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Flora’s path now took her through an ever-widening vault, lined on both sides with carved architectural motifs. Above these were artful arrangements of skulls and pelvises and leg bones, formed into shapes that conserved space far better than laying out each body in its own niche. Clearly this was one of the elaborately decorated sections the tour guide had promised them.

She hustled up shallow steps to the upper level. Suddenly Flora found herself at a crossroads where three tunnels branched. Which way had her tour group taken? She listened hard. The only sound she heard was the quickening footfalls of the approaching stranger who was no longer concerned about concealing himself.

Flora took the left fork, praying for side chambers or deep niches. She saw two before she took the third one, hoping her pursuer would either take another path or assume she had chosen the first available hiding place. As she moved away from the main path, the electric lights faded. She turned on the tiny penlight on her key ring—good for finding keyholes but not much else.

The ceiling lowered and the rough tufa walls scraped against her thin cotton sweater. It was chilly down here. The passage twisted, hiding her little light from the man behind her. It narrowed until she could scarcely pass. Despite the cold, little beads of sweat rolled down her torso beneath her clothes, and her breath grew short. Was this a dead end?
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Sarah Wisseman’s latest novel, Catacomb, leads the reader beneath the streets of ancient Rome on a suspenseful search for priceless art objects hidden from the Nazis during World War II. Dr. Wisseman’s extensive archaeological experience produces vivid and accurate descriptions as clues in a recovered diary guide her characters deeper into murky subterranean tunnels filled with danger and intrigue. Catacomb lures armchair archaeologists and mystery fans alike down into those dank spaces with chilling reality.


Marie Moore Author of the Sidney Marsh Murder Mystery Series
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It was a fine day for an argument. 

“You did what?” Flora yelped.


“I called your boss and got you some time off,” boasted Vittorio Bernini.

“Why on earth? And who are you to jeopardize my new job? Why, you interfering so-and-so!” She refrained from calling him a bastard as the blood in her veins heated up.

“Calm down, cara.” Vittorio stopped and put his hands on her shoulders, holding her steady in one place. “There’s a good explanation.”

Flora, normally susceptible to the warmth of his hazel eyes, fidgeted under his hands and glared at him. “So explain. And it had better be good.”

He took her arm. “We can’t talk here.” They were in the middle of a piazza in Trastevere, the old part of Rome “across the Tiber.” He steered her to a café with spindly metal tables outside, choosing one at the back where other conversations would muffle their own. “Espresso for you?”

“Make it a macchiato.” She preferred strong Italian coffee with a little swirl of milk.

Flora Garibaldi drew out a chair and sat, looping her purse around one knee. The soft air of late April wafted around her, lowering her internal temperature. Maybe she wouldn’t boil over—yet. Vittorio had just done what he always accused her of doing, acting first and not thinking about other peoples’ reactions until it was too late. Now she was on the receiving end, and she didn’t like it.

As she waited for him to fetch their coffees, she decided that despite the occasional clashes of personality and inherited expectations, their first few months together as a couple had been quite satisfactory. They’d found a small but charming apartment, a third-floor walk-up with a tiny balcony, in Trastevere. Flora loved the area, with its cobbled streets and sunset colors on the painted stucco buildings: burnt orange, pale red, salmon, and gold. The non-existent grid plan of Rome no longer bothered her. Now, she reveled in the odd, triangular piazzas where she least expected them, the meandering streets, and the quiet, flower-filled corners of residential neighborhoods. She’d even adopted the Italian custom of putting out leftover dishes of pasta for the stray cats—some of the thousands of cats who weren’t living in the ruins of the Colosseum but stalked the unwary small rodents in every corner of Rome. The heavenly aroma of fresh coffee made her turn around. Vittorio approached, his compact body moving smoothly like an experienced waiter’s between crowded chairs and café tables. He balanced the two cups of coffee in one hand and a couple of pastries in the other. Ha!— does he plan on sweetening my temper with sugar and fat? Think again, buster.

He might behave like a domineering Italian male, but she had to admit he was good-looking. Not for the first time, Flora admired his narrow face, framed by dark brown hair with a little wave in the front. He looked more like a scholar than a policeman. Not so odd, really, since he’d begun his career as an art historian, just like Flora. She was still trying to figure out what had attracted him to policing, beginning with the Siena murder squad.

Flora took the almond pastry and bit into it as if she hadn’t just had breakfast an hour before. “Now tell me. Why did you call my boss, and why didn’t you discuss it with me first?”

Vittorio took a sip of coffee and then met her eyes. “The assignment came up very suddenly yesterday. My boss threw it in my lap and told me to get busy recruiting help, because it’s a huge job.”


“What’s a huge job?”


He deflected her question with one of his own. “What do you know about the Monuments Men?”

She stared at him. “Ah, they were a special unit deployed to search for art stolen by the Nazis during World War Two, right? An American unit.” Flora sipped her coffee. It was delicious, much better than the slightly muddy stuff they made at home in the little pot that boiled coffee from the bottom.

“Yes. Actually, the unit was formed by the Allied armies. The official name of the group was ‘Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives.’ The Monuments Men did most of their work between 1943 and 1945 under very difficult circumstances. They weren’t military men, most of them—”

“I remember. They were museum directors, curators, conservators. Art historians. There were about three hundred of them.”

Vittorio’s mouth tightened. “More than that. And their work continued long after the war. About sixty of the Monuments Men remained in Europe, serving as art detectives, searching for caches of stolen art that were hidden in caves, churches, villas, and even salt mines.”

“So why are you suddenly spouting history of the Monuments Men? And you haven’t told me why you found it necessary to call Ottavia.”

He took a sip of his coffee and lowered his voice. “Because il primo capitano Moscati suggested it.”

Flora, feeling an odd tingle between her shoulder blades, waited.

“There’s a rumor going around that the Monuments Men missed a significant cache of art stolen by the Nazis somewhere under Rome. Art stolen from prominent Jewish families.”


She froze. “They did?” 

“Apparently.”

“In the catacombs?”


“Yes. Somewhere in the six hundred kilometers of catacomb tunnels that go under the city and into the suburbs of Rome. The catacombs have been only partially explored by modern people since they were rediscovered in the sixteen hundreds.”

Stunned, Flora leaned back in her chair. “That does sound like a huge job. How on earth will you cover all that territory?”

Bernini grimaced. “With difficulty. But Captain Moscati says I can recruit helpers. You, for example, since you are a paintings conservator and an art historian. And I figured, with your connections, you can help me find some experts in archaeology, architecture, painting, sculpture, Roman history... every discipline that touches on the looting and conservation of art.”

“So that’s why you called my boss! Wait. Why do you need conservators? This is a search mission, right? Will there be any actual work for conservators?”

“Probably. We don’t know yet. The thinking is that having a few conservators along will help us evaluate different conditions underground as we search and also help sort out the art that needs immediate treatment when—if—we find it.”

“Hmm. Underground conditions: dampness, mold, water damage, chemical damage from leached-out stuff in the water—yes, you will need us. Okay.” Already Flora’s brain was churning, throwing up possible names and 

professions. “I know of at least two American conservators and museum specialists. Can some of the recruits be Americans?”

“Yes, whomever we want. We will have a much more generous budget than the original Monuments Men. This commission comes from the highest level of the Italian government, and there is support from the European Union. We’ll be working with experts from other countries, especially France, Austria, and Switzerland.”


“What’s the time frame?”


“Three months or less. Moscati implied we might get an extension of funding after that, but it’s not guaranteed.” “You’ll need the time extension—and more money—if conservation is involved.” Flora smiled at him, her anger over his intrusion into her job dissipating. “Sounds like a promotion in the works for you.”

Vittorio patted her hand. “Maybe. I’m not buying a grand piano or anything on the expectation.” His unit of the Carabinieri was affectionately known as “The Art Squad,” but its real name was the Comando Carabinieri per la Tutela del Patrimonio Culturale. Vittorio Bernini had joined the unit quite recently after his transfer from the Siena murder squad.

Flora focused her gaze on the dripping purple flowers suspended from the awning over the outdoor portion of the café. Romans excelled at planting things in urban settings just where you wouldn’t expect greenery. “I think Lisa Donahue in Boston would come, if she can get away. She has extensive archaeology in her background, with a specialty in the ancient Mediterranean. And her friend Ellen Perkins is an excellent objects conservator. Ellen works with all the stuff I don’t, such as jewelry, ceramics, metal, and wood.”

“Good start.” Vittorio sipped his coffee. “What about the Villa Giulia curator who helped us with that damn statue? Assunta something—”

“Assunta Vianello. She’d be great, especially because she’s not only a scholar in a high position; she’s also a native of Rome. I bet she’ll have specific ideas about where to look. And she’s senior enough in her museum job to have useful connections.”

“Excellent. I’d like to talk with her again. We will also have officers from the Carabinieri on the team. Astorre Orsoni, for one.” His eyes flickered and one hand clenched.

“Astorre? He was really helpful last time. But I get the feeling you find him less of an ally and more of an irritant since you work with him every day.”

Bernini sighed and drained his coffee cup. “You’re right. I haven’t figured out why, but our interactions are strained.”

“Maybe he liked working with you when he was top dog here, and you were a junior officer located safely up north. He could be jealous of your new position and how you seem to have the first captain’s ear.” Flora pulled a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose. Spring allergies dogged her even here, in a major city. She guessed it was just bad genes, since her mother suffered every year.

Vittorio stood. “Maybe. Whatever it is, I have to figure out how to work with him. Shall we go?”

“Yikes, yes.” Flora yanked her cell phone off the table and stuffed it in her pocket. “It’s almost nine. I need to finish restoring the triptych before I get involved in your project. And smooth out a few details with Ottavia. Even if she agreed to your scheme, she’ll still have her own agenda.”

Vittorio grabbed the battered leather bag he wore slung across his shoulder, like so many European men. “That’s pretty much what she said on the phone. You’ll get some time off every day to work on my stuff and be expected to put in the rest on your usual projects.”


“Lovely. Two jobs instead of one. When will I sleep?”
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Ottavia Palmiere did not exactly ooze sympathy over Flora’s increased responsibilities. “When will you sleep? That’s your problem, sweetie. Your cute boyfriend negotiated some time off from the lab for you, but he didn’t wave a magic wand and change our paintings conservation workload. I don’t care how you do it; just meet your deadlines. We’ll give you a key and the alarm code so you can work evenings and weekends if necessary.”

Ottavia ground out her cigarette. She regarded Flora with a hint of amusement in her dark eyes. “You’re a hard worker. Organized, too. You’ll manage.”

Flora sighed and took a slug of water from the aluminum bottle she always carried with her to keep herself from drinking too much coffee. “Yes, I will manage. I’m not quite sure what I’m getting into with the Carabanieri, but I couldn’t say no to Vittorio.” She gazed at her boss, admiring the dark hair piled on top of her head, the clean line of her nose, and the determined mouth. Ottavia’s attitude projected “business first,” but her lithe figure and attractive garb suggested she had a lively life outside of work.

Ottavia laughed. “Of course not! He is very persuasive, that one.” She studied Flora’s face for a moment. “Actually, I think you will enjoy it. Cloaks and daggers in the catacombs? Working with an international team? Sounds like a movie thriller.” She lined up her red pen and her notebook, the one where she kept track of everything, on the desk in front of her.

“Well,” said Flora with a little smile, “it will make a nice change from fiddly painting and working with smelly acetone.”

“Oooo! So that’s what you think of your job here...” Ottavia’s tone was half teasing, half serious. She leaned back in her swivel chair and touched her black hair with one hand.

Deciding she didn’t know her boss well enough to get away with making fun of her profession, Flora amended her comment. “You know I’m addicted to the smell of acetone and to painting conservation. I just couldn’t help responding to what you said about the thrill of exploring under Rome. I’ve always wanted to explore the catacombs, but they’re so extensive, I’ve only been down twice—in the more public sections. I can’t wait to see more.”

“The catacombs are amazing; there are frescoes down there, and tons of symbolism, both Christian and Jewish. I’m a conservator, too, remember. If your Vittorio needs more personnel, I’d be happy to take a turn sometime. Or if you find paintings that need repairing, we can work out a deal to squeeze them in here.”

Flora nodded, surprised her boss would even consider getting involved. Ottavia’s five-year-old painting restoration business had taken off in recent months, and she had so much work that she’d been making noises about hiring another conservator. Of course, if the catacomb team discovered some Old Masters, there would be decent money in it for Ottavia... and maybe a bonus for Flora.

Ottavia twisted her pen as she thought out loud. “You know, Flora, the area you have to search may be much larger than you think. Did you know how many different kinds of tunnels there are underneath the city? Sewers, aqueducts, slave tunnels, all kinds of stuff. And as far as I know, they’ve never been mapped completely.”

Flora frowned. “I had the impression from Lieutenant Bernini that the information received by the Carabinieri pointed to the catacombs specifically.”

Her boss smiled like a sphinx. “Tunnels are tunnels. They meander, intersect, and even collapse. I bet it’s a labyrinth down there.”

“I’m sure you’re right. I’ll ask him for more details. But he did tell you, didn’t he, that we’re not supposed to discuss this search with anyone else?”

“Oh, yes, he told me that.” The expression in her brown eyes said that not all rules applied to Ottavia Palmiere. 

Perhaps Ottavia was a little too interested in carabinieri business? Flora resolved to keep her mouth shut as much as possible.

They discussed a few more details about how Flora would manage her time, and then Flora left Ottavia’s office and crossed to her own desk at the back of the laboratory. Gazing out the big window, she reflected that most bosses would not be keen on an employee taking time to do anything outside of the work at hand. Ottavia had not only blessed the undertaking, she’d offered to participate. Flora wasn’t used to this—her last boss, the legendary Beppe Lorenzetti of Restauro Lorenzetti in Siena, had resented anything that distracted his workers. Giving out extra assignments was his prerogative. Too bad that job hadn’t worked out, but Flora was happier in Rome.

Flora was grateful that moving to Rome had proven to be both a great career move and a chance for her and Vittorio to live together, away from his disapproving family. Naturally, they approved of Vittorio; but Flora, a half-American girl from an unknown family was another matter. Then there was the fact that they were living together, unmarried.

What makes you think your own family approves of your living with a man, a man the family doesn’t know at all? Who were his parents, for starters?

Flora smiled at the voice of her mother that always lived in her head. Mamma Garibaldi had plenty to say about everything, especially Flora’s boyfriends. Well, at least Mamma couldn’t bash her this time for having no boyfriend at all...

Yes, bambina, it’s nice you have a boyfriend, finally. But we haven’t even met him! Who is his family? What is he doing in the police?


Oh, be quiet, Mamma.


Okay, time to get busy. Flora grabbed her favorite size of yellow paper pad—large—and made two lists: the left column for all the tasks she had to complete to stay employed. In the right column, she jotted down the names of Lisa Donahue, Ellen Perkins, and Assunta Vianello.

She glanced at the time displayed on her cell phone. Only eleven, plenty of time to reach Assunta before the curator took a lunch break. The other calls she’d reserve for late afternoon, when the Americans would be starting their work days.

Punching in the number of the Villa Giulia and the extension for Assunta, she waited.


“Pronto.”

“Assunta? It’s Flora Garibaldi.”


“Flora! How are you? Any more fake Greek statues on your horizon?”

“I sure hope not; one was quite enough for my lifetime! But I’ve got something even more interesting to worry about now. Have you got a few minutes to talk?”


“Sure. Fire away.”


Flora described her new project, emphasizing how helpful Assunta Vianello could be to the team.


Silence. 


“That is very, very interesting. Actually, I heard a rumor recently about a trove of Nazi-looted art in the catacombs. I never expected it to be verified so quickly, or at such a high level. Maybe I should speak with your Vittorio Bernini.”

How interesting—Bernini should know the rumor was already circulating outside the Carabinieri.

“I’m sure he’d be glad to be of any help, especially if it includes sources of reliable information,” Flora said. “He said specifically that he looked forward to talking with you. So, can you join us?”

“I would certainly like to. It may have to be part-time if I can’t get away more than half a day at a time. I need to talk with the head of the museum and a few other people about reassignments. I will call you back either late today or tomorrow. I understand time is of the essence here.”

Flora thanked her and clicked her phone off. She remembered the tall, model-thin curator with her blond hair and stylish clothes. A great job and the looks to go with it. She sighed. How many years would it take her to land an enviable position like that? She returned to her to- do list.


Triptych: finish in-painting


Martini painting: strip old varnish, stabilize paint layers.

Lorenzetti: deal with cracks, consolidation of paint layers.


Caravaggio: mix colors for in-painting.

Get to work, Flora. 


She donned her painting smock, grabbed some new gloves from the dispenser, and moved to the other end of the laboratory to the giant worktable where her paintings waited.

Flora had been at work only a few minutes when her colleague, Roberto Salvi, arrived to finish treatment on a painting at the table across from her.


“Hey, Roberto. How are you?”


“Fine.” He shrugged into an old, oversized shirt to protect his good clothes and laid out his paints, solvent, scalpel, and brushes. “I heard a fascinating lecture last night, all about archaeology underneath the city.”


Flora looked up from her painting. “Who gave it?”


“A woman from a group called Sotterranei di Roma. She was an archaeologist, but the group has geologists, spelunkers, all sorts of people in it. They organize scientific research underground, dig archaeological sites, map ruins and tunnels, and even give tours.”

Maps! Geologists who knew their way around underground! She experienced the thrill that serendipitous information appearing at just the right time always gave her. Flora struggled not to ask a flood of questions or betray too much interest. “Are the lectures public?”

“Sure.” Roberto eyed her. “When the archaeologist finished, a geologist spoke about the geology of Latium.”


“Oh, yes?”


“He told us all about how Rome is built on limestone and volcanic tufa, with Karst formations—”


“What on earth is ‘Karst’?” 


Roberto smiled. “Good question. Maybe you should say ‘under the earth’ since so much of it is underground. Karst terrain means soft rock, such as limestone and tufa we have around here. It was shaped over time by slightly acidic rainfall. The rain causes the rock to dissolve, forming fissures and caves and sinkholes.” He paused again, as if to assess Flora’s level of interest.


“Go on.”


“Before the Karst formed, this part of central Italy was below water. It lay beneath an inland sea with lots of marine animals and shellfish with calcium-rich shells. Combine that with significant volcanic action nearby, and you have volcanic ash and hot lava, layering and mixing with limestone, hardening into tufa, or tufo as we call it in Italy. Great building stone. Ancient builders used the lighter portion of the ash to mix in mortar.

“Then you have the Tibur River with its huge drainage area, and you have a perfect landscape for amazing underground tunnels, chambers, and pools.”

“And catacombs.” Flora said, “You sound like a geologist yourself. Is that part of your background?”

“I took several geology classes at university before I became a chemistry major and then a conservator.”

“This stuff is really interesting to me. Do you know some good websites on geology of Rome? And the Sotterranei group?”


“Yes. Shall I zap you a few from my cell?”


“Please do. And the lectures would fascinate me. Let me know the next time you go, okay? I’d like to come.” Flora made a mental note to spend some time cruising the Internet that evening.

The Sotterranei could be really useful to the Carabinieri’s search. But would Bernini give any of their members security clearance? Maybe they didn’t have to know exactly what the Carabinieri were looking for, but just provide some guidance. And their maps.


~ * ~
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At lunchtime, Flora made a brief foray to a corner café- bar that sold coffee and sandwiches and grabbed a couple of cheese-and-tomato panini. She added packets of mustard and mayo and returned to her desk to munch, drink coffee, and cruise the web on her tablet to learn more about the Monuments Men.

The story of the systematic looting by the Nazis of art from all over Europe mesmerized her, particularly when she found letters from various German officials authorizing theft on a grand scale. The key villains were Reischmarshall Hermann Göring and Alfred Rosenberg, the head of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg (ERR). Initially, they prettied up their objective by calling it “safeguarding” material “valuable to Germany,” but the language in their dispatches quickly changed to “seizure” of anything deemed Jewish cultural property.

In October 1940, the ERR, the Nazi Party’s official art- looting wing, began confiscation of art from prominent Jewish families such as the Rothschilds of Paris. Alfred Rosenberg’s small army of art historians sought out, photographed, and valued some four thousand artworks over the next year, securing them in locations provided by (commandeered from?) the Louvre Museum in Paris. Catalogues of the best paintings were sent to Hitler for his perusal, and then selected masterpieces were shipped to Munich in two railroad cars. And this was just the beginning.

Shaking her head, Flora picked up the second sandwich and followed links to individual Monuments Men. She discovered that famous British archaeologists such as Sir Mortimer Wheeler, Sir Leonard Wooley, and J. B. Ward- Perkins were among the founders of the group. During World War II, these men revised standard military practice. Instead of allowing tanks to rampage over archaeological sites first and ask questions later, they advocated education about the ancient sites soldiers might encounter so ruins could be protected. The group’s initial goal was to prevent the further destruction of ancient cities like Cyrene and Leptis Magna in North Africa. Eventually they formed a monuments protection unit and recruited like-minded colleagues to become the first Monuments Men.

After the war, the goals of the Monuments Men shifted from protecting sites to retrieving Nazi-looted art and artifacts, finding the owners, and returning them to their original museums and private collections.

Flora finished her sandwich, thinking about what she’d just read and poring over old newspaper pictures of the Monuments Men inspecting and removing art from German hiding places. Some of the most spectacular pictures showed piles of art stacked up to the ceiling in the apses of churches.

So it was fair to say that the Carabinieri’s Art Squad was continuing the work of the Monuments Men. Plenty of World War II looted artworks were still out there, hidden and undocumented, and it was now the job of men like Bernini to find them.

Her head whirling with new facts and plenty of speculations, Flora waded into her To Do list for the lab. She chose cleaning the heavily yellowed Martini painting as the most urgent task that was least likely to require brain power. She could gently remove the old varnish with cotton swabs and solvent while continuing to think about the massive operations of the Monuments Men and the upcoming search.

Finally, four o’clock arrived. A good time for a break and an excellent time to call Lisa Donahue in Boston. Or was it too early in the morning in Boston? If so, she’d call Lisa’s home phone. Flora stripped off her gloves, discarded her grubby painter’s smock that protected her clothing, and sat at her desk. She rummaged around in her files to find the phone number for the Director’s Office at the Boston Museum of Archaeology and History. Aha, here it is. She extracted a sheet of white paper and laid it on the desk in front of her and punched in the numbers on her cell.

“Lisa? Surprise! It’s Flora Garibaldi calling from Rome.” 

“Holy cow! What a long time it’s been. How are you, Flora?”

Flora grinned and filled in her friend about recent developments in her personal and professional life since she’d seen Lisa at a conference two years earlier. “... so we moved to Rome. I’m working in a private conservation business, and Vittorio joined the Carabinieri’s Art Squad.”

“Well, I can’t top that,” said Lisa with a characteristic chuckle. “My life is dead boring right now. Too much administrative crap at work and carting our kids all over the landscape instead of relaxing at home. What can I do for you?”

Flora took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts. This would be a tough sell to a busy museum director who had her own agenda on the other side of an ocean.

“Vittorio’s boss called him in to his office yesterday, and he has a really important project we need help with...” Lisa asked a few questions and then said, “Catacombs and skullduggery in the art world! Sounds absolutely fascinating. As it happens, I am in between projects and would welcome a change. And I adore Italy. But I still have to check with my staff and make arrangements. And there’s the little matter of expenses. Can the Carabinieri help with my airfare? I can’t justify this trip on our puny Boston museum budget.”

“Airfare, accommodations, and a per diem are all included. I wanted to ask your objects conservator, Ellen Perkins, if she could come, too. You’re her boss; what do you say?”

“Well! I will need to make some arrangements to cover for two of us being absent. But I think I can swing it. How about I call you back in a day or two?”

“The sooner, the better. Vittorio will be breathing down my neck.”

They disconnected. Flora’s face broke into a smile; this project might even be fun! Working with old friends and treasured colleagues she hardly ever got to spend time with... drinking some wine in the off hours... maybe finding something priceless. All of a sudden, she was excited.

She glanced at her cell phone again. Only sixteen- twenty. She had plenty of time before Vittorio would be home for dinner. How about a quick visit to one of the catacombs she hadn’t seen, just to get a feel for the terrain they’d be searching?

Flora pulled out her Rome map booklet and figured out which bus would get her to the Via Appia Antica, where several of the most popular catacombs were located. She grabbed her cell and her all-purpose satchel, figuring she’d made enough progress on her conservation work to justify leaving early.

And if Ottavia didn’t like Flora’s new, flexible hours, she’d sic Bernini on her again.
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