has left the Vatican to go back to his family for a time. Delia and Blon will leave this morning.

To steady herself now, she tries to pray for the escapees – the ‘Books’ – who must bear so much more than she must shoulder today.

Men hiding in attics, in cellars and outhouses, above stores, below apartment blocks, on half-sunken garbage barges in the Tiber. On crashed buses in alleyways. In abandoned schools and nightclubs. In the old granary near the Propaganda Fide on the Janiculum.

One moment from betrayal. Living every second in fear. Derry says he is losing count of how many are hiding in Rome, it must surely be five thousand and could be more. Streaming from the prisoner-of-war camps, smashing out of freight wagons on German trains. If they can make it to Vatican City, there’s a chance of being saved. Find the Contessa Landini. She’ll know what to do. Often, she’s dressed as a Blue Sister. Or find the Irish Monsignor. In St Peter’s Square every morning. Black soutane, red sash. Name’s O’Flaherty.

She looks at him now, as he raises the chalice. Grey-faced, exhausted, cut himself shaving. Boxer’s nose too big for his face. A crimson bead of lavatory paper plastered to his chin. His birthday next week. Ageing a year every month, so it seems. In the purple vestments of Ash Wednesday, he looks gaunt. Derry says he’s worried for Hugh’s sanity. Leadership of the Escape Line has been too heavy; no one man could bear it. ‘Just remembering where everyone is.’

Wanted by Hauptmann’s Gestapo, the Escape Line leaders have been hiding out at Osborne’s apartment in the Vatican since Christmas. Here they are relatively safe, at least for the moment. The territory of Vatican City is only a fifth of a square mile, but it is a neutral, independent state; no arms-bearing soldier of a foreign power may enter. She hears Hugh every night, pacing the floor in the small hours, opening the rusted shutters to look up at the stars or, lately, a dogfight, the Spitfires and Stukas diving through the deathly whiff of cordite.

As Mass concludes, he catches her glance, attempts the collaborative, uplifting smile he used to be able to perform. The ash on his own forehead is damp and ill-formed, more like a 7 than a cross.

She wonders who traced it there.

When?

‘Dear friends,’ he says quietly. ‘To be here with you at the start of Lent. I’m grateful.’

She has the feeling he doesn’t mean it, that there is something more difficult he wants to add but his head is lowered now, as he shuffles towards the tabernacle and genuflects. He is fluent in silences; the sort of man who makes you think you are missing something important, or the swaying trees are causing the wind.

Time to get washed and changed. This morning, she’s on mission. She is resolved, there is no turning back.

Her final talk-through with Derry needs to be done. She must be able to recite every minuscule detail of today’s plan, the back streets she will take to Via Luciano Manara, the cross streets to avoid, the timings, the distances. The cut-and-run options if she twigs that she’s been twigged. The safehouses to which she may flee, the nooks around Trastevere where a false identity card or a change of clothes have been hidden. ‘Rendimento,’ their code word, the nineteenth they’ve run this year. She knows she could be dead by nightfall.

The stammer of rabid ack-ack fire draws them to the balcony. She sees the smoke, the tracks of bullets, from out near Poggio Mirteto. The wailing alleluia of the sirens, the thump of the ground. Through the soles of her shoes, up her spine, in her guts, in her eyeballs, in the fillings of her teeth. Plaster falling from the walls. Dust knocked from the lampshades. The clatter of shutters in the pilgrim house opening and closing as the air raid billows up.

Sickening, the wait.

The dread-drenched seconds.

Perhaps she is wrong, false alarm, mistaken sighting. Watchmen make mistakes, like everyone else – exhausted people aren’t reliable; neither are the hungry.

Cristo Gesù, I implore you. Let there be no airstrike this morning. Mother Mary, take pity on a sinner.

The drone of a hundred bombers from high in the cloud cover. Already the asterisks of black smoke from the distant quarters of the city, where the railway station stands, and the German installations and fuel dumps, and the factories on the eastern outskirts.

Spurts of scarlet cannonade from the bunkers dug into the Villa Borghese gardens; two Allied fighter planes explode, crashing into a third, which flips itself into a loop before sundering to a thousand fiery pieces.

Ambulances in the narrow streets of Vatican City. The clang of tolling bells sounding for volunteers to help. She hurries to the apartment, pursued by the Monsignor and the others, begins gathering her helmet and heavy jacket, the tin water bottle and hobnails, the shovel for digging through rubble.

‘Jo,’ the Monsignor says, ‘you can’t go out. We need to get to the basement.’

She blurts at him in angry Italian. ‘I morti devono seppellirsi da soli?’ Are the dead to bury themselves?

He turns away as though slapped across the mouth.

Dogfights begin. Plane on plane, crazy loops, criss-crossing each other’s contrails. Prati is ablaze. The sky bursts with gold and orange behind the domes and black steeples, already the stink of sulphur on the dew of Ash Wednesday, mingling with the confetti of blossom. Whooping loudhailers warning citizens to stay calm. Proceed in an orderly manner. People hurtling through the streets.

An RAF fighter crossing the sky. North-west to east, rotating on itself, corkscrewing. Faster, trailing smoke from its broken tail. Fragments dropping from the fuselage like clusters of falling stars, in its wake the pair of Messerschmitts, guns spitting. Struck, its starboard wing crumples and the plane tries to turn, opening fire on the German fighters, but they fall away to the south, the fatal damage done, anything more would be a waste of ammunition. Spinning like a dart, it lurches, nose up hard, as though headed towards the disc of the rising sun.

The black smoke clears.

The gunfire dies down.

Through the cloud, a grey parachute deploying.

‘Poor bastard,’ Sam Derry says quietly. ‘He’ll be target practice in a minute.’

The chute like a jellyfish, bloating in drifts of breeze.

She’s wondering when Derry came in, didn’t notice his arrival.

Ash Wednesday in Rome.

Barely yet dawn.

Slowly, the parachute descends.
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Falling he sees Rome, a misted map below him. Maze of streets, terracotta rooftiles. A God’s-eye view of the thousand spires. The eggshell that is the dome of St Peter’s.

Armoured cars, prowling tanks, tiny as nursery toys on a counterpane.

The blue, winking fury of ambulance lights. An uncoiling white serpent that must be the Tiber.

Islands. A terrace. Turquoise gardens around villas.

Wind seethes in his eardrums. Stench of petrol and fear.

His heartbeat feels too heavy; slow, and overly loud; the chute puffs and flutters like a living, breathing beast above him, trying to fail and collapse, to attack him. He is thinking of his mother. Wishing he could see her a last time.

Must stay below the chute, don’t permit it to wrap around you or you’ll plummet. Like everything in the world, it yearns to fall. That is the law of gravity. Discovered by an Englishman sitting under an apple tree. Everything is an anchor, wanting to sink you. Don’t let it.

Say goodbye. Say the things that never were said. Send arrows of prayer through the pink and gold sky. Maybe one of them will find a way home.

Shots pocking all around him, a bullet snaps a string. He tries to make himself small. Foetal. Attempts to swing but he’s too weak to get momentum going. Reek of gunmetal on his tongue. Sting of piss between his legs.

A hundred yards away, a British airman is falling, the chute shot to pieces and ablaze. Behind that, seven others are picked off, one by one. Somehow, he makes the sign of the cross. In a lull he hears the impossible sound of one of the parachutists singing. Which couldn’t happen. But it’s happening.

Make yourself a difficult target, don’t dangle there, unmoving. Whatever you do, don’t get captured. You have no papers, no way of explaining, no words in their language.

Rome hurtling towards him now. He moves his legs as though swimming, froglike. Below him the blue-green bowers and the bursting bulbous bombs and the plumes of purple smoke and the twinkling of explosions and now the screeching carcass of the plane that carried him skyward not an hour ago as it somersaults in a scarlet fireball, smashing into what must be the gardens of the Villa Borghese, setting fire to the sun-scorched hackberries.

As he falls, he sees, below, the red mice that must be fire brigades, and he feels for the firefighters, this is terrible work, as the bombs fall around him, dropped by the Spitfires far above, with a zip zip pizzicato that slivers the breeze like a drummer chopping time. Bombs falling through his line of vision with a strange, hefty slowness. As though he could reach out his gauntlets and catch one.

Soon, he knows, the dizziness will put him to merciful sleep, for he is falling too fast, the chute opened late, and his heart starts to splutter, and the words of the Act of Contrition will not be squeezed from his tongue as he turns in the air, feet up, head down, wrestling with the ropes that try to tighten around his torso. Falling past the terrified seabirds.

Coughs bark from his lungs, from the pit of his guts. The Colosseum staring upward as he falls towards its maw, the russet fields of what he knows must be Lazio in the misted distance, and a bullet penetrates the ball of his thumb making him scream a profanity that only God and the seabirds are able to hear, at this height where the death angels live.
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Bombs falling on Rome. Stone countenances of the prophets watch the firestorm from their plinths.

Children run through collapsing streets and cracked-apart school yards.

A church organ explodes, hurling pipes into the sky.

Trains dozing in the station are strafed in their sidings, a thousand windows shattering in a handful of seconds, parabolas of mangled tracks and burst sleepers.

A gable in Prati topples into the herb garden of a hospital. A dolphin fountain built for Nero is blown to smoking pebbles.

In Via Tasso, the Gestapo specialists flee down secret steps into the basement of the building, the former German Cultural Institute, leaving three prisoners, badly beaten, two of whom manage to escape by kicking down a locked door but it’s too late for the third, who daubs in his own blood ‘LONG LIVE ITALY’ on a wall of the cell as he dies.

In the crypt beneath St Peter’s, the Pope is consoled by the nuns who attend him. An Archbishop tries to get a primitive-looking radio going so that news of what is happening may be obtained, and news of when it might stop. So deep beneath the floor of the basilica that the sirens cannot be heard, the Pope, on his knees, starts to pray. In his mind, a Vermeer he once saw of the storm on the Sea of Galilee, the Saviour asleep in the hull as the boat bearing the disciples is smashed by the breakers. Wake up, Lord. Wake up.

Two cows bound for market, a rare sight in Rome nowadays, spooked by the bombs, kick loose and stampede, killing the farmer and a child of the tenements, a seven-year-old girl.

A rocket strikes an apartment block in Viale Giulio Cesare near the private clinic of an eminent surgeon, Moretti. The concierge is killed, as is a gardener who has been working in the courtyard. The surgeon saves the life of a passer-by, a young mother of three, by performing a tracheotomy on her, there in the burning street, on the steps of an ironmongery, assisted by a Roman bus conductor, while the soldiers scream at him to be gone.

A black bullet-holed Daimler with diplomatic number plates comes grumblingly to a halt outside the checkpoint leading into Vatican City.

No guards are on duty.

The heavy arrow-tipped gates padlocked.

The driver, John Balfe, and bodyguard, Philip Villers, clamber out of the ponderous boat-like car and flee across the narrow street to where a frightened man is beckoning from the entrance to a storage cellar below a row of shops that sell religious items to pilgrims.

Delia Kiernan, wife of the Irish Ambassador, will this morning leave the British Ambassador’s apartment in the Vatican, where with other members of the Escape Line, including her daughter, nineteen-year-old biology student, Blon, she has been holed up since Christmas morning. Safe passage has been conceded by Commander Hauptmann of the Gestapo, on the orders of Berlin, following negotiations via the Papal Curia by the Department of External Affairs in Dublin. But the arrangement cannot be carried out until the air raid has stopped for there is no one to open the gates.

Balfe and Villers’s task is to collect Mrs Kiernan and her daughter and whatever of their belongings will fit into a single suitcase. They are to convey the troublemaking Kiernan females directly to the German naval base at Ostia; the windows and doors of the Daimler to remain shut throughout the journey, which will take longer than usual because of Allied bomb damage to Rome’s streets. Passengers are not to be permitted to speak with any passer-by. No one else may enter the car.

A seaplane is waiting to take them and other diplomats’ family members to a neutral port that will not be named, but Dublin think it might be Lisbon. Mrs Kiernan’s husband may be present on the waterfront at Ostia to bid his wife and their daughter farewell. If so, he must be accompanied by an SS observer and may not give them anything, including a Diplomatic Bag, or accept anything except a personal letter in an unsealed envelope. The Kiernans are not to embrace.

Bombs rain.

In the shelter, Balfe and Villers are not looking forward to spending a two-hour drive with Delia Kiernan, who is mouthy and known to like a drop and never stops hopping the ball. They feel for her husband, a modest, somewhat dry, unassuming man who reads English detective stories and collects meerschaum pipes. Tom Kiernan is a good employer, they have always found, thoughtful in both senses, reticent, quiet. He does not deserve the merciless fate he has brought upon himself, the life sentence of those who marry Big Personalities.

‘That air raid is after doing us a favour,’ Balfe chuckles to Villers, as the thuds shake the street above them.

Villers accepts a cigarette, cups the match, glances upward.

‘Look on the bright side. We might get killed.’
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In the L-shaped walled orchard, the fallen airman is running.

Panicked. Confused. Eyes hot.

Frightened by the rasp of his own agonised gasps.

Seagulls flap up at him from the rough bark walkways, croaking, quarrelsome, mustard-yellow beaks famished. Jeering his fear and his flightlessness.

Rain surging into the leaves.

High old walls around pear trees. He can’t see a gate. But there must be a gate. Keep looking. No one would plant an orchard without making a way in and out. Stay calm. Remember your training. Crush the panic.

The vast lung that is his chute in the boughs of two knotted-together elms. Strings dangling. Startled wildcats on a wall.

An octagonal summer house with a pyramidal roof and scarlet-rimmed portholes, in the shadow of an overgrown weeping willow.

Sun coming up harder. Dew hazing from the grass. Church bells tolling eight. Or was it nine?

Is this orchard in a park? Someone’s estate? Do not give in to confusion. Follow the plan.

The summer-house floor has been piled with hefty cardboard boxes. Those he opens contain old books. On the window ledge, a half-gone bottle of Chianti, he pulls the cork, takes a swallow, almost retches but chugs it down. A musty rotten-lemon smell mixing with the odour of the books, as though something wild lived or died here.

Prowling the wall again now, on the hunt for any gap, recollecting a decrepit grey lion he once saw when the circus came to the neighbourhood, a flat-footed, exhausted slave he and the other children felt pity for. It was shot at the close of the season.

Bricks the colour of copper. Last year’s oranges in rotting heaps. The sizzling acrid sting from the wound in his hand, where he’s powdered it with the regulation antiseptic from the pack they were given at base. Rubbing the grains in hard, pressing, like they’ve been shown to by the Sergeant Major. ‘Until it feels like lumps of broken glass, boys, that stuff is no use. Get it in hard. Use your thumbs. Till you’re fainting.’

In the faint he sees acrobats, hears the voice of his grandfather, is falling again into Rome.

The ringmaster beckons. High-stepping black ponies. When he wakes, the door is in front of him, ten yards across the orchard – a blue-painted door, like a door in a fairy tale.

How did he fail to see it?

The sail of his chute gives a meagre, breathless puff. As though wishing him good luck. Or so he thinks.
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10.47 hours

Head down, Jo steps from the news-stand where she has been pretending to read the headlines and slips into the Ash Wednesday procession as it approaches.

Scores of veiled women, mainly old, a few dozen shuffling old men. A couple of mothers with toddlers.

As they enter the street known in the Escape Line code as Via Cozzolani, the ranks are swelled by the arrival of a sodality pilgrimage from San Luigi in the mountains, carrying candles and relics, icons, draped statues, so that now the procession numbers more than five hundred, with stragglers continuing to step in.

She pulls down her widow’s mantilla, moves into the centre of the ranks. Lowers her gaze as she walks.

Ave, Maria, grátia plena, Dóminus tecum.

Some processors are barefoot. Some carry ash staves.

Sancta María, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatóribus.

Lenten processions have been banned by the Gestapo, but defiant messages appeared in the newspapers of Rome. Starve us. Threaten us. Our memories are long. You will not tell us when we may pray.

A newsreel crew has set up on the corner near the gates of the market.

Two parked-up armoured cars and a long black Mercedes in need of a wash, its convertible roof open, Swastika flags on the hood.

A Gestapo informant told the Escape Line that Hauptmann would be in the Mercedes but he isn’t among the trio of dark-glassed officers whose pouchy gazes watch the walkers. She doesn’t want to be seen looking, stares hard at the glistening cobbles. Waits for precisely the correct moment to issue the signal – a quick tap to the top of her head.

A trashcan is thrown from a high balcony behind the armoured cars. The clash makes the Nazis turn towards it as she passes.

The holy destination is the Pantheon, then on to St Peter in Chains.

Rolling thunder.

Sung plainchant.

Seething breeze.

Beneath her blouse, against her abdomen, a belted pouch containing ninety hundred-dollar bills.

In the Pantheon, she enters the side chapel to the right of the doors, the Cappella dell’Annunciazione, where an art conservators’ screen has been erected at the base of the pillar in front of a painting, Bonzi’s The Incredulity of Saint Thomas. She hurries behind the screen, opens her shirt, leaves the pouch in the gap beneath the scaffolding, fixes herself, exits, crosses the vast floor. Her wristwatch tells her that the Rendimento is running three minutes behind plan. Important to get on. Must not delay.

She sees the priest enter and leave the side chapel, he touches his left earlobe; she knows he has retrieved the pouch from its hiding place beneath the scaffolding, has it now in the deep pocket of his robe as he makes his way across the eternity of damp, slippery floor, through the worshippers, towards the sacristy doors.

A gasp from the people around her.

Rain falling through the opening in the Pantheon roof.

Cooing pilgrims gape upward, raise their faces and hands to the event.

But one man, she notices, does not raise his face.

Hauptmann.

By the altar.

Red lamp gleaming on his epaulettes.

Peaked cap low, in such a way that she cannot see his eyes, doesn’t know where he’s looking, what he might do next.

Standing still as a pillar.

His strange, tight smile.

A long, long moment.

He beckons.

A long-limbed woman approaches him from across the Pantheon, followed by a boy and girl, hand in hand. They embrace him; he kisses their hair. These must be his children and his wife, the former fashion model. The girl has a box camera that she holds before her waist, staring down into the lens, takes a picture of her parents and brother as they stand before the tomb of Raphael. Hauptmann wipes the little boy’s nose.

A passing Commissionaire is asked to take a photograph of the family group and agrees. Commander and Frau Hauptmann, doting parents, and their beautiful children, Heinrich and Wilhelmine, enjoying a day out in Rome.

As she watches, something adheres to her lapel. A perfect white rose petal. Strange.

She enters the curtained-off Cappella di San Giuseppe da Terrasanta, tries the secret door disguised as a fresco panel in the wall behind the altar, but it hasn’t been unlocked, something in the plan has gone wrong, she is trapped here.

Through a fray in the drape, she sees him.

Staring in her direction like a birdwatcher.

Raises his hands in the air.

Claps twice.

White petals come falling through the vast eye in the Pantheon’s roof, a snowfall of whiteness, sweetly fragrant, floating, swirling – shaken out from muslin sacks, tossed down by gloved hands – and the people applaud delightedly, and his wife clasps his arm, and he nods with husbandly modesty, the Man Who Thought of the Perfect Gift, and their children reach up to catch the love-fall. Faster, thicker, fragrant, into whiteout. The newspapers will report that the Commander’s wedding-anniversary presentation for his wife took several months of planning, the cooperation of the civic authorities, a special permit from the Mayor, the participation of the fire department’s High Ladders battalion ‘who scaled the Pantheon’s walls at great risk’. Five hundred kilos of white rose petals, trucked in from rural Lazio – at the Commander’s own expense, he is at pains to point out – ‘but worth it to celebrate the mother of my children, in a city where all children are beloved’.

One reporter will dare to ask if such a gesture is appropriate on Ash Wednesday. ‘Some would regard it as a desecration.’ Hauptmann responds, with a smile that would wither a garden: ‘The Romans have requested me not to tell them when they may pray and make procession. I ask in return that they not tell me when I may love my wife.’

Petals drift into the side chapel where the Contessa is waiting. Through the ancient planks behind the altar, she hears the scrabble as someone approaches, opens the creaking door, pulls her through.

Forty seconds later, she steps onto a streetcar. Cold air on her face as the tram jolts across Via Giustiniani.

She will not look back.

From the middle distance, gunfire.

Petals in her buttonholes and boots.
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Pursuing the fallen airman, two frantic Germans. One in his teens, the other middle-aged. Machine guns jattering as they canter in his wake.

Sweat sticks the canvas shirt he stole from a clothesline to his torso. The airman’s boots are too big, and mismatched, and he stumbles, hands flailing at the bullet-holed walls as he tries to get righted, but ahead of him are three arches and he doesn’t know which one to take as his pained wheezes echo on stone.

Bell song for noon. A choir sings the Angelus.

The arch in the middle is darkest. Dropping his chin, he runs through.

Cobbles. A little fountain. Shuttered-up shops. A streetwalker in wooden high-heeled shoes and feathered cloche hat. The rubble of a bombed-out laundry.

Ragged children in doorways hurry back into the darkness. Hungry widows in black behind moth-eaten fans. Like their quarry, the Germans are drenched in sweat and gnawed at by hunger. There will be a reward in the form of food for catching this fugitive.

What’s running from them now is a meal.

Halt! call the soldiers, but the fallen airman does not stop. Now he’s vaulting an overturned barrel like a clumsy-limbed hurdler, now crashing through a length of diseased hedging outside a closed trattoria, screaming for the beggars and hustlers to get out of his way, which they do, but unbothered, at their own gloomy pace, for the sight of a terrified man running from soldiers has become an hourly occurrence in Rome and interfering could get you gunned down.

His face is bleeding now, slashed to flitters by the hedge. The too-big canvas shirt in damp tatters. The airman runs, spluttering, for a steep flight of steps, at the top of which is a Piazza Cavour – so the signpost for tourists proclaims – but now he hears the Germans gaining and cursing and calling, and he bevels into a shadowy back street of high, narrow, pockmarked buildings that look like they might be warehouses.

A burnt-out Panzer III. Bullets spit at his back. No one can outrun a bullet but trying to do so was part of his training. He jinks, ducks, like a dribbling footballer, past the wall-high mural of a scowling, arms-folded Mussolini splattered with slops of red paint.

A magenta-haired, high-cheekboned woman smoking in the doorway of a bridal shop sees him coming and mashes her cigarette out with her shoe. Large-eyed. Purple-lipped. She might be thirty. Long Roman nose. Like a movie actress whose name he can’t remember now.

She beckons.

Her hauteur, like the beauty of something becoming extinct. On her forehead, an ashen cross.

He stills, uncertain, as a sailor glimpsing an island that isn’t marked on the charts. Behind him the boot-steps louden.

She steps forward, takes his elbow, pulls him into the shop – the ting as the clouded glass door closes behind them – chivvying him past the counter, by the quintet of mannequins and the charcoal-sketched bridesmaids, past the racks of ivory gowns and the shelves of lacework peignoirs, to the throughway that turns out to contain the changing cubicles.

Turning, he sees the Germans dart past in the narrow street. She shoves him into the middle cubicle of three, puts a finger to her lips for silence, leaves him.

The pain in the ball of his left thumb, pulsing across his whole hand as though conducted by the tributaries of the palm. He wants to cry out. If only he could scream.

He can hear, in the cubicle next to him, two women speaking quietly, and he wishes he knew Italian – any Italian at all. Tries to quieten down his breathing. Counts to ten. Counts to thirty. Something the Sergeant told them in training comes to him out of the numbers – make a list of what you have, don’t think about what you haven’t. Include what you’re wearing. Count everything. Dagger. Biscuit. Magnetised razor blade. Binoculars. Boots. Trousers. Pullover. Undershorts. Vest. Socks. Locket. Religious medal on chain. Sachet of antiseptic powder, almost empty.

If the very worst happens and you are compelled to abandon your aircraft, destroy the craft if you can. Don’t get captured.

The women in the next cubicle, speaking cartoonishly now, as though imitating some preposterous bore who talked down to them. From out in the shop, the redolence of perfumes that reek of their costliness, of overtures and gemstones, of orchid corsages, scents in the key of dark blue; from somewhere above him, the clank of a toilet flushing and the bored, forced sing-song of a child. Pain tendrils around his wrist, a tight bracelet of broken glass. The drenched shirt plastered to his back.

Water. The shock of thirst. Anything for water.

He risks a glance beyond the cubicle, into the body of the shop. The sight meeting him is so appalling he tells himself he can’t be seeing it. On the smooth, mahogany floorboards, by the mannequins and racks, a spill of blood-drops left by his thumb.

Weak now. Dizzy. He sits back on the banquette. After-images pulsing. Retinas blip. His reflection like the ghost of his own dead grandfather, like a starved but living spirit staring back at him from the strange country of mirrorland. The ghosts of all the thousands of brides who ever looked in that mirror, now lining up to weep at what is about to happen.

The ting of the bell on the shop’s front door.

The staccato yap of angry German from out front.

He hears her arguing with the soldiers, not taking any guff from them. She is raising her imperious voice, interrupting their every utterance, riding over them in furious and seething Italian – ‘Questo è un posto di donne! Voi uomini siete ignoranti e maleducati!’ – but their barks are coming closer to the cubicles.

As the soldiers advance steadily through the barricade of her indignance, the two women from the booth beside him swish back the ringed curtain and emerge. A twenty-year-old bride-to-be, in ivory stockings and a slip, and her mother, pearled ballgown in hands. The Germans try to apologise, now all three women are scolding and barracking.

‘Non hai una ragazza? Non hai una moglie? Vergognatevi!’

But the older of the men refuses to be barred.

Pushing forward, shrugging off the women, he comes to the middle cubicle. Unlike the two stalls on either side, this one has a door, not curtains, a slatted, wooden door painted white with scrolls of silver flowers and Cupids. He looks frightened. Shouts unsteadily, ‘Hands up.’

No answer.

‘Last chance,’ he calls, ‘there are women here. Come out.’

Silence.

He cocks his Luger.

‘I warned you,’ he mutters. Blams a shot through the cubicle door.

Kicks away the shattered planks.

No one inside.

In the crawlspace above, the fallen airman, unmoving. Roosting like a witch among rafters.
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THE VOICE OF DELIA KIERNAN

8th January 1963

From transcript of BBC research interview, reel 2, questions inaudible, conducted White City, London

The Choir wasn’t singing, that Ash Wednesday in Rome. A bit bloodied and fagged out. Wall-fallen. Browned off. Whatever esprit de corps we had was gone walkies.

Relieved to be this side of the grass after all the danger we were after going through since the Rendimento we ran on Christmas Eve ’43. But life was hard in Rome in early ’44. You’d bombs. Starvation. People disappearing in a finger-snap. Someone you were after seeing this morning would be thin air tonight. The body never found. No funeral. Whispers that the Germans were after painting their warplanes in Allied colours, bombing the civilian neighbourhoods, dropping undercover agents by parachute. Moles. Plants. False flag operations. Spies.

Rumours of these strange viruses everywhere you turned. A rake of these queer new sicknesses that left you breathless, exhausted, confused, or caused hair loss or women’s problems, and, in men, impotence.

A disease the Nazis were after inventing in a lab and releasing. A virus Aryans were supposed to be immune from, did you ever hear such bloody nonsense? Or only the Gestapo had the vaccine.

‘Nazi-itis’, the Romans called it. Or ‘Syndrome PH’, from the initials of that hoor’s melt, Head-the-Ball Hauptmann, who spread the rumours of the virus every time he got half the chance. The Italians have a great word, ‘furbo’, meaning sly. That was one cur was furbo to his fingertips.

Oh, he wouldn’t be exactly denying the rumours, don’t you see, but making out he’d nothing to say about them. ‘I couldn’t possibly comment on secret weapons employed by the Reich.’ That sort of crack. One cunning thug.

Utter bullshite, obviously, the symptoms of Nazi-itis were all symptoms of starvation and anxiousness, nothing more. But easy saying that now; at the time you didn’t know. So, you’d to put on the armour, just to haul yourself through the day. But putting on the armour is a weight in itself. It’s not everyone is able to carry it.

To be honest, in the Choir, we had a virus all our own. We were sick of the sight of each other.

Enzo Angelucci, a rock of strength, had gone back to his family. His wife was after being on at him, sending in letters about the kids. And I only realised after he was gone, the way he kept us together. No offence to my comrades, every one of whom I loved more than all the others put together, but Enzo was that greatest of miraculous creatures: an everyday, working-class salt-of-the-earth Roman. Our ship lost a mainsail when he went.

Hugh was gone a bit semi-detached. Towards the end of February he started spending more time back in his room in the Collegio Teutonico. Lent was coming and he felt it a time for a priest to be praying in silence, not gallivanting around saving the world. He’d visit us, still, the odd day, but even present was a bit absent. I think the noise of the place got him down.

You’d half a dozen of us living in three tiny rooms and a kitchenette at Frank Osborne’s apartment like a dosshouse. The lads in one bunkroom, the women in the other – cells more than bedrooms, a monk would have thought them poky – then, a sitting room the size of a hanky, that was also Frank’s office. Wasn’t space to swing a cat. You couldn’t think.

No privacy. Stale air. Perpetual eczema from chalky water. Shutters open at night, so you’d be demented with the midges. Doors slamming through your dreams. Jumpy alarm clocks. Owls, wooing. The building housed all the embassies of countries that retreated into the Vatican. We’d our own gated corridor, on the third storey of four, but the racket through the floorboards and ceilings was like something out of the Tower of Babel. Cubans above you, Bolivians below. Lovely people. Wouldn’t be the quietest.

And your fears. You’d be afraid. Fear is bodily.

It’s why we have singing. Because that’s bodily, too. I can never seem to explain it to young people who weren’t there at the time. It’s the body consoles the mind, not the other way about. The mind is only a principality of the body.

We’d all of us gippy tummy and chestiness, as a lot of the escapees had. Jo, God bless her, used to mutter in her sleep – you’d be awake to the dawn with the effort of not listening. Marianna grinding her teeth or tapping on the accursed typewriter in the alcove. The lads, across the hall, talking, or up all hours playing cards. Also, it was a workplace, HQ for the Choir. So, notebooks and papers, and maps taped to the windows, and squiggles up and down the wallpaper, in some crazy kind of code, and sketches, and scribbles, and names and addresses. Like living inside Hugh O’Flaherty’s brain. The place would be throbbing with facts.

You’d awaken and think, Holy Mother, not again. That anxious, you’d be ageing in dog years. Hugh pacing, the grim auld face of him, and the horn-rim specs. John May sullen as buggery and smoking the roll-ups when his supply of Lucky Strikes ran down. Or tootling on the wretched saxophone till you’d want to brain him with it, or plunking on this bockety old mandolin he was after finding and was trying to learn. My daughter, Blon, in a mood as long as your arm; you know what they’re like at that age.

As for Derry, the decentest man that ever donned a shoe, the strain was beginning to tell. He was after commandeering the only table we had for a war model he was putting together, a huge thing, with all the Roman avenues and side streets, or as many as he could get into it. It scared me to look at it. Something obsessive going on. Not codding you, he’d stare at it two hours. A notion was after possessing him like a demon and wouldn’t let him go – that the Jerries were trying to infiltrate us, using spies masquerading as Books.

Johnny May had some means he never went into of getting black-market drink and smokes. But food was another matter. You wouldn’t think to look at me now but there were days I went hungry like the rest of us. Even in the Vatican, there’d be shortages aplenty. And by God, you’d be hungry. Till it chewed at your mind. You’d ate a beggarman’s bundle off the end of his stick. Poor Derry trying to buck you up with the stiff upper lip. ‘Good for our waistlines, Delia. No one ever died of hunger.’

I said, ‘Easy knowing you’re not Irish, saying that.’ He’d go quiet.

Frank Osborne hanging like a bat from this exercise bar he was after putting up in the hallway outside the apartment. Doing, what do you call them, callisthenics. Knee-raises. Pull-ups. Banging on a boxing bag hooked from the ceiling. The sweat dripping off him and it plopping onto the terracotta. He’d be singing you songs he was making up in the style of his adored Noël Coward.


In a Vatican attic, I cocktailed,

Whilst sipping the finest frizzante.

The cardinal torqued with the Bishop of York,

And the choirboys uncorked the Chianti.



Hugh, when he visited, would be bossing you around. Do this. Do that. Some of his remarks could be a bit steel-toe. He wouldn’t be behind the door in even telling you what to wear. I remember this warm day, I had on me a summer frock I got one time for the beach at Ostia. It was nothing Folies Bergère, but it was cut above the knee and an inch off the shoulder. My Nabs beckons me over, expression like blue bloody thunder on his mush.

‘Delia,’ says he. ‘Too much meat.’

A good man, Hugh, but schoolmasterly, a bit removed. There were days he’d sink the heart in your chest till you’d feel it like a snooker ball falling down stairs.

Then, sometimes, you’d have an escapee kipping on the sitting-room floor. When we’d nowhere else to put them, or a safehouse hadn’t been got for them yet, or they were after pitching up like a bad dream in the middle of the night. You’d pootle in for whatever morsel or cuppa was available and trip over some fella you’d never laid eyes on. From anyplace in half the world, you mightn’t even know his language. South Africa, Stoke-on-Trent. Nowheresville Dakota, County Down. Fella you never seen in your natural life, and you wafting about in the curlers, and he lying there watching it happen. Like an emperor on a chaise longue, only in socks, jocks and dog-tags. I ask you. Wouldn’t mind if any of them were worth looking at. But I don’t remember Clark Gables. One or two of them, how will I put it, sticking up for more than their principles. I wouldn’t be long telling them, ‘Put your blanket back over yourself there, love, I’ve seen more muscle on a chip.’

And they horsing down the scran, every last scrap in the place. They’d ate the leg of the lamb of God. One Durham fecker the size of a carthorse asks me one morning, ‘You wouldn’t have an artichoke, pet? Only I hear they’re flippin’ lovely.’ Says I, ‘I’ll artichoke you in a minute. With my foot up your hole.’

Well, you knew it would have to stop.

Negotiations the length of your life were after taking place to get Blon and yours truly out of the Vatican. The thing would need to be choreographed. Fair enough.

Officially we were wanted by the Jerries for questioning about the mission the Escape Line was after running on Christmas Eve, when a certain someone left money for the escapees in three drops around the city. I didn’t deny or confirm that I’d something to do with it, but I insisted Blon was innocent, anything she might have done was her mother’s fault. Which made Blon hit the roof with me. We’d a blazing row. She was proud of her involvement, didn’t want excuses made. ‘How dare you bloody speak for me? You know nothing about how I feel.’ Anyhow, there it was and I’ll say no
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