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For Elizabeth

Prologue

October 1982
New York City

He looked like a bird of prey, all black and swooping against the silver sheen of
ice. He was an elderly gentleman. He was very good on the blades. He was enjoying
himself, hearing the hiss of his skates carving neat, precise patterns in the ice,
feeling the crisp autumn breeze on his face. His senses were unusually acute, as
they always were on such important days. The task at hand brought him to life in
a unique way: on such days he was one with his destiny, one with his God. The
point of his existence was clear to him on such days.



The world was clearer, too. Everything around him lost its mystery. On such
days he understood. The mist of the morning had blown away and sunshine was
streaming past the high white clouds. The towers of Rockefeller Center rose above
him and the music from the loudspeakers set his pace and he was able to lose
himself in the grace and power of his skating, almost able to ride them back
through time.

As a boy he had learned his skating on the frozen canals of The Hague. The
somber houses, the snowy parks, the leaden sky with heavy clouds lowering over
the ancient city and the dikes and the windmills: they all stuck in his mind with
the peculiar tenacity of childhood impressions, things you never forget. It didn’t
matter that there weren’t many windmills anymore. They were still there, slowly
turning, forever in his mind. The thought of the slow-moving arms of the windmills
and the sibilant swishing of the blades on ice always worked to relax him. On such
days as this, when he had work to do, he always prepared by relaxing. A younger
generation might call it meditating, but it all came down to the same thing. You
wanted to reach a level of pure, perfect concentration, so perfect that you no
longer noticed that you were trying. He was almost there. The skating was taking
him there. Soon time would cease to exist. He would become a single, all-seeing
eye, aware of everything, missing nothing, capable of being one with his task, one
with God’s purpose. Soon. Very soon.

He wore the black suit with the clerical collar and a black raincoat which furled
out behind him like a cape as he moved gracefully among the other skaters, who
seemed mostly to be teenagers. It had never occurred to him that the blowing coat
might give him a threatening, ominous appearance. His mind didn’t work like that.
He was a priest. He was the Church. He had a remarkably reassuring, kindly
smile. He was goodness, not someone to fear. Nevertheless, the other skaters
tended to make a path for him, watched him almost furtively, as if he might be
judging them morally. They couldn’t have been more mistaken.

He was tall with wavy white hair combed straight back from a high, noble brow.
His face was narrow with a long nose, a wide, thin-lipped mouth. It was a tolerant
face, like a good country doctor who understood life and had no fear of death. His
face wore an almost translucent priestly pallor, born of a lifetime spent in dim
chapels, badly lit cells, confessionals. A pallor born of long hours of prayer. He
wore steel-rimmed spectacles. The skating, the concentration, brought the faintest
of smiles to the wide mouth. He was lean and very fit. He was seventy years old.

As he skated he held his hands before him, palms out, as if he were dancing
with an invisible partner. He wore black leather gloves that fit like skin. From the
loudspeakers came a scratchy recording of a girl singing something from a movie
he’d seen on the Alitalia 747 that had brought him to New York. She sang that she
was going to live forever, that she was going to go out and fly ...

He weaved among the skating children, slid gracefully among the pretty girls
with the tight Guess jeans and long swinging hair and strong, hard-muscled
rumps about to burst the seams. Girls of a certain age had always reminded him
of frisky colts. He had never seen a naked woman. He’d hardly ever thought about
such a thing.

He gently kicked one leg before him, skating on a single blade, deftly switching
back and forth, arms slowly pumping the air before him, eyes narrowed as if



seeing into the core of time while his body skated onward, powered by the engines
of memory. He moved like a great black bird, circling the rink, eyes fixed ahead of
him, ice-blue and clear, as if they had no bottom, like a lake high in the
mountains. There was no hint of emotion in his eyes. They just weren’t
participating.

Some of the girls whispered, giggled as they watched the old priest glide past,
austere, formal, yet there was an air of respect in their glances, respect for his
skating, the strength and the style with which he moved.

But he was busy thinking about the rest of the day and he barely noticed them.
The girls doubtless thought they were going to live forever, and were going to go
out and fly, which was fine, but the elderly priest knew better.

Now, ahead of him on the ice, he saw a very pretty girl of fourteen or so fall
down abruptly, sit with legs splayed out before her. Her friends were laughing, she
was shaking her head, the ponytail bobbing.

He swept down on her from behind, caught her under the arms and lifted her
upright in a single, fluid motion. He saw the look of surprise on her face as he
flickered past like a mighty raven. Then she broke into a wide grin and called a
thank-you. He nodded solemnly over his shoulder.

Soon afterward he looked at his watch. He skated off the ice, returned the
rented skates, reclaimed the briefcase from the checkroom. He was breathing
deeply. He felt supremely at ease and in control with a nice edge of adrenaline
running.

He climbed the stairs out of the rink. He bought a hot pretzel from a vendor,
smeared a bit of mustard on the salt-studded surface, stood eating it methodically,
then discarded the napkin in a trash can. He walked the length of the arcade of
shops to Fifth Avenue. He crossed the street, stood looking up at St. Patrick’s
Cathedral. He was not a sentimental man, but the sight of great church
buildings—even so recent an example—inevitably moved something in his breast.
He had hoped to say a prayer, but the skating had gone on too long, and he could
pray inside his head anyway.

He’d come a long way to keep this appointment.

It was time to go.

Rome

The man in the bed wasn’t watching the soccer match on the large television
screen. One of his secretaries had put the cassette into the VCR and thoughtfully
turned it on before withdrawing, but the man in the bed had begun, of late, to lose
interest in soccer. If it crossed his mind at all, it was in the form of memory,
boyhood matches he’d enjoyed in Turin many, many years before. As for the stuff
on the cassette, recently arrived by courier from Sao Paulo, well, he just didn’t give
a damn. The World Cup wasn’t a part of his plans anymore.

The man in the bed was thinking about his own impending death with the sense
of detachment that had always served him well. As a young man he’d mastered the
trick of thinking of himself in the third person, as Salvatore di Mona. With part of
himself standing off to one side, wearing a bemused smile, he’d observed Salvatore



di Mona’s diligent, systematic climb through the ranks, had nodded appreciatively
as Salvatore di Mona forged alliances with powerful and worldly men, had
witnessed Salvatore di Mona reaching the final lofty peak of his profession. At
which time Salvatore di Mona had, in a manner of speaking, ceased to exist: at
which time he had taken the name Callistus, had become the Vicar of Christ, the
Holy Father—Pope Callistus IV.

Eight years as Chairman of the Board: he was neither a modest man, nor a
particularly deep one, but he had been both very lucky and extraordinarily
practical. He was not much given to the elaborate hocus-pocus that went with his
job and he’d always looked upon his career as only marginally unlike that of any
CEO of a major multinational corporation.

It was quite true, of course, that only the Emperor of Japan occupied an older
office on Planet Earth, but still it had never occurred to him that, for instance,
God literally expressed His will through the man who had been Sal di Mona, the
bright-eyed eldest son of the prosperous Fiat dealer in Turin. No, mysticism was
not his cup of tea, as Monsignor Knox had once said in his charming English
manner.

No, Callistus IV was a practical man. He didn’t much care for drama and
intrigue, particularly in the years since he’d managed to get himself elected by the
consistory of cardinals, a maneuver that had required a certain simple, heavy-
handed intriguing of the sort that left no doubt of the outcome. Money
systematically parceled out to relevant cardinals with the aid of the powerful
American layman, Curtis Lockhardt, had gotten the job done. Cardinal di Mona
had built on a solid core of support, headed by Cardinal D’Ambrizzi. The money-
bribes, to give the parcels a name—was a tradition that had put more than one
sweating papabili over the top. Since becoming pope, he’d tried to keep all the
curial plotting and whispering and tinkering and slandering to a minimum. But he
had to admit that in a hothouse society like the Vatican, he was fighting a losing
battle. You couldn’t really alter human nature, certainly not in a place where there
were at least a thousand rooms. He’d never been able to get an accurate count,
but the obvious reality was simply that if you had a thousand rooms, somebody
was always and inevitably up to no good in some of them. All in all, keeping a
semblance of control over the curial machinations had pretty much worn him out.
Still, it had been amusing as often as not. Now it just wasn’t amusing anymore.

The bed upon which he lay, once the resting place of the Borgia pope Alexander
VI, was an impressive affair that possessed a history he enjoyed imagining.
Alexander VI had doubtless put it to better use than he had himself, but from the
look of things he was at least going to die in it. The rest of the bedroom’s
furnishings could be described only as Apostolic Palace Eclectic—some pieces of
Swedish modern dating from Paul VI, a television and a videocassette recorder,
huge Gothic bookcases with glass doors once filled with the immense collection of
reference works Pius XII liked to keep close at hand, chairs and tables and a desk
and a prie-dieu which he’d turned up in a storage room under dust a century or
two thick. It was a motley collection, but for the past eight years he’d called it
home. Regarding it with a dour glance, he was relieved that he didn’t have to take
it where he was going.



Slowly he eased his legs over the edge of the bed and slid his bare feet into
Gucci loafers. He stood up, swaying slightly, steadying himself with a gold-
knobbed stick an African cardinal had with touching foresight presented him a
year previously. He was never entirely sure which of his two afflictions caused
which symptoms, but the dizziness he attributed to the brain tumor. Inoperable, of
course. So far as he could tell from the doddering curia-approved sawbones who
attended him, it was going to be a photo finish as to what actually would carry
him off: the heart or the brain. It didn’t make a great deal of difference to him.

Still, there were things to be done in the time remaining.

Who would succeed him?

And what exactly could he do to choose his successor?

Malibu

Sister Valentine couldn’t seem to stop crying, and it was pissing her off. She’d
done some reckless things in her life, she’d sought danger and certainly found
plenty of it, and she’d known fear. But that had been the spontaneous kind of fear
that everyone all around her was feeling: the fear of the rifle shot cracking along
the lonely road, the fear of one of the truth squads or one of the death squads, the
fear of the government troops or the hungry guerrillas coming out of the hills
looking for trouble or blood. In some parts of the world that was just your average
everyday or garden-variety kind of fear, and it was the kind of fear you knew about
going in, the kind of fear you consciously chose.

The fear she felt now was something very different. It was attacking her will and
her nervous system like a ravenous cancer. It had come from a long time ago, but
it was still alive and it had found her, singled her out, and now she was going
home because she could no longer face it alone. Ben would know what to do.
Somehow he’d always known.

But first she had to stop crying and shaking and acting like a fool.

She stood at the edge of the patio, her toes dipping off into the damp grass,
watching the silver, pitted boulder of moon in the blue-black sky. Tattered clouds
drifted past, looking like a corny cover of a Moonlight Sonata album from her
childhood. The sound of the surf crashing on the Malibu beach far below blew up
the face of the cliffs, rode on the ocean breeze that brushed her bare legs. She
wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her robe, pulled it tighter, and walked across the
grass toward the white railing at the top of the cliffs. She watched the surf foam,
fan out, and recede, then begin again. A few pairs of lonely headlamps poked along
the Pacific Coast Highway. In the distance, through the haze, the Malibu Colony
glowed faintly like a spaceship settling down at water’s edge. Fog rode offshore as
if it were holding the enemy’s navy at bay.

She moved along the fence until she felt the dying heat from the coals where
they’d grilled sea bass for a late supper. Just the two of them, a bottle of Roederer
Cristal and sea bass and hot crusty sourdough bread. A meal he was addicted to,
accompanied by the same conversation they’d had in Rome, Paris, New York, and
Los Angeles, all during the past year and a half. Conversation, debate, argument,
call it what you will, it was always the same. She felt herself giving in to him, like a



breakwater unable to resist the tide, but she fought not to crumble, wasn’t quite
ready to crumble. For God’s sake, she wanted to crumble, collapse, fall into his
arms, but she couldn’t now. Not yet. Not quite yet. Damn. She was crying again.

She turned and walked back toward the low, sprawling hacienda, past the
swimming pool and the tennis court, crossed the flagstone patio, and stood
looking through the glass wall with its sliding door. An hour before she’d made
love in that bed.

He was a large, solid man with a face like a good-looking bulldog. Determined.
His gray hair was cut short and carefully brushed and it never seemed to get
mussed. He wore dark blue pajamas with white piping, a monogrammed CL on the
breast pocket. His right arm lay across the side of the bed where she’d lain earlier,
as if he’d gone to sleep to the rhythm of her breathing, her heartbeat. He lay still
now. She knew he smelled of their sweat and Hermeés’s Equipage. She knew so
much about him, more than she had any business knowing. But then, she’d never
been a conventional nun. The fact was, as a nun she’d been a royal pain in the
ass. To the Church, to the Order. She’d always known what was right: that was
the way she’d been born and nothing much had ever happened to change it. She
knew what was right and she knew what was wrong and very often her ideas and
the Church’s had been at odds. She’d gone her own way and defied them to do
anything about it. She’d gone public, she’d written two best-sellers, she’d become
a heroine of her time in the eyes of a great many people, and the publicity had
ensured her safety. She had dared the Church to admit it was too small, too petty,
too mean, to include her—and the Church had backed down. She had made
herself an indispensable centerpiece in the great facade of the modern Church of
Rome, and the only way they could ever get rid of her was—in her view at the
time—feetfirst.

But all that had happened before she’d embarked on the researches of the past
twelve months. Now, she reflected wryly, wiping her eyes one more time and
sniffling, all the causes and speeches and publicity had only been a warm-up.
Nothing, however, could have adequately prepared her for the past year, for the
growing fear. She thought she’d seen it all. She thought she’d seen evil in all of its
disguises and forms, and love in a good many. But she’d been wrong. She hadn’t
known diddly about evil or love, but, by God, she’d been finding out.

Eighteen months earlier Curtis Lockhardt had told her that he loved her. They
were in Rome, where she was at the jumping-off point for her new book, which
would deal with the Church’s role in World War II. He had been called to the
Vatican to take a hand in covering over the ever-growing scandal at the Vatican
Bank, which encompassed everything from fraud, extortion, and embezzlement to
simple murder. Lockhardt was one of the few laymen that the Church—in this
case Callistus [V—would turn to in a time of extreme crisis. Most laymen couldn’t
imagine the toughness of mind, the utter ruthlessness that controlling an octopus
like the Church required. Lockhardt could: he’d made a career out of precisely
those qualities while remaining the most sympathetic and charming and devout of
men. As Callistus was fond of saying, Lockhardt sat very near the center of the
center of the Church within the Church.

She had known Curtis Lockhardt all her life. When she had been Val Driskill
thirty years earlier, dancing on her parents’ lawn in the sweeping arcs of the



sprinklers, in her ruffled bathing suit, looking like a fancily wrapped piece of
candy, ten years old, Lockhardt had been a youthful lawyer and banker bearing
the imprimaturs of both the Rockefellers and the Chase. He had frequently visited
the house in Princeton to talk money business and Church business with her
father. As she pranced, showing off, glistening wet and tanned in the sunshine,
she’d heard the ice clinking in their glasses, seen them from the corner of her eye
sitting in white wicker chairs on the shady porch.

“You were an enchanting sprite at ten,” he told her in Rome that night, “And at
fifteen you were a sexy tomboy. Damn near beat me at tennis.”

“You kept watching me, not the ball.” She was grinning at him, remembering
how she’d known he was finding her desirable as she dashed about the court, the
breeze blowing her tennis skirt and drying the sweat on her face until she could
feel the saltiness crack. She’d liked him, admired him. She’d been fascinated by
his power, the layman who could make the priests sit up and listen. He was thirty-
five at the time and she had wondered why he’d never married.

“By the time you were twenty I was flat out scared to death of you. Afraid of the
effect that I knew you were having on me every time I saw you. And I felt like such
a fool. And then... do you remember the day I took you to lunch at The Plaza, the
Oak Room with the murals of fairyland castles in mountain kingdoms, and you
told me what you intended to do with the rest of your life—remember? The day you
told me you were going inside, joining the Order? My heart did a half gainer into
the tomato bisque. I felt like a spurned lover... and the fact was, had I been
entirely sane, I'd have been looking on you as a girl, as Hugh Driskill’s
daughter... a child.

“But the point was, of course, that I wasn’t sane. I was in love. And I've stayed
in love, Val. I've watched you, followed your career, and when you came to Los
Angeles I knew I'd have to start seeing you again...” He shrugged boyishly, and the
years fell away. “The bad news was that I was still in love with a nun, but the good
news was that I knew the wait had been worth it.”

Their love affair had begun that night in Rome in his apartment high above the
Via Veneto. And he had also begun the campaign to persuade her to leave the
Order and marry him. Betraying those vows—coming to his bed—had been the
easy part. Those vows had always been the coercive part of her job, the necessary
evil, the price she’d paid for the opportunity to serve the Church, to serve
humanity through the powerful instrument of the Church. But leaving the Order,
leaving the framework within which she’d built her life—that had proved to be
beyond her thus far.

Now, only an hour earlier, out of their mutual frustration they had quarreled
coldly, regretfully, neither accepting the other’s inability to understand, but still
loving, always loving. Finally they had found consolation in passion, and then he
had slept and she had slid from the bed, gone outside to think. To be alone with
the things she couldn’t dare tell him.

Before her, out of the night and wispy fog, wings flapped, a gull swooped down,
a blur going past her, and landed on the patio. It strutted for a moment, peered at
itself in the glass, took wing as if frightened by its reflection. She knew just how it
felt.



Suddenly she thought of her best friend, Sister Elizabeth, in Rome, in whom she
had seen certain mirror images of herself. Elizabeth was also an American, several
years younger, but so bright, so incisive, so understanding. Another modern nun,
doing the work she wanted, but not the troublemaker Val was. They had known
each other at Georgetown when Sister Val had been in the doctoral program,
Elizabeth a precocious, liberal M.A. candidate. They had forged a friendship that
had lasted through nearly a decade of extreme tensions within the Church. And in
Rome it was to Sister Elizabeth that Val had confided Lockhardt’s marriage
proposal. Sister Elizabeth had listened to the whole story and waited before
speaking.

“Play it by ear,” she said at last, “and if that’s casuistry, blame it on my
basically Jesuitical nature. Situation ethics. Remember your vows but think it
through—you’re not a captive, you know. Nobody’s locked you in a cell and thrown
away the key, left you to rot.”

Good advice, and if Elizabeth were in Malibu now, she’d have more good advice:
what would it be? But then, Val knew what it would be because Sister Elizabeth
always went back to it.

“If you’re going to keep sleeping with him, Val,” she’d said, “then you’ve got to
get out of the Order. There’s just no sense in going on the way you are. You may
think it’s a technicality but, face it, buster, it’s no technicality. You took vows.
Anybody can slip. But to go on slipping, make a way of life out of slipping—no
way. That’s just stupid and dishonest. You know it, I know it, and the Supreme
Being—she knows it, too.”

Remembering the certainty of Sister Elizabeth’s words, she felt only drained and
afraid. The fear was blotting out any other emotions.

It had begun with the research for the book. The damn book! What she’d give
never to have thought of the book! But it was too late for that now and it was the
fear that had brought her back to the United States, that would take her home to
Princeton. It was the fear that made her so hesitant about everything—about
Curtis and love and staying in or getting out... You couldn’t think straight when
you were consumed with fear. She had ventured too far in her researches, had
kept digging when she should have had the sense to stop short and get out, go
home. She should have forgotten what she’d found, attended to her own life, to
Curtis. But it wasn’t just for herself that she was afraid. Overshadowing
everything else was the greatest fear. Her fear for the Church.

So she’d come back to America, intending to lay it all out for Curtis. But
something had warned her, told her to stop, something she hated identifying.
What she had discovered was a kind of infernal device, a bomb that had been
ticking for a long, long time. Curtis Lockhardt either knew about it, or—God help
him—was part of it, or he knew nothing at all of it. No, she couldn’t tell him. He
was too close to the Church, too much a part of it. That much, at least, seemed to
make sense.

But the bomb was there and she had stumbled across it. It reminded her of the
time at the house in Princeton when her brother Ben, rooting around in the
basement looking for the old hickory-shafted golf clubs from their father’s youth,
had come across the seven cans of black powder left over from some long-ago
Fourth of July. She had followed him down the steps, past all the accumulated



mountains of the family’s history, wary of spiders real or imagined that might drop
into her hair, and had suddenly become aware of his voice, dropped to a whisper,
telling her for Christ’s sake to go back, and she had said she was going to tell on
him for swearing.

Well, that was when he’d told her the house could blow up at any moment
because that black powder had been in those cans since before they were born
and was damned unstable. The water heater in the same room had a short in it,
was shooting sparks. She didn’t know anything about black powder, but she knew
her brother Ben, and Ben wasn’t kidding.

He’d made her go into the stone-walled stable while he had carefully, dripping
with sweat, carried one can after another up from the basement and out across
the back lawn past the family chapel all the way to the edge of the lake at the back
of their property, back beyond the apple orchard. When he called the police in
Princeton they'd sent some firemen, and the chief of police himself had come in
the black DeSoto and they had wetted it all down and Ben was a real hero after
that. The policemen gave him some kind of honorary badge, and a week or so later
Ben had given it to her, a present, because she’d been a brave soldier, too, and
followed orders. She’d been surprised, had cried and worn it every day all summer
long, slept with it under her pillow. She was seven and Ben was fourteen and for
the rest of her life she’d always gone to Ben when she needed somebody who
would be a hero for her.

Now she had this bomb of her own, unstable and capable of blowing the coming
papal election to smithereens, and she was going home to see Ben. Not Curtis, not
her father—at least not yet. But she knew she would go back to Ben. She always
smiled to herself when she thought about Ben, brother Ben, the lapsed—
“collapsed is more like it,” he used to say—Catholic. She could lay it all out for
him, tell him what had come to light in the Torricelli papers and in the Secret
Archives. He would laugh at her predicament and then he’d get serious and he’d
know what to do. And he’d know what they should tell their father, how they
should approach him with the whole story...

New York

The Rolls-Royce was waiting at Kennedy when Lockhardt’s private jet arrived,
and took them directly through light traffic into the heart of midtown, arriving a
half hour ahead of schedule. Lockhardt told his driver to drop him in the short
block called Rockefeller Plaza which ran between the RCA Building and the
Rockefeller Center ice rink. In the commodious backseat he looked into Val’s eyes,
took her hand. “You’re sure there’s nothing you want to tell me now?”

There was so much more behind the question than was showing. He hadn’t told
her about the call he’d received a week before, when she was still in Egypt, from a
friend at the Vatican. There was concern in high places about what she was doing,
the research trail she’d come upon, her determination in pursuing it. Lockhardt’s
friend in the Vatican was asking him to find out just what she’d learned, to
convince her to lay off.



Lockhardt had too much respect for Val’s motives and work to bring the
Vatican’s curiosity into the open. In any case, the Vatican did not impress Sister
Val. But he also had a strong sense of self-preservation which he could easily
enlarge to include her. For that reason he was disturbed by the inquiry. It never
did you any good to have someone in the Vatican all over your case. And the call
wouldn’t have been made on a whim. Something was seriously bothering someone,
and the word had been passed on. But he couldn’t press Val. She’d tell him what
she’d been up to but he had to give her time.

She smiled nervously, shook her head. “No, really. Youve got plenty on your
mind right now. Callistus is dying. And you, my darling man, have got to decide
who is going to be the next pope... the vultures are gathering.”

“Do I strike you as a vulture?”

“Not at all. You’re beating the vultures to it, as usual.”

“When it comes to naming popes, I don’t have a vote.”

“Don’t be disingenuous. Didn’t Time call you the cardinal without the red hat?”
She grinned at his scowl. “You have a great deal more than a vote. You named the
last pope—~

“With your father’s help, Sister.” He laughed. “And we could have done worse—"

“Barely,” she said.

“My God, I love you, Sister.”

“And you’re in a position to name the next pope. Let’s be realistic. And I love
you, too. You’re not all that bad for an older man.”

“You’re not supposed to have much basis for comparison,” he said.

“Believe me, I don’t.”

He took her hand. “Val, I wish you’d trust me, too. This terrible secret of yours—
it’s driving you crazy. You’re completely worn out. Whatever it is, it’s taking a hell
of a toll on you. You're thin, you’re tired, you look run-down—"

“You sweet-talking, silver-tongued devil—"

“You know what I mean. Take it easy, relax, talk to Ben... You've got to get this
off your chest.”

“Curtis, cut me a break on this one, okay? I don’t want to look foolish if my
imagination has run away with me. This can all wait until tomorrow. Then maybe
I'll lay it all out for you.” She squeezed his hand. “Now you go see Andy.” She
leaned forward and kissed him softly, felt his hand in her hair, cupping her head.
His mouth brushed her ear.

He got out and stood on the sidewalk, watched her wave as the car pulled away,
and then the blackened window rose and she was gone. Next stop Princeton.

He’d lived so much of his life in the corridors of power that for a very long time
he’d mistaken satisfaction and discreet camaraderie for happiness. Then Sister
Valentine had revealed the mysteries of utter happiness, solved the great puzzle.
Now he was sure they’d be together for good.

It was in this frame of mind that he stood gazing down at the skaters gliding
rhythmically around the rink. It was true that he was worried about Val. She’d
been in Rome, Paris, and had gone as far afield as Alexandria, Egypt, all in the
name of research. He had tried to put the pieces together. He knew she’d also been
working in the Secret Archives. And then he’d gotten that damned call from Rome.



From his vantage point at the railing above the ice he smiled at the sight of an
elderly priest, full of grace and dignity, skating among the kids. He watched with
admiration as the priest with his black raincoat blowing out behind him swept
down and plucked a pretty girl from the ice where she’d fallen. He doubted if he
had ever seen a more solemn and serene face.

He glanced at the Patek Philippe, a golden wafer on his wrist. Monsignor
Heffernan, only forty-five now, destined for the red hat within the next five or ten
years, was waiting. As Archbishop Cardinal Klammer’s right-hand man, he had
already accumulated considerable power in one of the wealthiest sees of the
Church. He was not known for his dignity, certainly not for his solemnity. He was
known for getting things done. And for such a hail-fellow-well-met, he was a
punctual bastard who expected punctuality in others.

It was time to go.

The Church’s involvement with the square block directly to the east of St.
Patrick’s Cathedral dated back to the late nineteenth century when it had built a
father pedestrian church, St. John’s, on the site which later—after the Church
sold the land—saw the construction of the famous Villard houses, which reminded
some observers of the austere Florentine dwellings of Medici princes. Too
expensive to remain in private hands following World War II, the glorious houses
were abandoned and sat waiting, elegant and empty memories of another age.

In 1948 Francis Cardinal Spellman, Archbishop of New York, who was
accustomed to looking at them across the traffic of Madison Avenue from his
residence at St. Patrick’s, decided to reacquire them. In no time the Church with
its countless official selves spread through the magnificent buildings. The Gold
Room at 451 Madison became the conference chamber for the Diocesan
Consultors. A reception room overlooking Madison became a conference room for
the Metropolitan Tribunal of the Archdiocese. The dining room was transformed
into the tribunal’s courtroom and the library became the Chancery office. Pushing
down corridors and up marble staircases, the protean entity of the Church
spread...

Times change, however. By the 1970s, the real estate boom of the 1960s had
collapsed and the Church found itself unable to unload the Villard houses, which
once again sat empty, representing an annual tax burden of $700,000. The
economic problem was acute.

They were rescued by Harry Helmsley, who offered to lease the Villard houses
and the adjacent Church-owned properties to construct a hotel. The Archdiocese
assisted Helmsley with the red-tape problems, and, in the end, the houses were
saved intact, the Church still owned the site, and Helmsley had a long-term lease.
He built his hotel around the houses.

Like a Renaissance prince, he called it The Helmsley Palace.

It was this palace that Curtis Lockhardt entered beneath the nineteenth-century
bronze and glass marquee on Fiftieth. He went directly through the hushed
reception area with its mirrors and the rich French walnut paneling, turned
abruptly right, and went into the small enclosure that contained a concierge’s
desk and the out-of-the-way elevators servicing the topmost floors, the
penthouses.



It was typical of Andy Heffernan to have reserved the Church’s triplex
penthouse for the meeting. In the highly political world he inhabited, Curtis
Lockhardt was one of Monsignor Heffernan’s trump cards, and he wanted to
maintain as much secrecy as he could. Lockhardt was talking about a sum of
money so large that not a shred of rumor could be permitted to leak out. The
choice of the next pope was on the table, nestling up close to the money. Had they
met across the street at St. Patrick’s, the rumors would have beaten them to the
street. Power, luxury, worldliness, and secrecy: that was Monsignor Heffernan.

Lockhardt knew that the Dunhill Monte Cruz 200 cigars and the Rémy Martin
cognac Andy favored would be ready. Monsignor Heffernan often remarked off the
record that you took all the perks you could get and the more you took the more
there were to take.

Lockhardt got out of the elevator at the fifty-fourth floor and padded through the
deep carpeting to the end of a long hallway running parallel to Madison Avenue.
There was nothing to indicate anything out of the ordinary behind any of the
doors. He pressed the buzzer and waited. A voice from a small speaker said:
“Come in, Curtis me lad.” It sounded as if the good monsignor might have enjoyed
a two-martini lunch.

Although he was accustomed to luxury, Lockhardt was always impressed by the
sight of what lay before him. He stood at the top of a curving staircase with an
elaborately carved banister. The huge room below was two stories in height,
completely glassed in, with Manhattan spreading out beyond like an isometric
map.

The Empire State Building, the suave art deco spire of the Chrysler Building,
the pristine modernity of the World Trade Center towers, beyond them in the bay
the Statue of Liberty, Staten Island, the Jersey shoreline...

Radio City, Rockefeller Center, the luminous patch of the ice rink ... and almost
straight down was St. Patrick’s, its twin steeples rising majestically above Fifth
Avenue.

He felt as if he were standing on a cloud. He held the carved railing as he slowly
descended the thickly carpeted stairs. He couldn’t look away from the view. It
made him feel like a child confronted by toys beyond his wildest dreams.

“I'm having a quick pee.” Heffernan’s voice floated out from behind some hidden
door. “Be with you in two shakes.”

Lockhardt turned back to the view, almost mesmerized by the clarity and detail
of the city. He was standing with his nose nearly pressed to the glass, staring
down at a view of St. Patrick’s that its builders must never quite have imagined.
God’s view. It was like looking at a blueprint that had come to life, developed a
third dimension rising up at you.

“God bless our little home.” Monsignor Heffernan, a large man with thinning red
hair and a nose that seemed to have been pilfered from a clown, lumbered toward
him. He was red with sunburn that was peeling. He was wearing a black shirt and
a priest’s dog collar, black trousers, and black tasseled loafers. His watery blue
eyes blinked behind a scrim of cigar smoke. He had battled his way up from Irish
poverty, South Boston variety. He was already a very important man in his world
and by cementing his alliance with the great American kingmaker he was
becoming even more so. Conveniently, they were able to use each other, which the



monsignor thought was as good a definition of friendship as you were likely to
come across. Andy Heffernan was a happy man.

“You’re looking very fit and virtuous for a rich man, Curtis. Have a cigar.” He
pointed to a wooden box on the corner of a cluttered trestle table topped by a slab
of glass two inches thick.

“You've twisted my arm,” Lockhardt said. He lit the Monte Cruz with a Dunhill
cigar match and savored the flavor. “Where did you pick up the look of a lobster?”

“Florida. Just back yesterday from a week of charity golf. Great week.” He went
to the chair behind the table and sat down. There were several folders, a legal pad,
a telephone, the cigars, a heavy ashtray. Lockhardt sat down facing him across the
field of glass. “Great guys, Jackie Gleason, Johnny and Tom and Jack, all of them.
Lots of great guys down in Florida. Do anything for the Church. Hell of a benefit
for the Our Lady of Peace children’s wing. Lotsa golf. You’re not going to believe
this, but I missed a hole in one by no less than three inches! Damned if I didn’t!
Shoulda been on the TV—six iron pin high, three crummy inches to the left. I got
one in Scotland once, at Muirfield... ah, happy days, a hell of a long way from
South Boston. What more can a man want, Curtis? Enjoy, enjoy, we’re a long time
dead—”

“Whatever happened to the life eternal, the choir invisible, big sets of wings—"

“You and your nuns’ theology! Gimme a break.” Heffernan laughed in his
characteristic all-out way that was supposed to make you think he was as wide
open as a whorehouse on Saturday night.

“You want a break and ten million bucks?” Lockhardt smiled back at him and
blew a smoke ring. The figure was so large that on the few occasions it had come
up specifically in their conversations it had been very rewarding to watch
Heffernan’s reaction.

“Ten million bucks ...” Heffernan’s laughter died quickly. That much money was
very serious business, even to the right-hand man of Archbishop Cardinal
Klammer. Lockhardt always wondered what was going on in the man’s mind when
he was talking about holes in one with Johnny Miller and laughing that way. He
never seemed to be on his guard. Yet he never seemed to make a mistake.

“The ten million,” Heffernan said softly, liking the sound of it. He touched his
fingertips before him, tapped all ten against one another. “You believe ten million
will swing this whole deal?”

“More or less. I can always come up with more. There’s always a deep pockets
reserve.”

“Like Hugh Driskill, maybe?”

Lockhardt shrugged. “Andy, you can make any assumption you like. But do you
really need to know? Do you really want to know? I rather doubt that.”

“Whatever you say. You come up with the money, I'll help you see it into the
right hands.” Heffernan sighed like a man who knew he was well off, a smiling
Irishman. “Klammer just kills me, Curtis. All this handsoff bullshit, all his
deniability rap—”

“American cardinals are different. They tend to think their votes are sacred
things rather than trading chips. I suppose he doesn’t want to touch any of this
himself, he doesn’t know it ever happened. Bribes scare them—~



“Gifts, gifts!” Heffernan made a face. “The B word must never pass our lips. Ten
million. What are we actually getting for the money, you and I? Is it, in a word,
good for the Jews?”

“A rock-solid American core of support. You put that together with Fangio, the
cardinals Callistus named who owe us... bottom line, Andy, is we name the next
pope. The Church stays on track. We see to it.” For a moment his mind stuck,
hearing Sister Valentine, hearing her tell him that what she’d turned up could
affect the choice of the next pope...

“No defections in the ranks?”

“Why should anyone defect? Saint Jack is seventy-six years old. He won’t last
forever and then... well, by then you’ll be wearing the red hat and the Church will
have had a great man as pope for a time. And this old Church will have been
moved on into the twenty-first century, going the only direction it can go if it’s
going to survive. It’s a new world coming, Andy, and the Church has got to hit the
ground running. It’s as simple as that.”

“I gotta hand it to you, you make it simple. The money is certain?”

“I never deal in mere probabilities, Andy.”

“Well, this calls for a libation.” Monsignor Heffernan reached for the Rémy
Martin on a tray beside two handsome pieces of Baccarat crystal. He poured and
handed one glass to Curtis Lockhardt. “To money well spent.”

The two men stood at the vast expanse of glass, drank a toast against the
awesome backdrop of Manhattan. It was as if they stood on a man-made
mountaintop, a peak they’d achieved together, Lockhardt leading the way with his
faithful monsignor.

“To jolly old Saint Jack,” Lockhardt said quietly.

“To the future,” the monsignor echoed.

It was Heffernan who saw him first. He smacked his lips, looked up, and saw an
old priest. Somehow he’d come in unheard, descended the steps while they’d been
enjoying the view and congratulating themselves. Monsignor Heffernan cocked his
head quizzically, his red face smiling sunnily. “Yes, Father, what can I do for you?”

Lockhardt turned, saw the priest. It was the skater. Lockhardt smiled,
remembering the scene at the ice rink. Then he noticed the gloved hand coming
up, and there was something about it...

While Lockhardt watched, strength draining from his body and being replaced
with biological, chemical, uncontrollable shock, he tried in the fractional instant to
grasp what was happening. This priest was all wrong. He didn’t come from Curtis
Lockhardt’s corridors of power. There was a gun in his hand.

It made a strange mulffled sound, like an arrow hitting a wet target.

Andy Heffernan was slammed backward against the vastness of glass,
silhouetted against the light, arms outstretched as if waiting for the nails to be
driven home. The sound came again and the sunburned face came apart—
irrevocably apart, ended in every way: the thoughts tumbled through Lockhardt’s
brain as he stood; unable to move, to run, to throw himself at this gunman—the
face he’d known so many years came apart in an explosion of blood and bone. A
web of cracks appeared in the blood-spattered glass wall, radiating away from a
hole the size of a man’s fist.



Lockhardt stared down at what was left of his friend, stared at the slippery
crimson trail he’d left on the window. Lockhardt felt his way along the edge of the
desktop, moving slowly as if in a dream, moving backward toward the body of
Monsignor Heffernan. He was only barely functioning. Everything seemed so far
away, dim, as if things were happening at the end of a tunnel.

Slowly the priest swung the gun around to face him.

“God’s will,” he said, and Lockhardt struggled to comprehend, struggled to
decipher the code. “God’s will,” the old priest whispered again.

Lockhardt stared into the gun barrel, looked into the old priest’s eyes, but he
was seeing something else, a little girl in a frilly bathing suit dancing and laughing
and showing off in the rainbow of a sprinkler’s arc, dancing in the sunshine, on
the wet, newly mown grass that clung to her toes as she danced.

Lockhardt heard his own voice, couldn’t quite make out what he was saying.
Maybe he was calling to the little girl, calling her name, trying to reach her before
it was too late, trying to get there, scrambling back into the safety of the past, the
safety of the net of time...

The priest waited, his face kindly, as if he were giving Curtis Lockhardt time to
reach safe ground...

Then the old priest pulled the trigger.

Curtis Lockhardt lay with his head against the glass, where it met the carpet.
He was drowning in his own blood, his lungs filling. There was a dimming of his
vision, as if night were falling fast now, and he couldn’t quite see the prancing
child anymore. In her place he could make out the shape of St. Patrick’s Cathedral
blurring far below him. The spires seemed to be reaching toward him, like fingers
pointing.

He saw a black trouser leg beside his face. He felt something blunt pressing
against the back of his head.

Curtis Lockhardt blinked hard, trying to make out the sprightly dancing figure,
but instead he took one last look at St. Patrick’s.
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always at the service of Rome. His faith never wavers—even when his only daughter dies
for her sacred mission....

Sister Valentine: Passionate, outspoken, unwavering in her convictions. She listened
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PART 1

Chapter 1

- Driskill -

I remember that first day quite clearly.

I was summoned to lunch at his club by Drew Summerhays, the imperishable
gray eminence of our well-upholstered world downtown at Bascomb, Lufkin, and
Summerhays. He possessed the clearest, most adaptable mind I'd ever
encountered, and most of our luncheon discussions were both illuminating and
amusing. And they always had a point. Summerhays was eighty-two that year, the
age of the century, but he still ventured down to Wall Street most days. He was
our living legend, a friend and adviser to every president since Franklin Roosevelt’s
first campaign, a backstage hero of World War II, a spy master, and always a
confidant of the popes. Through his close relationship with my father I'd known
him all my life.

On occasion, even before I'd joined the firm and subsequently become a partner,
I’d had his ear because he’d watched me grow up. Once, when I was about to
become a Jesuit novice, he’d come to me with advice and I'd had the lack of
foresight to ignore it. Oddly enough, in such contrast to his austere, flinty
appearance, he was a lifelong football fan and, particularly, a fan of mine. He had
advised me to play a few years of professional football once I'd graduated from
Notre Dame. The Jesuits, he argued, would still be there when I retired but now
was my only chance to test my ability at the next level. He had hoped that fate
might deliver me to the New York Giants. It might have happened, I suppose. But I
was young and I knew it all.

I'd spent my Notre Dame years as a linebacker, caked in mud and crap and
blood, all scabby and hauling around more than my share of free-floating anxiety
and rage. Two hundred and fifty pounds of mayhem stuffed into a two-hundred-
pound body. Sportswriter hyperbole, sure, but Red Smith had so described me.
The fact was, in those days I was a dangerous man.

Nowadays I am quite a civilized specimen in my way, kept in one psychological
piece by that fragile membrane that separates us from the triumph of unreason
and evil. Kept intact and relatively harmless by the practice of law, by the family,
by the family’s name and tradition.

Summerhays hadn’t understood the simple truth that I'd lost whatever
enthusiasm I’'d ever had for playing football. And my father wanted me to become
a priest. Summerhays always thought that my father was a bit more of a Catholic
than was, strictly speaking, good for him. Summerhays was a realistic Papist. My
father, he told me, was something else, a true believer.



In the end I hadn’t played pro football and I had gone off to become a Jesuit. It
was the last bit of advice I'd ever taken from my father and, as I recall, the last
time I ignored a suggestion from Drew Summerhays. The price for my lack of
judgment was high. As it developed, the Society of Jesus seemed to be a hammer,
the Church an anvil, and the smiling linebacker got caught between. Bang, bang,
bang.

It wasn’t just that I didn’t become the Jesuit my father had hoped for—young
Father Ben Driskill, mighty Hugh’s boy, chucking old ladies under their chins at
rummage sales, shooting baskets with the neighborhood toughs and turning them
into altar boys, giving smelly old wino Mr. Leary the last rites, arranging for the
teens’ hayride with Sister Rosalie from the Visitation Convent School, leading the
caroling at Christmas... none of that for me. No, I said good-bye to all of it, turned
in my rosary, hung up the reliable old scourge, packed away the hair shirt, kissed
them all farewell.

I haven’t been inside a Catholic church in twenty years, except to honor my
sister Valentine, who picked up the standard that I'd thrown down and became a
nun of the Order. Sister Val: one of those new nuns you kept hearing about,
running around raising hell, driving the Church nuts. Val had made the covers of
Time and Newsweek and People. Old Hugh—to his considerable dismay, at
times—had sired a hellion.

Val and I used to joke about it because she knew where I stood. She knew I'd
gone inside the Church and glimpsed the machinery glowing red-hot. She knew I'd
heard the sizzle. And she knew I'd been burned. She understood me and I
understood her. I knew she was more determined than I, had more guts.

The only thing I didn’t enjoy chatting with Drew Summerhays about was
football. Unfortunately, as I'd feared, football was on his mind that day. It was the
season, late October, and there was no stopping him as we set out on foot for one
of his many clubs. He wore his impeccable chesterfield with its perfectly brushed
velvet collar, a pearl-gray homburg, his tightly rolled Brigg umbrella tapping the
narrow sidewalk where the jumble of financial district workers seemed
miraculously to part and make way for him. It had become a raw, blustery day
down at our end of Manhattan, heavy smudged clouds like thumbprints moving in
after a sunny, perfect morning. There was a taste of winter working its way up the
island, starting with us. Grim gray clouds were pressing down on Brooklyn, trying
to drown it in the East River.

As we sat down and commenced lunch, Summerhays’s dry, precise voice was
going on about a long-ago game I'd played in lowa City against the Hawkeyes. I
made seven unassisted tackles and had two sacks that day, but the play that was
lodged in the old man’s mind was the last of the game with Iowa on the Notre
Dame four-yard line. The tight end had run a brutal little post pattern, I'd had to
fight off two blocks, and when I looked up, the ball was floating toward the tight
end in the back of the end zone. We were six points ahead, there was no time left
on the clock. The end zone was flooded with receivers alert to the possibility of a
tipped ball. So I'd made a frantic leap out of the mud sucking at me and
intercepted the pass. Anybody standing there could have done it. It happened to
be me. My nose had been broken to start the fourth quarter and a gash over my
eyes had blinded me with blood, but I got lucky and caught the damn thing. The



interception became a Notre Dame legend that lasted the rest of the season, and
Drew Summerhays, of all people, was remembering it and wanted to hear the
whole boring story again.

So while he was bringing down all that old thunder from the skies [ remembered
how it had felt when it had struck me during a summer scrimmage that I quite
suddenly understood the game. I could see it all, as if it were a single piece of
fabric: the quarterback across the humped tails and helmets of the down linemen,
his eyes moving, the cadence of his raw, hoarse voice, yes, I could somehow see
his voice; I saw running backs tense; as if I could chart the movement of
molecules, I saw the receivers shift their weight, strain at the leash. I saw the
linemen thinking out their blocking assignments. I saw inside the quarterback’s
head, I knew what he was thinking, how the play would develop, how I should
react.

And from that day on I understood the bloody game, saw each play developing
as if it were in slo-mo. I understood the absolute essence of what was going on and
I became one hell of a football player. Made the Look All-American team and got to
shake hands with Bob Hope on TV. Football.

You tell yourself later on that you learned a lot about life from playing football
and maybe you did. You learned about pain, about the wild-eyed crazy bastard
down in the silt at the bottom of your psyche; you learned about locker-room jock
humor and gung-ho for the Fighting Irish and old grads who turned on you if you
lost the fucking game; you learned that just because you were a football player it
didn’t mean you were going to get anywhere with the blondes with big tits on the
Bob Hope Show. If that was life, well, I guess you learned something about life
from football.

But nothing I've ever known since quite equaled that moment of summer
scrimmage when I saw it all so clearly. Drew Summerhays never understood
football like that. And what he understood I simply never grasped. Summerhays
understood the Church.

I watched him complete the neat, surgical slicing and spearing of the last morsel
of Dover sole which he ate without any accompaniment whatsoever: no salad, no
vegetables, no rolls and butter. A single glass of Evian water. No coffee, no dessert.
The man was going to live forever, and what I really wanted from him was the
name of the person who did his shirts. I had never seen such starch work. Never a
ripple, just shirts like perfect fields of snow. I felt like a peasant sopping up the
sauce in which the last of my osso buco lay. His face was expressionless, unless
patience with my appetite constituted an expression. He urged a choice Fladgate
port on me and the wine steward scurried away to the club cellars. Summerhays
slipped a gold hunter from his vest pocket, checked the hour, and got to the point
of our luncheon, which had nothing to do with Notre Dame and old gridiron
exploits.

“Curtis Lockhardt is coming to town today, Ben. Have you ever spent much time
with him?”

“l hardly know him. I've met him a few times. That’s since I've been a grown-up.
He used to hang around the house when Val and I were kids.”

“That’s one way of putting it. I'd have described him as your father’s protége.
Almost a member of the family. That’s how I'd have put it, anyway.” He ran a



knuckle along his upper lip, then shifted away from the possible implications I
might recognize about Lockhardt’s relationship with my sister. Whatever that
might be. It was none of my business, what your new nuns got up to these days.

“He’ll be seeing me, of course,” Summerhays went on. “And your father,
too... ah, thank you, Simmons. Precisely what I had in mind for Mr. Driskill.”
Simmons placed the bottle on the table, allowing me the privilege of pouring my
own. I slid it around the glass. The port had legs, I had to give it that. Simmons
reappeared with a Davidoff cigar and a clipper. In no time at all I decided that
reminiscing about the lowa game had been a small price to pay.

“And,” Summerhays said softly, “I'd like you to spend some time with him. It
occurs to me that given some of the firm’s interests—” He may have shrugged. It
was so subtle | may have imagined it.

“Which interests would those be, Drew?” I felt a draw play coming my way. I was
being suckered into committing myself too early. If I didn’t watch out, Drew
Summerhays would have a first and goal inside the ten.

“l wouldn’t try to mislead you,” he said. “We’re talking about the Church here.
But, Ben, the Church is business, and business is business is business.”

“Let me see if I've got this straight, Drew. You’re saying business is business?”

“You have grasped the essence of my thought.”

“l was afraid of that.”

“Two lawyers,” he said, “being cute.” A smile flitted across his thin lips. “You
may have heard that the Holy Father is unwell?”

It was my turn to shrug.

“That’s why Lockhardt is coming to town. He’s firming up plans for choosing a
successor to Callistus. He may want our counsel—”

“Not mine,” I said. “Most unlikely.”

“And I want you firmly in the picture. It is valuable to the firm that we have
sufficient lead time when this sort of decision is being made. Or seriously
contemplated.”

I rolled about ten dollars worth of port on my tongue. I puffed a bit on the cigar
while he waited with vast serenity. “I thought the College of Cardinals still elected
the pope. Did they change the rules and not send me the letter?”

“They haven’t changed anything. They pick the popes exactly as they always
have. You know, Ben, you've got to keep a firm rein on your anticlericalism. Just a
word of advice.”

“It’s served me pretty well so far.”

“Things change. Almost everything changes. But not, as it happens, the Church,
not at its heart. You mustn’t think I would ever ask you to compromise your
principles.”

“Thank God for that, Drew.”

The irony was lost on him for the moment. “But the firm works closely with the
Church,” he said. “There are things you should familiarize yourself with... things
that are somewhat out of the ordinary run. Why not start with our friend
Lockhardt?”

“Because the Church is my enemy. I can’t make it any clearer than that.”

“You’re losing your sense of humor, Ben. Your sense of proportion. I'm not
suggesting that you aid the Church in any way. I merely want you to listen, to



become more informed about our dealings. Forget your personal problems with the
Church. Remember, business—”

“Is business.”

“That’s it in a nutshell, Ben.”

It certainly was turning out to be my day for the Catholics.

When I got back to the office Father Vinnie Halloran was waiting for me. I felt a
groan welling up inside me. He was a Jesuit, about my age, and I'd known him a
long time. The Society had put him in charge of handling the last will and
testament of the late Lydia Harbaugh of Oyster Bay, Palm Beach, and Bar Harbor.
It was a marginally nutty document that left the bulk of her vast estate to the
Society of Jesus. There was a good deal of Jesuitical concern about its ability to
withstand the challenge from three understandably truculent, shortchanged heirs
presumptive.

“Look, Ben, the dowager empress of Oyster Bay gave two sons to the Jesuits. Is
it any wonder that she wanted the Society to benefit in a large way? As her will
clearly indicates, let me hasten to add. Hell, it isn’t as if the other three offspring—
have you seen them, Ben? God at His cruelest—they aren’t getting shut out.
Coupla million apiece for them. Greedy little bastards.” I hadn’t seen Vinnie in his
clerical collar more than five times in my life. Today he wore a Harris tweed jacket,
a striped shirt, a bow tie. He looked at me in hopes of encouragement.

“They’re going to offer a lot of evidence that she was a batty old dipsomaniac for
the last twenty years of her life. Very persuasive case, in my view. And under the
influence she made a patently absurd will. Jesuits camped at her bedside. And so
on.”

“Is that any way for our mouthpiece to talk?” Vinnie came from money so,
contrary to popular belief, money meant a great deal to him. Halloran money from
Pittsburgh was nothing like Driskill money from Princeton and New York, but it
was enough to get you into certain habits.

“Is this really what the Church had in mind for you, Vincent? Hovering over the
doubtful wills of rich old ladies?”

“Don’t get moralistic on me, Ben,” he said blandly. “It’s a doggie-dog world out
there.”

“Dog eat dog,” I corrected him. We’d been doing that bit for years.

“The Church is no different from any other big organization. You know that. The
Church, and the Society, we have to look out for ourselves because sure as hell
nobody else will. I do my part by rounding up odd bits of loose change here and
there. The Church has got to own itself—"

“Vinnie, Vinnie, this is me, Ben. The Church hasn’t owned itself since the days
of Constantine. It’s always out whoring for someone. The pimps change but the
Church is always back on the street the next day.”

“By Jove, laddie, you may be this Antichrist we've all heard so much about.
What a red-letter day for me... still, you might make the perfect Jesuit yet. Except
you fight for your piddling little idea of the great truths too zealously. You never
learned to speak your piece and shut up. The truth is you never understood what
the Church was about. You were never able to force the cuddly little lamb of
idealism to lie down with the fierce lion of realism and make nice-nice. Which is
what the Church is all about.”



“What a happily pragmatic fellow you are!”

“Have to be. I'm a priest.” He leaned back and grinned at me. “I've gotta live with
this mess. And it is a mess; the Church is not a tidy place. Because man is never
tidy. We all just run around doing the best we can and if we’re right fifty-one
percent of the time, well, hell, that’s about all you can ask for. Believe me, the
Dowager Harbaugh wanted the Society to have this moola. And if the old bat
didn’t, she should have.”

What mattered to Vinnie and all the other Vinnies was that they believed.
Halloran’s faith was intact. He'd always told me that I'd had a faithectomy
somewhere along the line. His belief and faith were not only in God-maybe not
even mainly in God—but in the Church itself, which was where we really parted
company. I'd observed them at work and I'd learned you could find God a
convenient myth or you could believe He lived in your dishwasher and spoke to
you during the hot-dry cycle, none of that mattered. But, by heaven, you’d better
believe in the Church.

After lunch I stood in the corner office I'd occupied for most of a decade and
looked out at Battery Park and the towers of the World Trade Center and the
Statue of Liberty, which was only barely visible through the fog and mist that was
thickening by midafternoon. It was the kind of office Hugh Driskill’s son was
expected to have, and expectations were very much a part of our lives at Bascomb,
Lufkin, and Summerhays. There was an English partners desk from Dickens’s
day, a Louis XV refectory table, a Brancusi on top of it, an Epstein bust on a
pedestal, and a Klee on the wall. It could give you the shakes if you weren'’t feeling
pretty confident. Gifts from my father and my former wife, Antonia, and all very
eclectic and smashing. New York magazine had once done a piece on power offices,
and mine had been among them and it had taken me a long time to live it down.
I’d picked the carpet and both Hugh and Antonia thought it looked like the bottom
of the canary cage which was, if memory serves, just about the only thing they
ever agreed on. In the end all that Antonia and I had shared was a deep distrust of
the Roman Catholic Church, but it hadn’t been enough to save our marriage. I
always felt that she had inherited her attitude at birth while I'd acquired mine the
old-fashioned way. I'd earned it.

The fog was rolling in from the direction of Staten Island, blurring familiar
landmarks, like clouds of memory overtaking the everyday trivialities. When you
reached the middle of your life, one of the revelations concerned memories, or so it
seemed to me. They seemed so important and they would not be pushed aside.
They exercised their claim on you and you began to wonder if they held all the
keys to all the locked doors in your psyche. It was a little scary.

There had always been lots of priests hanging around the house while Val and I
were growing up. By the time Father came home from the war in 1945 I was ten,
and it was summer. In those years when Father was out of the country and we
couldn’t see him except on leaves, there was an elderly priest with a great deal of
white hair billowing from ears and nostrils who made an impression on me. He
was Father Polanski, who came to say mass in our chapel. He sometimes puttered
about in the gardens with Mother and me and once gave me a trowel of my own
but we didn’t really know him any more than we knew the man who kept the



skating pond neat and smooth or the fellows who came to do the lawn, mow it and
rake it and prune the trees in the orchard.

It wasn’t until our father came home from the war that we really noticed a priest
as a human being, and that was a matter of comparative necessity. He brought
one with him, an actual Italian who spoke English with a heavy accent. Val and 1
somehow got it into our heads that Father—or was he Monsignor?—Giacomo
D’Ambrizzi, in his long cassock and high-topped, bulbous-toed, thick-soled black
shoes, was a trophy of the war that Father had bagged in some peculiar way—akin
to the dusty, moth-eaten stuffed bear standing in one corner of the tack room and
the lion and rhino heads in the lodge in the Adirondacks. In some childlike way
little Val, who was nearly four, and I figured that Father D’Ambrizzi belonged to
us. He seemed to enjoy the relationship, too. There’s no way to count all the
piggyback rides, the games of checkers and animal lotto and croquet he played
with us that summer, how many hours he spent with us in the first autumn of
peace, taking hayrides and learning to bob for apples along with us, carving jack-
o’-lanterns and trying to get the hang of ice skating out on the pond beyond the
orchard. He seemed as innocent as Val and I certainly were. If the other priests I
came to know had shared his virtues, I suppose I'd be a priest now, but that kind
of supposition is pretty much of a dead end these days.

Father D’Ambrizzi liked doing things with his hands and I used to sit by the
hour, entranced, watching him. He built a swing out in the orchard, hanging the
ropes from the stout limb of a large apple tree. I'd never seen anything quite so
wonderful—but then he surpassed himself with a tree house reached by a rope
ladder. And even more impressive than that was watching him lay bricks, the way
he slapped the mortar around and leveled them with such certainty. He did some
work on the chapel, which had taken to crumbling in a couple of places. I was
spellbound. I took to dogging his footsteps wherever he went other than when he
closed the study door to do his “work.” I could tell that his work was terribly
important. No one ever bothered him when he was at his work in the study.

But when he emerged, there I'd be waiting for him. He would pick me up in his
long, hairy, simian arms as if I were a doll. His hair was thick and black and curly,
cropped close to his boulder of a skull like a cap. His nose was like a banana, his
mouth curled like a prince in a Renaissance painting. He was a good six inches
shorter than my father. He was built like Edward G. Robinson, according to my
mother. I asked her what that meant and she thought for a moment and said,
“Well, you know, Benjy. Like a gangster, darling.”

Father didn’t have D’Ambrizzi’s easy grace with children. He must have felt
moments of jealousy at the crushes Val and I had developed on this exotic
specimen. We never thought to wonder why he’d come to stay with us: we were
just content to worship him. And then, one day, he was gone, had gone in the
night as if we’d made him up, as if he’d been a dream. But he left us each a cross
of bone, Val’s filigreed like lace, mine solid and masculine.

Val still wears hers. Mine is long gone, I suppose.

Father talked to us about D’Ambrizzi a little later in what for him was a pretty
subtle tactic. He didn’t mention D’Ambrizzi’s name, but Val and I exchanged a
glance because we knew. Father was explaining to us why we shouldn’t confuse
priests—“men of God”—with God Himself. While the one had feet of clay, the other



had no known feet at all, not so far as anyone knew. That’s what it boiled down to,
though it was quite a long time in the telling. Afterward I can recall sneaking looks
at the feet of the priests drinking scotch in the library with Father or marching off
to say mass in the chapel for Mother. Never saw any of the clay, and that confused
me. Val in her quiet, little-girl way went to work with her jars of modeling
compound and produced quite a remarkable rendering. Mother came into the
playroom, stopped, did a double take, and asked what those things were. Val
piped up, clear and sweet, “Feet of clay!” Mother found that extravagantly amusing
and had Father come take a look. Later on she brought a friend from the Church
to see them, but Val said she’d scrunched them all up to make something else. I
knew it wasn’t true. She’d hidden the feet of clay inside her big bass drum with
the clown painted on the side panel. She had pried one of the panels up and used
the space inside as her most secret place. It was years before she discovered that I
knew about it. I never found a great place like that, but then, I never had any
great secrets. Val was the curious one, the one who had stuff to squirrel away.

I was remembering Val as a little girl, learning to skate on the pond with a kind
of natural ease while I floundered around like a fool, cold and wet and bruised and
generally irritable. Winter sports always struck me as unhappy pursuits,
punishment for unnamed offenses, but Val thought I was a goof.

And I suppose I was.

I was thinking about Val when Miss Esterbrook, my secretary, came in
and cleared her throat behind me. I turned back from the fog and memory.

“Your sister’s calling, Mr. Driskill.”

She left and I sat at the desk for a moment before picking up the phone. I do not
trust coincidences. “Hello, Val? Where are you? What’s going on?”

My sister sounded funny and I told her so. She laughed and called me a goof
but her heart wasn’t in it. There was something wrong but she said only that she
wanted me to get out to Princeton, to meet her at the house that evening. She had
something she wanted to talk over with me. I told her I'd thought she was in Paris
or someplace.

“I've been all over. It’s a long story. I just got home this afternoon. Flew in with
Curtis. Will you come tonight, Ben? It’s important.”

“Are you sick?”

“I'm a little scared. Not sick. Ben, let this wait until tonight, okay?”

“Sure, sure. Is Dad there?”

“No. He’s got a board meeting in Manhattan—"

“Good.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just the usual. I like plenty of advance warning if he’s waiting in the shadows
to bushwhack me.”

“Eight-thirty, Ben. And, Ben? I love you, even if you are a big goof.”

“Earlier today Vinnie Halloran told me I was the Antichrist.”

“Vinnie always erred on the side of overstatement.”

“I love you, too, sis. Even if you are a nun.”



I heard her sigh and then she hung up. I sat for a while trying to remember if I'd
ever known her to be afraid before, with the fear seeping into her voice. I decided I
never had.

I left the office a little early for me since my customary day had a tendency to
wind down between eight and nine. | wanted time for a shower and a change of
clothes before I ransomed my Mercedes for the drive to Princeton.

The cab dropped me at Seventy-third and Madison. The light had faded behind
the fog and the streetlamps were on, glowing their moist penumbrae. I walked
toward the park, still trying to figure out what was going on with my sister. The
streets were slick and shiny. The World Series had ended just over a week before
and suddenly it was cold as winter and the mist was turning to biting little pellets.

Sister Val... I knew she’d gone to Rome to get started on a new book, had then
sent me a postcard from Paris. I hadn’t expected to see her in Princeton until
Christmas. She stuck fiercely to her research and writing schedule, yet here she
was, taking a break. What had scared her enough to bring her home?

Well, it looked like I'd be finding out that night. You could never be sure what
kind of hell my sister Val was raising. All | knew was that she’d been researching
the Church’s role in World War II. Had that brought her home? It was hard to
imagine how. But you never knew about Val. She wasn’t the kind of nun we knew
at St. Columbkille’s Grammar School. That thought always put a smile on my face
and I was grinning like a fool when I got to my brownstone. There wasn’t going to
be anything Val and I couldn’t handle. There never had been.

I crossed the Hudson by way of the George Washington Bridge, headed toward
Princeton, and felt the cold and the damp and the tension of my foot on the gas
pedal setting off the old ache in my leg, a souvenir of my Jesuit days. The Jesuits
had left their mark, all right. The traffic finally thinned out and I was alone with
the sweep of the windshield wipers and the Elgar cello concerto coming from the
tape player. It had become a foul, slippery night, the rain turning to a slushy half-
ice, the car always on the verge of aquaplaning me into the next world.

I was thinking of another night rather like it, twenty-odd years before, only then
it was the utter dead of winter and white not dirty gray, but there had been the
same feeling of things out of kilter. I'd been heading back to Princeton then, too,
dreading the talk I was facing with my father. I didn’t want to tell him what had
happened and he certainly didn’t want to hear it. He wasn’t much for sob stories
and failures, which in his view were always nothing but goddamn cowardice. The
closer I got to Princeton the more I wanted no part of it. There I was, in the middle
of what Bulwer-Lytton might have called a dark and stormy night, ice and snow
sealing me off, running like a thief in the night from the gloomy, crenellated
battlements where I'd tried to be a Jesuit. Tried to be the man my father had
always wanted me to be.

Hugh Driskill liked the idea of my being among the Jesuits, liked knowing I was
entwined in the rigorous discipline, the demanding intellectual life. He liked
knowing I was taking my place in a world that he understood. It was also a world
that my father felt he could control to some extent. He liked to believe in his own
egocentric way that he, because of his wealth and devotion to the Church and the
accomplishing of good works and the wielding of influence—he liked to believe that
in the end he was one of those who defined the Establishment, the Church within



the Church. I always felt that my father rated himself rather too highly but, hell,
what did I know?

More recently it has occurred to me that he may have had a pretty accurate
view of himself after all. Drew Summerhays had confided a few things to me over
the years that tended to legitimize my father’s belief in his own importance.
Summerhays had long been a mentor and friend to my father in much the same
way my father was to the ubiquitous Curtis Lockhardt. And now Summerhays was
telling me that my father and Lockhardt were laying plans for the choosing of the
next pope.

Of course I remembered things from my own life that lent weight to my father’s
view of himself. When I was a kid, Cardinal Spellman—he must have been bishop
or archbishop then, who remembers?—was always coming over from New York to
Princeton for dinner, which must have meant we were something special. He came
to both the Princeton house and the very grand Park Avenue duplex which we gave
up after Mother’s accident. Sometimes [ heard my parents calling him “Frank,”
and once I marveled when he told me he was wearing alligator shoes. Perhaps I'd
been inspecting him for feet of clay.

It must have been the call from Val that had gotten me worrying and thinking
about the old days, and now I was remembering Spellman and my father and
alligator shoes and the Jesuits and that long-ago night when the road was slippery
and the snow was blowing and I was driving home alone with a load of bad news,
wondering what my father would say, wondering how he’d confront the newest
disappointment I’'d devised for him.

Twenty years ago, more.

In the early morning, when the snow had almost stopped and dark of night had
eased up a bit, the highway patrol had gone looking for victims of the storm. They
found my Chevy racked up against a tree, totaled, the car and the tree and damn
near me, and there was no evidence I'd tried to stop the car on the icy, crusty,
snowy road. So they knew I must have fallen asleep. It happened sometimes. Well,
that was all bullshit. I had a broken leg and I was half frozen, but the important
thing was that I'd realized in the middle of the night that dying was preferable to
telling my father about the Jesuits and me.

Epiphany. It was the only true moment of epiphany I'd ever had. Naturally, as it
developed, my father knew the truth of what I'd tried to do that night. It was there
in his eyes, the burning fires of unquenched despair, like beacon fires on a dark
and treacherous shore beckoning me home, home. He knew. He knew I'd had my
go at suicide, the final Catholic sin, and it was one more thing he could never
forgive.

Thank God there’s Val. He actually said it to me in the hospital afterward. Not to
insult me, nor to humiliate me, but just muttering to himself under his breath.
And by then, having consciously tried to end my own life, having once chosen the
void, having excluded my father from the decision-making process, I no longer
gave a goddamn what he thought. That was what I told myself. That was my
triumph.

I skirted the edges of Princeton, turned off onto the two-lane blacktop
where I'd learned to drive my father’s Lincoln, and before I knew it the headlights



were poking through the whipping curtain of rain and sleet, reaching into the
darkness toward the house. The long driveway passing beneath and between rows
of poplars was soft with slush sucking at the tires. The gravel turnaround was
yellow and muddy, the rosebushes forlorn, as if no one had been home this
century. The low gable-roofed stone garage sat glum and dark on one side of the
forecourt. No one had turned on the welcoming coach lanterns to light my arrival.
The house itself stretched out to the left, the fieldstones glistening in the
headlights like pebbles at the bottom of a streambed. The house was dark and the
night was black, impenetrable, soaked. In the distance the glow of Princeton
wavered pink in the rain over the treetops.

Entering the darkened front hall sent a chill rattling along my backbone. But
when I flipped the switch the lights came on and everything was as it always was,
the polished oak floor, pegged not nailed, and the cream molding and staircase,
the olive-green walls, the gilt-framed mirrors. I went directly to the Long Room, the
two steps up from the foyer, where we seemed to do most of our gathering when
we returned home.

The Long Room. It had once been the main public room of the original
eighteenth-century inn around which the rest of the house had been built, as was
still evident from the blackened beams overhead, the scarred and scorched
fireplace six feet high and ten wide, the pot hooks. But it had picked up bits and
pieces over the years: the flowered slipcovers, the walls of bookcases, the
enormous hooked rugs of mustard and scarlet, the coal scuttle, the mustard
leather wing chairs drawn up around the stone fireplace, the yellow-shaded brass
lamps, the bowls and copper pots of flowers, and at the far end of the room looking
out toward the orchard and the creek, the easel where my father did some of his
painting. The current canvas was large and covered with a dropcloth.

It was cold in the room, the damp chill seeping in from outside. The ashes in the
grate were dead and damp and smelled like autumn with rain dripping down the
chimney turning them to mud. In the old days William and Mary lived in their own
quarters and would have been bustling around, stoking the fires, greeting me with
a toddy, bringing the place to life. But now William was dead, Mary had gone into
retirement in Scottsdale, and the couple who served my father lived in Princeton,
not in the rooms over the east wing.

I knew she wasn’t there. I called her name anyway, just for the company of the
sound, and it died away in the silence. I went to the foot of one of the several
staircases scattered about the place and called her name again. I heard the old
scampering sound from above, like dry newspapers blowing along a gutter. The
cold and rain had driven the field mice inside from under the eaves and now they
were running around trying to remember where they were, which was where
countless generations of their ancestors had been before them.

When we were kids Val and I had decided that the noises we heard in the walls
were made by the ghost whose story we seemed to have heard at birth. He was a
boy, the tale went, who had killed an English officer behind their lines and made
his escape with a couple of redcoats in hot pursuit. An earlier Ben Driskill had
hidden him in one of the attics, but after a week the British search party came to
the Driskill holdings and searched the house. They found the boy cowering in the
darkness, half dead from pneumonia, and declared him guilty on the spot. They



told this long-ago Ben Driskill they were going to hang him with the boy, an object
lesson for the countryside, which prompted Ben’s wife, Hannah, to appear in the
doorway with a blunderbuss and the promise to put a couple of ounces of sudden
death into that redcoat’s breadbasket if he didn’t satisfy himself with the one
prisoner and beat it. The Brit bowed, suggested that henceforth Ben should think
twice before giving aid and comfort to an enemy of Good King George, and stalked
off with the killer in tow. They took the lad to the orchard and hanged him with a
length of Driskill rope from a stout Driskill apple tree, from which Ben cut him
down shortly thereafter and buried him beneath the tree. His grave was still
marked and we used to play out there. And we listened with wide-eyed fascination
to the story of this brave rebel’s death and ghost.

I climbed the stairs now and waited but nobody—not a ghost, not a squirrel, not
my sister—was going to answer me. [ thought of my mother in one of her flowing
nightgowns and lacy robes standing in the hallway, her hand out as if she were
trying to reach me from far away. How long ago had that happened? Her lips
forming words which I must have heard then but could no longer recall... Why
couldn’t I remember what she’d said while I could recall exactly the scent of her
cologne and powder? And why was her face lost in the shadows of the hall? Was
she young? Or was she gray? How old had I been when she’d come forward, hand
out, saying something, trying to make me understand something?

I went back downstairs, took an umbrella, went outside. The rain was blowing
sideways in the ghostly glow of the coach lights. I pulled the trench-coat collar up
and went to the little underpass between two wings of the house and ducked
underneath. The rain rattled on the mullioned windows above and in the lead
gutters, spewed out furiously, slowly turning to ice that would build up and
eventually block the drainpipe. Some things just never changed.

I set off across the lawn where we used to play croquet and badminton. The
lights from the windows of the Long Room cast yellow fingers pointing the way
toward the chapel.

We had our own chapel, of course. My father’s father had built it in the twenties
to satisfy one of my grandmother’s whims of iron. It was “of the period,” as they
say in guidebooks, brick and stone and black and white trim with what my
grandmother used to call “a very nice steeple, not too proud of itself,” which was
always in need of repair. We weren’t English Catholics like Evelyn Waugh’s and we
didn’t keep a tame priest of our own on the family payroll, but we pretty much
supported those who served at St. Mary’s in the nearby village of New Prudence.
Growing up, I thought that having your own church was insane but I learned to
shut up about it. When I went to the St. Augustine School, having your own
chapel didn’t seem quite so preposterous. Some other kids were in the same boat.

Now the chapel was dripping in the rain like something you’d find in an old
English churchyard, in a poem. It was dark and dreary and full of mice. The grass
needed cutting. It was lacquered over with a thin coating of ice. I grabbed the
handrail and climbed the steps to the iron-bound oaken door. The ring handle
squeaked slightly when [ gave it a tug. A single candle guttered in the rush of air
from the doorway. One little candle. The chapel was utterly black beyond the halo
of light, almost as if it were just emptiness. Still, Val must have been there to light
the candle. And then she’d gone off somewhere.



I went back to the house, turned off the lights. I couldn’t bear the idea of
making myself at home in that cold house without Val. It wasn’t like her to leave
me hanging. But it was a rotten night and she may have had errands and gotten
slowed down somewhere. She’d show up later.

I was hungry and needed a drink. I got into the car and took one look back at
the lonely old house in the pelting rain, and drove in to Princeton.

There was a pleasant buzz of conversation in the downstairs taproom of the
Nassau Inn. The bar was crowded. There was a haze of smoke, the faint air of
clubbiness that clings to the name if not to the actual place itself. There were the
framed photographs of Hoby Baker and other heroes of another age, the deep
carvings of generations of Tigers in the tops of the tables. The smoky haze might
have been the mists of time.

I sank into a booth and ordered a double dry Rob Roy and realized how tense I
was. It was Val and the fear in her voice, and now where was she? She’d been so
insistent, and now nothing. Had she put a match to that single candle?

My cheeseburger had just arrived when I heard someone call my name. “Ben!
Ben boy, a blast from the past!”

I looked up into the boyish, blue-eyed face of Terence O’Neale—Father Terence
O’Neale, who was between Val and me in age but would always look like a
freshman somewhere. Everybody used to call him Peaches because he had one of
those perfect peaches-and-cream complexions, eternally youthful, ever innocent.
We’d known Peaches forever. We’d played tennis and golf and he’d always
contended that I'd gotten him drunk the first time, out back in our orchard. He
was smiling down at me, blue eyes glinting, dangling over the chasm of the past.

“Take a load off, Peach,” I said, and he was sliding into the booth across from
me with a beer of his own. He hadn’t started out to become a priest: that was
pretty much Val’s doing. Golf and motorcycles and the world beer-chugging
record, that’s what Terence O’Neale had seen when he looked into his future. That
and a wife and a bunch of kids and maybe a job on Wall Street. Val was supposed
to be Mrs. O’Neale. It had sounded fine to me. Now I hadn’t seen him in four or five
years but he hadn’t changed. He wore a white buttondown and a tweed jacket.
Vinnie would have approved.

“So what brings you back to the scene of our crimes?”

“I'm a workingman, Ben. Got a job over in New Pru. I’'m the padre at St. Mary’s.
It’s a little spooky—I keep looking out during the homily and I keep thinking I'll
see us, you and me and Val.” He grinned at the Lord’s mysterious ways.

“Since when? Why didn’t you call me?”

“Just since summer. I've seen your father. You should have seen him do a
double take. I figured I'd catch you at Christmas. Val said she might get a skating
party together out back of the orchard. She said I shouldn’t expect you at mass.”

“She got that right. I've been going straight for twenty years, as you damn well
know.”

He plucked a french fry from my plate. “So what are you doing here? Your dad
says you don’t get home much.”

“How true. Of course he’s still wondering if I'm really his son. Maybe there was a
mix-up in the maternity ward. It’s the only hope he has left.”

“You’re awfully hard on the old boy, aren’t you?”



“Nope. Anyway, I didn’t come out here to see him. I got a call this afternoon
from Val, all mysterious and determined to get me out here tonight. So I came
through all this crud and she’s not home to meet me.” I shrugged. “When did you
see her? What’s this skating party thing? I hate skating—"

“When she was passing through last summer on her way to Rome, we had
dinner. Old time’s sake.” He took another fry. “I think you’re right about that
mysterious sound—there’s something going on, she’s been doing some pretty
heavy research ... she wrote me from Rome, then Paris.” His face clouded for a
moment. “She’s writing this monster of a book, Ben. World War Two and the
Church.” He made a face. “Not a time the Church likes to brag about—"

“With good reason,” I said.

“Don’t look at me. I didn’t have anything to do with it. Pius was Pius and [ was
just a little kid in Princeton, New Jersey.”

He finished off my fries, grinning at me. I felt a surge of warmth. Val had been
pretty serious about Peaches, had told me she might just marry him. They became
lovers when she was seventeen.

Val had felt a good bit of Catholic-schoolgir]l guilt when she lost her virginity to
him one summer night out in the orchard. Later on, when she got to thinking
seriously about the Church, Peaches thought it was a phase. Then he thought she
was caving in to pressure from Dad. Then he figured she’d just gone crazy. But Val
wanted her life to mean something special—to herself, to the world she lived in, to
the Church. Kennedy had been assassinated and Peaches said, hell, you want to
save the world, go join the Peace Corps. She wouldn’t fight with him about it. It
wasn’t that she needed the Church, she said, but rather that the poor old Church
needed her. Val never had any trouble with her ego.

John XXIII was her idea of a new start after the reign of Pius, whom she
counted an embarrassment. But Paul VI seemed willing to lose what had been
gained, seemed content to have the Church sink back into the past again. She saw
the world changing and the Church needed to keep moving, growing into a new
and humanistic role. She saw Kennedy and Martin Luther King and Pope John
and she wanted to join them in making a better world. And Peaches, well, if he
couldn’t have Val, he didn’t want anybody else. In time he became a priest and it
all went to show you that you never knew how things were going to turn out.

He was walking me down the length of the bar when he noticed the guy he’d
been waiting for in the doorway and pulled me over. “Ben, I want you to meet a
friend of mine.”

The man in the doorway was wearing a yellowing old mac and a dark olive
snapbrim with a narrow leather band. Bushy gray eyebrows arched outward over
pale gray eyes set deep in a pink-cheeked face. A flash of white dog collar peeked
from behind his dark green scarf. He was five seven, maybe in his early sixties.
The laugh lines at the corners of his mouth and eyes made him look like Barry
Fitzgerald, who often played priests in forties movies. Fitzgerald had also played a
pixilated Irishman in Bringing Up Baby and a crafty old avenger in And Then There
Were None: 1 could see both possibilities in the face before me. There was
something distant and cool in the flat gray eyes. They didn’t seem to go with the
rest of his crinkly, smiling face. I recognized him from his publicity photos.

“Ben Driskill, this is the Church’s poet laureate, Father Artie Dunn



“Faith and begorra,” Dunn said. “Forgive young O’Neale, Mr. Driskill. You aren’t
by any chance Hugh Driskill’s boy?”

“You know my father?”

“By reputation, of course. I'm told he is not one of my readers.” Dunn’s face
cracked into a quick grin. He took his hat off, revealing a bald pink scalp with a
fringe of gray hair curling over the tops of his ears and scarf.

“At his age he can only take so much sex, violence, and confession.” I shook his
hand. “Maybe I'll present him with your collected works at Christmas.”

I had seen Father Dunn on television once, being interviewed about one of his
novels, and he somehow worked the subject around to one of his passions,
baseball. Phil Donahue had asked him if, like so many ballplayers, he had any
superstitions. “Just the Catholic Church,” he’d said, and the audience was in his
pocket.

“Don’t settle for paperbacks,” he said. “My hardcover jackets are every bit as
shameful.”

Peaches chuckled. “The priest who looks like Tom Selleck is being ravished by a
Joan Collins clone in half a dress.”

Dunn said: “Why don’t you join us, Mr. Driskill?”

“How about a raincheck? I've got to meet my sister—”

“Ah, a respectable writer. A true scholar and an activist. A unique combination.”

“I’ll tell her you said so.”

I left them and walked back to the car. It was fully in character for Peaches, a
bit of a free spirit, to know Father Dunn, the iconoclastic priest/novelist whose
books were always best-sellers that drove the Church hierarchy quietly nuts. He
had devised a manner of somehow producing moral object lessons within the
context of stories devoted almost exclusively to sex, power, and money. My father
doubtless felt that Dunn had made himself a rich man desecrating the Church.
Desecration aside, since Dunn was a diocesan priest free to keep any money he
earned, he certainly was well-heeled. Like my sister, he was so well-known that
the Church had to exercise considerable restraint in dealing with him. In practice
they found it advisable to look the other way.

It was still spitting sleet and the sidewalks were treacherous. From the shop
windows all of the paraphernalia of Halloween stared into the night. Witches rode
on broomsticks and bowls overflowed with black and orange candy. Jack-o’-
lanterns grinned, gap-toothed. I headed home, eager to sit down in front of the fire
in the Long Room with my sister Val and help her get things straightened out.

The house was still dark and empty, the rain still blowing in sheets and
turning to snow in the headlights, dusting the rutted and freezing mud in the
driveway. I pointed the car at the garage and walked ahead in the lights, looked
through the windows. There was a car inside. I pulled the doors open. The car was
wet. But it had been raining for hours and the engine was cold. I went back to my
car, pulled it up by the house, and got back out. It was ten-thirty and I was
beginning to worry about her.

I'm not altogether sure why I walked back out toward the orchard. Maybe I went
for a walk because the rain had turned to snow, the first of the year, and the quiet
seemed surreal after the chatter of the Nassau Inn. I stopped, called her name just



in case she’d had the same impulse, but all I succeeded in doing was start a dog to
barking in the black distance.

I was standing in the orchard before I'd given it any thought, and when I looked
around I saw I was under the tree where the priest-we never talked about had
hanged himself a long time ago. It seemed like my entire life had been spent living
with the stories attached to the house and the orchard—priests from the rubble of
World War II and priests working in the garden and saying mass for Mother and
priests drinking scotch with Father and the one poor devil who’d hanged himself,
all of them stories with the power of myth, stories reflecting this family of mine, its
history and concerns and, inevitably, its religion.

The orchard was always cropping up in family stories, but I'd never been
particularly fond of the place. The only reason I'd ever spent any time out there
was because Val had liked it. When she was four I taught her to play poker on the
grass out of sight of the house. But I'd once eaten an apple and found half a worm
inside and the orchard and I had parted company about then.

We used to have Fritz the gardener show us the exact tree from which the priest
had hanged himself. We’d stare at it while Fritz showed us the precise limb and
made a face with his tongue sticking out and his eyes rolled back, and then he
would laugh and suggest that just possibly the orchard was haunted like the attic.
I never even saw a newspaper article or photograph about the tragedy and the
poor damned dead priest. I asked my mother about it and she’d brushed the
question away, saying, “It was all a million years ago, it was just too terribly sad,
Benjy,” and my father had said that it was just bad luck. “He could have picked
anybody’s orchard, anybody’s tree. Bad luck he picked ours.”

By then I'd begun to feel foolish standing out there in the falling snow
remembering a suicidal priest of damn near fifty years earlier and wondering
where the devil my sister was. She hadn’t been in the house; she hadn’t been in
the chapel.

I walked back and stood looking at the chapel, frosted with snow like something
in a fairy tale. The wind had come up from out back, whistling across the creek,
through the orchard.

I climbed the slippery steps and swung the door open again, stared into the
damp, cold stillness. The little candle had gone out. I left the door open for the
pathetic bit of light it provided and felt along the wall for the light switches. I
flipped the first one. The entry was enveloped in a dim grayness, antediluvian. I
felt like a diver in the depths of a flooded ruin. I flipped the second switch and
another set of dim lights came on in the chapel proper. I heard the leathery flutter
of a bat or two overhead in the darkness.

There were only ten pews divided by a center aisle. I took a few tentative steps,
called her name. Never had a room been so empty. The single syllable, Val,
ricocheted off the walls and the stained glass windows. I heard the steady drip of a
couple of leaks, the roof and steeple needing repair yet again.

Then in the gloom, between the first and second rows, I saw a flash of red. A red
wool and blue leather sleeve, a bit of antique warmup jacket. I recognized it. It was
my old letter jacket from St. Augustine. It would have the intertwined SA on the
left breast. It didn’t belong on the floor of the chapel.



In the catacomb of St. Callistus deep below the Appian Way there is the tomb
from which Pope Paschal, in the ninth century, removed the body of St. Cecelia.
He laid her to final rest in a sarcophagus of white marble under the altar of the
Church of St. Cecelia in the Trastevere quarter of Rome. Years ago I visited the
catacomb of Callistus and emerged from the darkened gallery into the pool of light
where the body of a girl lay in what seemed to be a peaceful sleep. For an instant I
felt as if I had intruded on her privacy. Then, of course, I recognized her as the
work of the sculptor Maderna, the body of Cecelia as she had appeared to Cardinal
Sfondrati in a dream. It was an extraordinarily realistic rendering, and as I looked
down at the body of the woman in our chapel I felt as if I, too, like the cardinal of
centuries before, were lost in a dream, as if I were confusing this woman with the
martyred Cecelia.

She lay crumpled sideways, fallen where she’d been kneeling in prayer. She lay
still, like Maderna’s sculpture, peaceful, her head turned toward the floor, the one
eye I could see closed. I touched her hand, the rosary clutched in the cold fingers.
She’d worn my old warmup jacket to make the walk from the house to the chapel.
The wool was damp. I held her hand. The fingers were stiff.

My sister Val, always the brave little soldier, full of the courage I lacked, was
dead.

I don’t know how long I knelt there. Then I reached out to touch her face, so
empty of her spirit, and I was seeing her as a little girl, hearing the happy lilt of
her laughter, and when I touched her hair I felt the crusty blood, felt the singed
hair breaking at the touch, saw the smeared wound where the bullet had entered.
She’d knelt in prayer and someone had held the gun within an inch of her head
and put her out, like quenching a candle. I was sure she hadn’t felt a thing.
Maybe, for some inexplicable reason, she’d trusted her killer.

My hand was sticky with her blood and hair. Val was dead and I was having
trouble catching my breath. I rolled her head back the way it had been. My sister,
my dearest friend, the person I loved most in the world, was dead at my feet.

I sat back in the pew, held her hand trying to make it warm and failing horribly.
My face was frozen in grief and I didn’t want to cope. I didn’t want to stand up and
do something.

A wisp of cold, a draft, fluttered something caught in a sliver at the corner of the
wooden bench. I plucked it from its niche. A triangular piece of fabric, black,
waterproofed like a raincoat. I was barely registering it at all, just holding it,
something for my hand to do.

I heard the chapel door creaking, then footsteps on the stone floor.

The footsteps came down the aisle while I tried to stop trembling. I hoped Val’s
killer had returned to have a go at me. I’d kill him with my bare hands. I wanted to
die killing him. I looked up.

Peaches was peering down at me. He'd taken one look and everything was
registering on his face. All the color had drained away, no more peaches and
cream. His mouth had slackened open but he wasn’t saying anything.

Beside him Father Dunn was staring down at her. She looked so lonely. “Oh
shit,” he whispered in a tone of infinite sadness.

I thought he was commenting on my sister, but I was wrong. He reached down
and took the bit of black fabric from my hand.



It didn’t take long for the machinery of death to start clanking away. Sam
Turner, the police chief, arrived with a couple of his cops and shortly thereafter an
ambulance and a doctor with his black gladstone bag. Sam Turner had been a
friend of the family’s all my life. He’d obviously been awakened and brought back
out into the hellish night: his gray hair was doing a Dagwood Bum-stead, and his
face wore a gray fuzz outlining his drooping dewlaps. He wore a plaid shirt and
windbreaker and corduroys and green Wellies. He shook my hand and I knew he
was hurting, too. He’d known Val from when she was a little girl and now he was
heading through the rain and snow to the chapel to see how it had ended.

Peaches, tight-lipped and pale, made coffee and brought it into the Long Room
on a tray with mugs and fixings. He and Dunn had come on impulse to see if Val
had shown up all right: Peaches had been worried about the chance of a car
accident. Seeing the light in the chapel, they’d come in to find me holding my dead
sister’s hand. While Peaches and I drank coffee, Dunn went back to the chapel
with Sam Turner. He was probably researching a scene for a novel.

Turner was wet and cold when they came back. He took a mug of steaming
black coffee and slurped it noisily. Through the window I saw them putting Val’s
body, wrapped in an oilcloth bag on a stretcher, into the ambulance. The rain and
snow drifted slowly through the lights in the forecourt.

“Jesus, there’s not much to say, Ben. I'm sealing off the chapel and we’ll get
some scene-of-the-crime boys up from Trenton. You don’t have any idea what
happened, do you?”

“Only the obvious,” I said. I thought about Val’s state of mind when she called
me, but I couldn’t imagine how to start in on that with Turner. “She just got in
today. Called me in New York, asked me to come out and meet her tonight.” I
shook my head. “I just assumed she was late, doing some errands. Went into town
for a burger, came back, looked around again, found her. That’s it.”

He sneezed into a red bandanna and rubbed his nose. “Comin’ down with a
bug,” he muttered. “It’s funny. I got a call from her this afternoon myself. She
mention that to you?”

“No. What did she want?”

“Well, that’s what’s so crazy. You'd never guess. She asked what I knew about
that priest who hanged himself out in your orchard, back in ’thirty-six, ’thirty-
seven, whenever it was. It was the first year I was on the force here, lowest man on
the totem pole. About the time you were born. Just one of those nutty things, a
priest killing himself in the Driskill orchard. Poor bastard. She didn’t say why she
was asking, just said she wondered if we had a file on it.” He shook his head,
massaged the gray stubble on his chin.

“Well? Do you have a file?”

“Hell’s bells, Ben. I don’t know. I told her I'd be a monkey’s uncle if I’'d seen one,
but I said I'd dig around in the old boxes down in the basement at the station
house. I mean we could have a file, I suppose. But it’s been a long time, could’ve
been thrown out years ago.” He pinched off another sneeze. “I got to thinking
about it after we got off the phone and old Rupert Norwich came to mind. He was
deputy chief back then, sorta broke me in, then he was chief for twenty-five
years—hell, you remember old Rupe, Ben.”

“Gave me my first speeding ticket,” I said.



“Well, Rupe’s in his eighties now, lives down by the shore, down Seabright way.
Still pretty spry. I figured I might give Rupe a call on this one... '‘course, now there
doesn’t seem to be a helluva lot of reason. We don’t know what Sister Val wanted
the file for.” He sighed, remembering why there was no reason.

“Why don’t you look around for the file anyway?” I said. “You know Val, she’s
always got her reasons.”

“Guess it couldn’t hurt.” He looked me over, staring. “You all right, Ben? Quite a
shock—"

“I'm all right. Look, Sam, the way I look at it—ever since she spent that year in
El Salvador she’s been on borrowed time—she led a charmed life in some ways.
Her luck ran out tonight.”

“She liked it right out there on the edge, damn tootin’, you’re right about that.”
He went to the window. “Oh, it’s a shame, Ben. A cryin’ shame.” He paused. “Oh
boy, looks like your father’s home. Jesus, I hate stuff like this.” His eyes were
bloodshot and his hair was plastered down with rain now. He took off his glasses
and wiped them with the soiled bandanna. “You want me to break this to him,
Ben?”

“No, Sam,” I said. “This is a job for Superman.”

My father.

You’d go broke mighty quick betting you could shock my father. Or scare him or
fluster him or break him. He simply wasn’t prey to the same pressures that
regularly cracked the rest of us. His life had been extravagantly colorful for one so
obsessively secretive. He was seventy-four years old and knew full well he didn’t
look much past sixty. “Unless you get too damn close,” he’d say. Get close to my
father and you deserved a prize. Which was more or less what I'd heard my poor
dutiful mother say a time or two.

He had been a lawyer and a banker and a diplomat and the overseer of the
family’s investments. In the fifties there had even been a presidential boomlet,
which he’d squelched because he was a Catholic and everyone knew what had
happened to Al Smith. Averell Harriman had held talks with him about the
feasibility of announcing that Hugh Driskill would be his running mate if
Harriman got the Democratic nomination but, in the end, my father said no, life
behind the scenes suited him better. The truth was, my father didn’t have a great
deal of faith in the electorate. He used to say he wouldn’t let them vote on what tie
he was going to wear, so why did they have to be consulted on who’d occupy the
White House.

As a bright young lawyer he had worked in Rome before the war, in the late
thirties, spending most of his time on the matters of Church investments in
American companies, banks, and real estate. Some of the investments weren’t
awfully pretty and it was best if the Vatican’s involvement were kept hidden. He
helped to see to that, and as a result he developed a lot of friendships on the
inside, and maybe an enemy or two. “That whole period,” he once told me, “was for
the experience. I was smart enough to know that the religion was one thing and
the worldly form it took was something else, something that had to fight for
survival. I wanted to see how the machinery of the Church worked. It was a much
simpler world then, back in the days when Mussolini used the Vatican as a cover
for his espionage operations. Talk about a learning experience! It was like getting a



doctorate in Advanced Reality. Save your idealism for the religion. The Church is
all practice, all mechanics.”

All his life my father had been tremendously rich and bright and discreet. And
very, very brave, my old man. He spent a lot of time in Washington when
everybody knew we were bound for the war. His knowledge of how the Italian
Fascists worked their spies under Vatican auspices came in handy, got him known
in certain rather mysterious circles. He ran across a fellow Irishman, many years
his senior, who turned out to be Wild Bill Donovan. When Donovan got around to
setting up the Office of Strategic Services, the OSS, one of the first bright-eyed
lads he brought on board was Hugh Driskill. Donovan was a Catholic and in those
exhilarating early days when the issue of the world’s fate was hanging in the
balance he had surrounded himself with a bunch of good Catholic boys he could
trust and understand. His inner circle even became rather famous, known by its
nickname, the Knights Templar, precisely because they were all Catholics. My
father was one of Wild Bill’s Knights Templar.

As the war was ending in Europe, right about the time Dad showed up in
Princeton with Monsignor D’Ambrizzi in tow, Jack Warner, who was running
Warner Brothers, got together with Milton Sperling, the producer, and Fritz Lang,
the director, and Ring Lardner, Jr., the writer, and probably around somebody’s
pool with the palms and the starlets swaying in unison they began kicking around
the idea of an OSS movie. The idea was to commemorate the unsung, secret work
of our intelligence services. They were going to create a composite hero, put him in
a high-risk, behind-the-enemy-lines, all-purpose story, and run with it in that
inimitable Warner Brothers way. It would bear a fictional disclaimer, but on the
other hand they wanted a certain authenticity. The movie was the reason Bill
Donovan came to the house in Princeton to talk to my father.

As it turned out, the composite figure was going to be a thinly disguised version
of Hugh Driskill. One of his adventures in occupied France would form the basis of
the plot, something about smuggling a guy out to freedom.

It got exciting for me when Gary Cooper showed up in Princeton one weekend.
He was going to star and I was just about overcome with excitement. I can
remember sitting on the porch steps with a big glass of lemonade, listening to
Cooper, Donovan, and my father shoot the breeze about movies and the war and
after a while Cooper took me out to the tennis courts and worked on my serve with
me. My God, Sergeant York and Lou Gehrig were helping me with my serve and
Cooper told me that Bill Tilden had told him it was ninety percent in the toss. That
night the actor took out a sketch pad and did me and little Val, then one of Father
and Donovan and D’Ambrizzi. He told me he’d always figured he’d be a cartoonist
until he fell into the acting thing, sort of by chance. Before he left he told me to
call him Frank because that was his real name, what his oldest friends called him,
like the ones he’d made at Grinnell College in lowa, he said.

I never saw him again except in the movies. And there he was on the screen the
next year, 1946, in Cloak and Dagger. The funny thing was, the character he
played really was a lot like Father. Hollywood added a standard love interest in the
form of a young actress who was making her debut, Lilli Palmer, and it was made
clear to me at home that all the mushy stuff was made up, pure fiction.



My father had doubts the more he heard of the Hollywood touches that were
being added to the script. I remember Donovan sitting on the porch one summer
afternoon with Father and Curtis Lockhardt, his protégé, and Donovan was
kidding my dad. He was sitting in an Adirondack chair and I was perched on the
steps as usual, swilling Kool-Aid, and I heard him laugh and say, “Well, Hugh,
let’s just hope they don’t make you look like too big an asshole!” Father grunted
doubtfully and said: “They’ll never let Cooper look like an asshole.” Donovan said:
“Tell him, young Lockhardt, tell him he’s got to have some faith about these
things.” Lockhardt nodded. “That’s right, Hugh. Faith.” I was listening to them and
watching my little sister prancing around in her new red bathing suit, running
back and forth through the sprinklers, showing off, hoping everybody was
watching her. Even as a child she had an eye on Lockhardt.

Behind me my father said, “My faith has never been in question, gentlemen. It is
Mr. Warner and his minions I distrust. From the look of them, I doubt very much
that they are papists.”

Donovan roared with laughter and the conversation turned to the chances of
Mr. Cooper having sexual relations with Miss Palmer, who was apparently quite a
looker, at which time I was shooed toward the gardens to help Mother, who was
crouching among the flowers, wearing a floppy sun hat and smoking a Chesterfield
and drinking a martini, weeding.

It was true that my father had been through a great many crucibles of fire in his
life and had been hardened and tempered accordingly but that night, with the
news of Val’s murder coming down on him, I saw more than the strength and
toughness born of experience. All that helped keep the surface under control, but
it was his faith, which had never been in question, that kept him from falling
apart. I had to hand it to the old bastard. He took it like a man, never flinched.

He came in the front door looking huge and curious and ready for damn near
anything. He stood six four, weighed about two forty, had thick gray hair combed
back like iron from a widow’s peak. He saw me and Sam Turner behind me and
said, “Why, hi, Ben. This is a surprise. Sam... So what’s the problem here?”

I told him and he watched me, his clear blue eyes fixed on mine. When I was
done he said, “Give me your hand, son. You look a little peaked. It’s time to hang
together, Ben.” I felt his strength as if it were palpable, a charge flowing into me.
“She lived the life she wanted and she knew we loved her. She served God and you
can’t have a better life than that. She wasnt sick and she never knew the
infirmities of old age. She’s gone to a better place, Ben, never forget that. And one
day we’ll all be together again and forever. God truly loved your sister.” His voice
never faltered and he put his arm around my shoulders. I'm six two myself and he
shook me in his grip. Everything he said was bullshit, sure, but it pulled me
together and I knew I was going to be okay. I could handle it.

“Sam,” he said, “who killed my daughter?” He didn’t wait for an answer but just
led the way into the Long Room, surveyed the group, said, “I need a bracer.” And
he broke out a fresh bottle of Laphroaig.

Poor Sam Turner didn’t know who killed my sister. He talked quietly with
my father for a while. Peaches had a big fire going in the huge blackened fireplace.



Father Dunn had become a part of the background once Peaches had introduced
him to my father.

Peaches said he’d be glad to stay the night, just to sit up and talk if I wanted
him to, but I said I was okay. I don’t think he really wanted to go back to the
parish house in New Pru to spend the night with his memories. But in the end
Sam Turner left and then Peaches and Father Dunn finished up their drinks and
left together, as they’d come. I stood at the window watching them depart. Father
Dunn, the millionaire novelist, drove a new Jaguar XJS. Peaches had an old Dodge
station wagon with a ding in one fender and mudflaps: it had come with the job.

When I turned back, my father was drizzling more scotch over fresh ice in our
glasses. He was a little flushed from the heat of the fire. He handed me my glass.
“It’s going to be a long night. This might do some good. What are you doing out
here, anyway?”

I told him the story of my day, feeling the single malt coursing through my
veins, taking the nerves with it. I sank down in one of the mustard-colored leather
chairs and stretched my legs out toward the fire.

He looked down at me, swirling the amber liquid across the ice, shaking his
head. “Damn. What did that girl have on her mind?”

“Something to do with her research. Something she’d discovered or stumbled
across—maybe in Paris or... well, I just don’t know—"

“You can’t tell me that digging her way through a bunch of musty junk dating
back to the war could make her so upset now!” He was exasperated. “World War
Two! What’s any of that got to do with being murdered here in Princeton?” He was
choosing anger over sorrow.

“Calm down,” I said.

“It’s ridiculous on the face of it. No, looks to me like we’re reading way too much
into this. We're forgetting we live in an age where everyday people die for no reason
at all. She went to the chapel to pray and disturbed some madman trying to get
out of the storm. Meaningless death!”

I let him go on trying to convince himself that Val had died randomly, that there
was no point to it. He hadn’t heard the fear in her voice. She was too afraid to have
died a random death.

“Well,” he was saying, “she called me yesterday from California, told me she and
Lockhardt were coming to New York today. Said she’d be home this afternoon and
he’d be out tomorrow probably. I had a meeting in New York today, I wasn’t even
sure I'd get home tonight. She didn’t say a word about anything bothering her.” He
slipped out of his suitcoat and draped it over the back of one of the ancient
wooden chairs. He loosened his tie and rolled his sleeves up. “You know what I've
been worried about, Ben? I've had this nagging feeling she might be coming home
to tell me she was going to leave the Order and marry Curtis—am I crazy? Is that
shot on the table?”

“l don’t know. I’d have thought Curtis was your idea of the perfect son-in-law.”

“It’s nothing to do with Curtis.” My father made a face. “Use your head, Ben. It’s
Val. She’s a nun and she was meant to stay one—"

“Like I was meant to be a priest?”

“God only knows what you were meant to be. But Val, she was meant for it, cut
out for the Church—”



“Who says so? Not the Church, unless I've been reading all the wrong papers.
Sounds to me like they’d take up a collection to buy her a one-way ticket. And
anyway, isn’t it up to Val? What she does with her life—she’s got a vote, right?” I
only barely realized it was all wrong. I was using the wrong tense. There wasn’t
any more of Val’s life.

“I'd expect you to take that position. There’s no point in arguing about it. Val
and I are Catholics—”

“Funny, how I'm the one with all the scars—”

“If I were you, Benjamin, I wouldn’t presume to know what scars others may try
to keep hidden. And perhaps we could, just for tonight, be spared your poor
battered psyche.”

I had to laugh. Val would have laughed, too. It was an old battle by now and we
both, Dad and I, knew there was no winner. We’d fight on and on until one of us
was dead and then, if it had ever mattered before, it surely wouldn’t matter
anymore.

“Am I close,” he said, “on this Val and Curtis thing?”

“She never talked about it with me.”

“Just as well, assuming the advice you’d have given her.” Suddenly he put a
meaty hand up to his eyes and I realized how close he was to tears. It wasn'’t easy,
not even for an old warrior. He stood up, halfheartedly poked at the fire. Sparks
showered onto the hearthstones.

The clock on the mantelpiece struck a tinny two o’clock, a thin, reedy sound like
an antique harpsichord. I got up, took a cigar from his humidor, lit it, and went to
the far end of the room, stood near his covered easel, stood looking out the window
into the rotten night. I was unexpectedly thinking about a dog we used to have, a
Lab called Jake, who used to go crazy trying to take a bite out of a basketball.
When he died Val insisted on burying a deflated basketball with him so he could
get a grip on the damn thing all through dog eternity. Well, my father and I
couldn’t seem to get hold of things, what had happened to Val, what had
happened to our world.

He yawned and said something about Lockhardt and I turned back
questioningly. “Callistus is dying. I don’t know the time projection, but it can’t be
long now. Curtis is getting ready in that busy way of his to back another winner.
Pick another winner. He wants to talk to me. You can bet he’s raising money.”

“Who’s his man?” I asked.

“Someone to lead the Church toward the twenty-first century. Whatever that
means.”

“Well, good luck to him.”

“You never know about Curtis. I suppose it might come down to D’Ambrizzi and
Indelicato. Fangio, maybe, as a compromise.” He looked at that moment as if he
didn’t care: it wasn’t true. He was just worn down.

“Who’s your man?”

He shrugged. He’d played a lot of poker in his time. He had a candidate, a hole
card, for playing at the last moment.

“I've never asked you this,” I said, “but I've always wondered—why did you bring
D’Ambrizzi back here after the war? [ mean, it was great for Val and me, he was



the perfect playmate, but what was your reason? Did you know him during the
war?”

“It’s a long story, Ben. He needed a friend. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“One of your OSS stories? The ones you never tell—”

“Let’s just drop it, son.”

“Suits me.” D’Ambrizzi, Indelicato, Fangio. They were just names to me. Except
for my memory of D’Ambrizzi.

My father’s mysterious OSS days tended to give me a bit of a pain. So long ago
and he still treated them as state secrets. Once he and my mother had taken us to
Paris for a summer holiday, suites at the George V and bateaux mouches on the
Seine and the Winged Victory at the Louvre and mass at Notre Dame and my first
copy of a P.G. Wodehouse from Shakespeare & Co., close by the Seine. In some
ways the high point of the trip—no pun intended—was a visit to the Eiffel Tower
presided over by one of father’s old friends from OSS days, Bishop Torricelli, who
was by then quite an elderly man. He had the longest, most thoroughly hooked
nose I’d ever seen, and I'd heard his nickname was Shylock. He carried a pocketful
of little anisette candies. Val went for them in a big way. He told us the joke about
Jacques and Pierre who had been lunching at the same small out-of-the-way
restaurant three or four days a week for twenty years. Finally one day Jacques
asked Pierre why they’d been going to the same place for twenty years and Pierre
said, “Because, mon ami, it’s the only restaurant in Paris from which you cannot
see the damned Eiffel Tower!” We didn’t really get it, but Val laughed like a
madwoman because she was really hooked on that candy.

I heard my father and Torricelli make a few passing references to Paris under
the Nazi occupation and Torricelli joked about my father emerging from a coal
cellar after two weeks of hiding from the Gestapo, how he’d opened his mouth to
speak and borne quite a resemblance to Al Jolson singing “Swannee,” all coated in
coal dust. It must have been quite a time, dangerous and exciting. But after all, he
was my father, just my father, and it was difficult to see him as a spy, dashing
through the night to blow up power stations and ammo dumps.

“You know, Ben,” he said, speaking slowly, his brain half submerged in a small
lake of Laphroaig, “I hate the idea of having to tell Curtis about this. He hasn’t had
to deal much with things that haven’t gone his way. He’s led a happy life, all
things considered.”

“Well, he’s in for a rough patch now.” I didnt give a damn about Curtis
Lockhardt. He was one of them. And | wasn’t wasting a whole lot of sympathy on
my father, who was about as vulnerable as one of the gargoyles hanging on the
walls of Notre Dame. [ was sorry for my little sister, Val.

“I'l tell him tomorrow—"

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Itll be on the tube and in the papers
tomorrow. Val’s a celebrity. No, he’ll hear about it before we have to tell him. We’ll
have to mop up after his grief. I'm not looking forward to that.”

He fixed me with one of his X-ray stares across the top of his glass. “You can be
a reprehensible shit at times, Ben.”

“Like father, like son? It’s all in the genes.”

“Probably,” he said after a while, “quite probably so.” He cleared his throat and
finished his drink. “Well, I'm for bed.”



“To face the demons of the dark.”

“Something like that.” He turned in the doorway, gave me a little wave.

“By the way, Dad...”

“Yes? What is it?” The shadows of the foyer were about to swallow him.

“Sam Turner told me Val called him today, asked him questions about the
hanged priest—"

“What are you talking about?”

“The hanged priest out in the orchard. We have only the one, am I right or am I
right? What do you make of that? Did she say anything to you about that?”

“Sam Turner’s an old gossip.” My father snapped out the words, impatient with
fools. “How should I know anything about that? No, she said nothing to me about
that old story—”

“What do you mean—story? It did happen... the dangling, frozen priest in the
orchard—”

“That’s ancient history. Forget it. We’ll never know what she wanted and that’s
just fine. Now I'm going to bed.” He turned away.

“Dad?”

“Yes?”

“If you have any trouble sleeping, I'll be awake, in my room, staring at the
ceiling, indulging in emotional weakness. So if you want company ...” I shrugged.

“Thanks for the offer,” he said. “I think I might say a prayer. May I suggest you
try it? If you recall the process, of course

“Very kind of you to care,” I said.

“Well, I say it’s never too late.” There was a hint of a smile in his voice though I
couldn’t see his face clearly. “Not even for a lost soul like yours, Ben.”

Then he was gone and I took a long time straightening the coffee things and the
drinks table and smoking my cigar and slowly turning off the lamps.

The lights were still on in the chapel.

My bad leg was punishing me for my sins and the scotch hadn’t helped. I limped
up the stairs, down the dark and drafty hallway to my old bedroom. The framed
photograph of Joe DiMaggio autographed to my father and me hung over the bed. I
saw the faint familiar brown stain on the ceiling where one night the rain had
poured through a hole gnawed by a squirrel secreting nuts.

I turned on the bedside lamp. The sleet was beating against the windows. Gary
Cooper’s sketch of Val and me still sat in its silver frame on the chest of drawers.
Odd. I was now the only one of us left alive.

I pumped down a handful of aspirin for my leg pain and tried to escape the
banshees of memory gathering on the lawn beneath my window. I kept twisting
and turning and trying to make my leg comfortable, then dozing among troubled
reflections and dreams and ghastly, unhappy fantasies. And then somehow I
found myself among the Jesuits again, like an out-of-body experience...

The black-uniformed army among whom I'd once made my life swarmed out of
the night toward me, as if they were fuzzy-wuzzies hell-bent on overrunning my
positions, reclaiming me for themselves. Which was not necessarily the way it had
been, at least not most days. The fact was I had enjoyed much of life as a novice.
From the first day I'd found a place among the smart-ass contingent which always
seemed to form the core of the Society of Jesus. Professional smart-asses, valued



more for their rebellious intelligence than for their piety. Those first weeks of basic
training quickly took on the quality of a challenge—a challenge to our sharp-edged
smart-ass individuality which we were supposed to submerge in humility, prayer,
the tedium of routine, the constant busyness, the sounds and smells of a religious
dorm.

Then came the day Brother Fulton, only a couple of years further into the
process than we were, called us in for a chat.

“You will have been wondering about some of the more exotic aspects of our
happy little order,” he began. Brother Fulton was a classic Jesuit smart-ass: lank
blond hair, pointy, foxlike features, pale brown eyes that seemed to deny the
possibility of treating anything too seriously. “We think of them as penitential
practices, nothing to fear, because we are all brave fellows and the Society has our
best interests at heart. We are primarily concerned with the strength of the spirit,
the vitality and determination and growth of the inner man. However...”

He smiled at the group of intent young men waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“However, we must not altogether ignore our physical selves. It is our experience
here at Castle Skull—just a little Jesuit humor, men—that a whiff of mortification
of the flesh never really hurt anyone. It may even occasionally do some good. Pain,
I assure you, tends to concentrate the mind most wonderfully. But the pain is
merely to remind us of our real purpose—you guys all on the right page here?—
good, good. Suffice it to say that you will feel pain and your minds—if this thing
works like it’s supposed to—will turn to such fit subjects for meditation as your
love of God. Are you with me?”

His lively brown eyes danced from one dutifully nodding face to another.
“Gentlemen, take a look at these little doodads.” From the drawer in his desk he
took out two items and placed them casually on the blotter. “Go ahead, pick them
up. Get the feel. Get to know them.”

I took the braided white rope, watched it dangling like a valuable necklace from
my fingers. Touching the chain was oddly exciting, almost shameful. I held it
gingerly, as if it might come to life and lash out at me, while Brother Fulton went
on.

“These little devices, a whip and a leg chain, will aid you. They will make it
easier for you to reflect on your devotion to God. And your obedience. The rope or
whip is largely symbolic. On Monday and Wednesday evenings you will strip to the
waist and kneel beside your beds. The lights will be out. You will hear the tolling of
the bell. You will then begin flogging your backs with an over-the-shoulder flicking
motion. You keep at it for the length of one Our Father. No big deal.”

“And how about this?” I swung the chain.

“Aha,” Brother Fulton said. “You will notice the little signs on the bulletin
boards when you return to your rooms. ‘Whips tonight, chains tomorrow morning.’
An old Jesuit maxim. Benjamin, do you notice anything unusual about the
chain?”

“The links,” I said. “One side is filed down so it’s very sharp. The other side is
just blunt, rounded off.”

Brother Fulton nodded again. “Which side would you say, just off the top of
your head, is supposed to be pressed against the flesh? Blunt or sharp?”



“You bring out the Iron Maiden next,” Vinnie Halloran said, “and I'm going
through that door—”

“We save that for the seventh year,” Brother Fulton observed. “You’ll be long
gone by then.” He smiled beatifically. “You keep these things—the flagellum and
the chain—under your pillows. The chain is for hurting, I promise you. You will be
fastening the chain around your upper thigh, beneath your trousers, on Tuesday
and Thursday mornings.” He stood up, a gesture of dismissal. “You see the clasp,
you figure it out. One thing, though. Tight. Clasp it tight. Nothing worse than
feeling your chain sliding loosely down your leg until it rattles on the floor.” He
paused in the doorway before leaving. “That happens and you’re going to feel like a
real asshole. Mark my words.”

I threw myself into the business of fleshly mortification with customary
determination. The chain was no joke. You put it around your thigh, cinched the
links tight while it pulled the hair on your leg and pinched the flesh, and fastened
it. You stood still while you put it on and adjusted the tension. That wasn’t so bad.
But then you started to walk. The muscles flexed. The sharp edges bit into the
meat, the welts rose and stung.

Novice MacDonald thought the whole thing was insane, shaved the hair from
his thigh, and held the loose chain in place with adhesive tape. No one else would
even discuss the chains. It was a private battle and you fought it alone, the best
way you could.

It hurt worst of all when you had to sit down. At mass. At breakfast. In class.
And the sharpened links raised the welts, then dug the trenches in the flesh. All in
a good cause. My father would be proud of me. Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam. God. The
Society of Jesus. Saint Ignatius Loyola. Sanctus Pater Noster. The better to obey, to
serve. [ would rise above it. I'd be damned if I didn’t rise above it.

We were swimming when Vinnie Halloran spoke up. “Hey, Ben, look at your leg,
man. Just look at it.” I refused to look. I'd been seeing it for a couple weeks. “You
better take care of that, man. Really, that’s not right. That’s pus and green crud.
Look at my leg, little red dots. MacDonald, you know he paints his little red marks
on? No shit! But you, you got green stuff running...” Vinnie shivered, shrank
within himself.

But I wouldn’t give in. Not to a crummy Jesuit chain. Not Ben Driskill. That was
just the way it was.

It was infected and gangrene had developed. In the end Brother Fulton found
me passed out in the john, lying in a puddle of my own vomit. The doctors at St.
Ignatius Hospital saved the leg and I was very glad they had. Explaining a missing
leg to my father would have been murder. And [ was willing to live with the
residual pain that flared up from time to time. But what made me feel best was the
other thing. I hadn’t given in. Sometimes I lost, anybody could lose. But I never,
ever gave in. Not even to the Jesuits. Not even to my father.

When I woke up there was a dim grayness at the window and I could see my
breath in the cold of my bedroom. Dry snow blew along the windowsill, drifted
through the open inch to wet my face. The telephone was ringing in the distance. I
counted four rings and then it stopped. My watch said it was six forty-five. I next
came out of the fog at eight past seven, leaving behind a dream of someone
screaming.



The problem was I didn’t leave it behind. The scream was part of reality, not left
over from a dream. And it wasn’t a scream, it was more of a strangled cry and it
probably lasted no more than a second, maybe two, and then there was a hell of a
crash, like a blind man trying to get out of a burning building.

My father lay at the bottom of the stairway. His robe was all twisted around
him, his arms bent sideways, his face down, resting on the foyer floor. The
moment seemed to drag on forever, and then I was kneeling beside him. He looked
like someone else, an old man with one eye shut, the other staring up at me. Then
the eye blinked.

“Dad? Can you hear me?” I cushioned his head on my arm.

One side of his mouth twitched, a smile. The other side did nothing at all.
“Telephone,” he said, fairly distinctly. “Archbishop...” He sucked some air through
the side of his mouth. “Cardinal... Klammer...” Leave it to my father to get all the
titles right. A tear trickled out of the closed eye, seeping away as if jealously
guarded.

“He called? What did he want?”

“Lockhardt... Heff-Heffernan...” It was so difficult for him to speak. Hugh
Driskill had come to this, drooling out of the corner of his mouth at the bottom of
the stairs.

“Lockhardt and Heffernan,” I prompted. Who the hell was Heffernan?

“Dead...” It was a whisper now, as if he were running down, batteries going.

“Christ... they’re dead? Lockhardt’s dead?”

“Murdered... yes-yesterday...” He blinked again. Fingers fluttered at my side.
Then he drifted off.

I called the hospital. Then I went back and sat down beside my father, took his
hand in both of mine, willed some of my energy into him, returning the favor.

I willed my father to live.

Chapter 2

She jogged back to the modern tower on the Via Veneto and stopped to
catch her breath in the marble and chrome lobby while she waited for the elevator.
Sweat dripped from the tip of her upturned nose. Her tawny brown shoulder-
length hair was held in place by a green band. She pulled the earphones out and
an old Pink Floyd tape came to an abrupt end. She wiped her forehead on the
sleeve of her gray sweatshirt.

She’d run three miles and was headed to the pool on the roof. She stopped at
the eighteenth-floor apartment, shucked off the sweats, got into her bathing suit,
wrapped herself in a thick terry-cloth robe, and ran up the three flights to the roof.
She had the pool to herself and swam in a serious, disciplined way, pacing herself,
thirty laps. The sun was purple, struggling up over the horizon, almost frightening
seen through the dust and pollution of Rome.

By the time she was in her kitchen making coffee, it was six-thirty and she’d
been up since five. She’d prayed and jogged and taken a swim and it was time to
stop horsing around. It was time to get a handle on the day.



Sister Elizabeth enjoyed her life. She had not become a nun with unrealistic
stars in her eyes: she’d thought it through in her organized way and things had
gone well. The Order was proud of her. The apartment on the Via Veneto was
owned by Curtis Lockhardt. He had personally spoken with Sister Celestine, who
handled such matters for the Order from her office at the top of the Spanish Steps.
There had been quick approval for her to move in. The Order tended to treat its
members as adults who could be trusted and respected.

It was Sister Valentine who had introduced her to Lockhardt and made the
suggestion about the apartment. Lockhardt had subsequently become Elizabeth’s
friend, too, and a valuable source of information useful in her work. It was a
perfect example of the synchronicity which in a closed, stifling society like the
Church made life so much more pleasant. The trick was always to make the
machinery work for you, not against you. Elizabeth was gifted when it came, as it
often did, to that arcane art. She was true to herself and true to the Order, and
that was the foundation for making the machinery hum. Sister Val called it
pushing the right buttons. They both knew how to do it though they weren’t
pushing the same sets of buttons.

She drank coffee and ate toast and took out her Filofax to check the day’s
schedule. At nine o’clock there was a delegation of French feminists, Catholic
laywomen from Lyons, who were continuing a long-running guerrilla action
against the Vatican and wanted coverage in the magazine. God help us all...

She had been editor-in-chief of New World, the twice-monthly magazine funded
by the Order, for three years. Its original audience had been Catholic women back
during the height of the social and religious upheaval of the sixties. It hadn’t taken
long for a decidedly liberal attitude to suffuse the magazine; then came the
charges of Marxist influences hurled from all sides by enraged conservatives; the
result was to turn the liberalism to radicalism, which in turn acted as a magnet
not only to all the legitimate voices of the left but to most of the wild-eyed nut
cases in Christendom. The outcry had eventually roused Callistus from his
pontifical slumber and he’d declared in camera to the powers at the top of the
Order that the time had come to put a sock in it. For their own sakes.

Shortly thereafter Sister Elizabeth was named editor, the first American to hold
the job. For the past three years she’d tiptoed along the line, addressing the major
issues facing the Church in an even-handed way but dodging nothing: birth
control, a married clergy, women priests, abortion, the leftist clergy in
underdeveloped and third world countries, the role of the Church in international
politics, the scandals at the Vatican Bank—in short, the works.

New World had quadrupled its readership, had become a kind of debating
society for the Church’s heavy hitters. She’d managed to stay just shy of bringing
Callistus blinking back into the daylight. And now it looked as if she would outlast
him.

All through the summer and autumn she, like every other journalist in Rome,
knew that Pope Callistus was living on borrowed time. Death was lurking in the
Vatican anterooms, clichés abounded in sleek bars, and at fancy parties attended
by clergy, and in heavily draped villa drawing rooms overlooking the city. The
atmosphere of pure expectation, a kind of unfettered, luxurious fore-play,
reminded her of more innocent times, reminded her of her grandfather back in



llinois, in a little town called Oregon which she visited each summer from the
family home in Lake Forest. It reminded her of the excitement and anticipation
when he took her to the circus.

A circus was the perfect metaphor. The Pope would die and the circus would
actually begin with the tawdry tinkle of the hurdy-gurdy and monkeys on chains,
the trumpet fanfare of a Fellini movie and the clowns and all the freaks and
aerialists joining hands, dancing, capering across the screen. Always with a few
priests thrown in, a bow to local color. Rome was presently in the pre-circus
phase, and she remembered her grandmother getting her up early, her
grandfather gassing up the station wagon and driving out to the fairgrounds in the
cool dawn, cloudless and blue, promising another scorcher. He wanted her to see
what went on before the ringmaster cracked his whip and opened the show,
wanted her to see that some of the best parts of the circus happened when no one
was around to watch. The tigers and the elephants, prowling around or making
the earth shake, how they stood on their columnar back legs and reared into the
air, showing off... The circus before the show began.

That was the state Rome was in now. The papabili, the men with eyes peeled
and fixed on the main chance, power, a line in the history books—they were
gathering like the great elephants and tigers they were, shaking the ground with
their weight, prowling with sabre teeth bare in ghastly smiles... the cardinals. The
men who did what had to be done to ascend to the Throne of Peter. And their
handlers, the power brokers, the deal makers, the fixers. Elephants, tigers, no end
of jackals and hyenas, and not a lamb in sight.

My God, how she loved it!

She loved the politicking, the intriguing, the nerves of the contestants showing
through, rubbed raw in the infighting, the backward glances, the fear of a
symbolic knife in the back, in the dark of the confessional, a false step, a word in
the wrong ear, a career shot to hell. Who could best manipulate the gathering of
cardinals? Who could flatter and cajole and threaten? Would the Americans try to
throw their weight and money around? Who would be the most pliant when offered
a promise or two? Who knew the best headwaiters in the best restaurants, who
would be invited to the best parties, and who would swoop down and pitch camp
at the Hassler? Who might have waited too long to strike? Whom might rumor
destroy?

That morning Sister Elizabeth wore the navy blue suit with the scarlet rosette in
the lapel, the symbol of the Order. She was tall and rangy and had good legs and a
very modern figure and Cardinal D’Ambrizzi thought she looked very sexy in the
uniform and wasn’t shy about saying so.

She went to mass in a good mood, counting her blessings. She was looking
forward to accompanying D’Ambrizzi and a visiting American banker on one of the
cardinal’s famed tours of Rome. It was a good time to be watching D’Ambrizzi
closely: she was working on a long piece about the papabili which would be
published as soon as Callistus died, outlining an insider’s view of the likely
favorites, among whom no name loomed larger than D’Ambrizzi’s. She was trying
to handicap the field: she figured the leaders at about two to one, eight to five if
you took them as an entry. And D’Ambrizzi was one of them. Saint Jack, as Sister
Val called him.



In the small church she habitually visited for morning mass, she lit a candle,
said a prayer for Sister Valentine. She was eager to hear from her because, when
she gave way to it, Sister Elizabeth was worried sick about her. Val was about as
tormented these days as you could be, and it wasn’t just the Curtis Lockhardt
thing. Elizabeth figured it roughly eight to five she’d leave the Order and marry the
guy. And more power to her. No, it wasn’t the Lockhardt thing.

It was all the other stuff Val had hinted at.

Once the Frenchwomen had departed she had a couple of hours to herself. She
spent them at her desk, the blinds closed to deflect the bright sunshine, her
managing editor, Sister Bernadine, taking all the calls in the outer office. Before
her on her desk she arranged the files on the papabili. Slowly she read through
her notes on the two leading candidates. Then she turned back to her Apple II and
divided the glowing screen down the middle, typed in the names of the two men,
and proceeded to begin a thumbnail sketch of each.

GIACOMO CARDINAL D’AMBRIZZI

Vatican moneyman, director of investments, power at Vatican Bank but not an
officer, untouched by the scandal; worldly, well-known diplomatic presence;
pragmatist, cultured, but looks like a squat, muscular old peasant a la John XXIII
& plays his earthiness for all it’s worth; chummy, friendly man with a crocodile’s
smile and hooded eyes; will of iron—says don’t get mad, get even and then some;
big eater, drinker, lover of good life.

A pragmatic progressive—on birth control, gay rights, women priests—he’s open
to suggestion, not a doctrinaire Vatican creature; there’s a strong rumor that he’s
gotten religion and may want to divest Church of some of its morally questionable
investments; big supporter of human rights in totalitarian countries; fear in
certain circles that he’s gone soft/liberal in his old age.

Old friend of American Catholic powerhouse, H. Driskill. What was he doing at
Driskill home in Princeton after war? A mystery. What was wartime relationship
with Driskill? War years in Paris w. Torricelli.

MANFREDI CARDINAL INDELICATO

If the Vatican had a CIA/KGB he’d be its chief (works as papal adviser under
Sec of State); tall, thin, ascetic, somber, slick black hair (dyed?), very simple black
suits—no pomp, lots of circumstance; remote from all but his personal clique;
little known to outside world; a true disciple of Pius during the war; ties to
Mussolini in thirties.

Noble, ancient family, past full of clerics; brother a big-time industrialist
murdered by the Red Brigade; sister married to movie-star legend Octavio Russo;
his personal art collection in his private villa is priceless (Nazi loot?); hobby is
chess, he endlessly replays the great games. A conservative, traditionalist, even
the curia is scared of him; advocates a rich, powerful Church deeply involved in
world of realpolitik; he and D’Ambrizzi once close in prewar years when both were
getting careers started. D’Ambrizzi has become more of a humanist while
Indelicato has hardened in his original views. A disciple of Pius on whom he has
rather styled himself: arrogant. Spent war in Rome with Pius, said to have worked
on “saving” Rome with Pius.



Wondering what lay behind such skeletal hints at the reality of the two men,
she was called back to her schedule by Sister Bernadine. Monsignor Sandanato
was waiting downstairs with the limousine.

They rode in a Vatican Mercedes, the four of them—Kevin Higgins, a well-
connected banker from Chicago, Cardinal D’Ambrizzi, and Sister Elizabeth in the
back with windows open, Monsignor Sandanato behind the wheel. Higgins was an
old friend of Sister Elizabeth’s father and greeted her warmly, full of memory-laden
small talk. He had not visited Rome in many years and he couldn’t have been
more delighted than to return in the company of the cardinal and his friend’s
daughter. He must have felt, she reflected, as she herself did whenever the
cardinal was holding forth, as if she were seeing the Eternal City for the first time.

D’Ambrizzi had greeted her with an avuncular hug and insistence that she hang
on for the distance. He needed a quiet moment with her once Higgins had been
sent on his way. Sandanato had been formal, proper, undemonstrative, such a
contrast to the vibrant cardinal who had been standing beside the black limo, face
to the sunshine, already giving Higgins an earful, when the monsignor had
brought her out to the street.

The drive through the hot, dusty, traffic-clogged city had been punctuated by
stops for walks through various sites. Cardinal D’Ambrizzi had inevitably linked
his arm through hers, as if he were substituting her for the absent Val, who so
often accompanied him, and meandered slowly with Higgins trailing behind in
Sandanato’s care, the monsignor a dark shadow, ready to open a door or brush off
a bench or light one of the cardinal’s black Egyptian cigarettes.

The cardinal’s commentary never flagged. At one point Sandanato reminded him
to take some medication which he washed down with a granita from a street-
corner vendor. And now they were driving along the Tiber, the cardinal finally
quiet, smiling at her and the Boston banker, letting the newcomer soak up the
sights and reflect on where they had been and what they had seen.

“It isn’t simply that I love this city,” D’Ambrizzi had said as they set off, his
English excellent though colored by a rich accent. “I am this city. Sometimes I
think [ was here when Romulus and Remus were suckled by the wolf and have
been here ever since—not a very Catholic notion but it is true, I feel it in my soul. I
was here with Caligula and with Constantine, I was here with Peter and the
Medicis and Michelangelo, I feel them, I knew them.” He had looked out from the
folds of his hooded eyes: there was something timeless and unknowable in the
visage, then he smiled suddenly as if enjoying a secret joke or a magician’s trick
he couldn’t explain to the children. Elizabeth saw in him at such moments all the
things Val had described, how he’d played with Val and her brother during those
months in Princeton after the war. “Like Montaigne,” he was saying, “I can say I
know the pagan temples of old Rome better than I know the palaces of today’s
Church. I can see them, I can hear the voices of the consuls and senators on the
Capitoline Hill when all was grandeur and grace ... and I can see the same hill
more than a thousand years later when the monuments were done to dust and the
great men replaced by goats nibbling at the scrub brush. Ah, here we are—let’s get
out and go for a walk.” He was larger than life, stumping along in his plain black
cassock. He was George C. Scott playing Patton.



They had traversed the Capitoline, or Campidoglio as it is known now, the
center of Roman municipality, and everywhere they had seen the immortal cipher
which far predated Christianity, S.P.Q.R., Senatus Populusque Romanus. Like the
cardinal’s own view of himself, the solemn inscription, now visible on everything
from buses to manhole covers, linked the pagan and Christian eras across the
centuries. It was the central fascination Val had always felt with the city, both as a
historian and as a nun: that this one remarkable point on the planet had been the
center of the pagan world, that all roads of the world before Christ had led to
Rome, and that subsequently it had become the fountainhead of the Christian
world.

Life was pulsing everywhere, all around them, in the noise and the color and the
sense of time coursing backward and forward, past and present all one, pagan and
Christian so inextricably bound together that what divided them was irrelevant.
Sister Elizabeth felt a certain light-headedness, bred of wonderment at the
sensuality and humanity of the city coexisting so easily with the Church’s orders
and denials, and when she turned she saw the cardinal watching her, suddenly
solemn.

The roar from the Piazza Venezia faded away in the quiet of the Capitoline. They
passed through the gentle little garden separating the Via San Marco from the
Piazza d’Aracoeli. With a sweep of his arm D’Ambrizzi encompassed the palaces
and the piazza and the cordonata of the Capitoline, spoke one word:
“Michelangelo.” He shrugged happily, drew her on toward the Piazza del
Campidoglio.

There, burnished in the bright sunshine, was the elegant statue of Marcus
Aurelius surging forward on his horse, hand outstretched, with the brightly
glowing gold Palazzo del Senatore behind him. When Michelangelo first saw this
survivor of the ancient world, he had been so moved by its sense of life that he had
ordered it to walk. They paused now, looking at it, and D’Ambrizzi said, “It’s a
mistake, you know, that we can see it at all. In the Middle Ages, at a time of
religious zealotry which produced a good deal of vandalism, it was thought to be a
statue of the first Christian emperor, Constantine, and as such it escaped the
melting pot. Had they known it was Marcus Aurelius, it would have been gone,
along with all the others.”

He waited while Monsignor Sandanato lit another cigarette for him. “Like your
Chicago, Kevin, Rome is built on a foundation of legend. This one has it that when
this statue appears once again covered with gold, the end of the world will be at
hand and from the horse’s forelock will come the voice of the Last Judgment.” He
took a deep, rasping breath, moved on. “The statue had many curious uses. It was
once used for a banquet with wine flowing from one nostril, water from the other.
Much like one of your bankers’ conventions, Kevin... One angry pope hanged a city
prefect from the statue by his hair.” He laughed deep in his chest. “You tell me
that you are interested in the violent side of Roman history.” The moneyman
shrugged self-consciously. “This was once a place of medieval executions. They
executed people everywhere, wherever the mood took them.”

She smelled the cypresses and the oleander blossoms baking in the sun,
releasing their scent. She turned, saw Sandanato’s large, dark eyes staring at her.
She smiled but he merely turned his gaze back to the glorious garden.



D’Ambrizzi seemed most interested in showing Higgins traces of the world that
predated Christianity, perhaps assuming that his awareness of Church-related
history was more complete. They were entering the Passagio del Muro Romano
when he pointed at some massive, weathered gray stone blocks which seemed
hardly worthy of comment.

“All that remains of the Temple of Jupiter, you see before you. The sixth century
before Christ. In those days the soldiers of Rome were nothing more than
shepherds, and there was no concept in their minds of gods like people. And
certainly no temples in their honor. The Romans worshipped in the open, at altars
made of turf. But the immortal Livy tells us that the soldiers brought their plunder
to this place and put it under an oak tree. Where the kings of Rome chose to begin
building the Temple of Jupiter.” He looked leisurely around, as if he saw or heard
something familiar. “It was here that the great triumphs were held, the
celebrations of the endless victories. The triumphant general’s body was painted
bloodred and they dressed him in a purple-flowered tunic, a purple toga
embroidered with gold. He wore a laurel wreath and carried an ivory scepter and a
laurel branch.” The hooded eyes were wide now, as if he could see the spectacle
before him: Elizabeth felt his enthusiasm sparking within her, the effect of a
magus.

“There he stood, clad as a god, offering a sacrifice to Jupiter—and his enemies,
held in the Mamertine prison down there, below us, were put to the sword... my
dear Sister Elizabeth,” he whispered hoarsely, “these triumphant pagan rituals
exceed my powers of description. Surrounded by gold and marble and statuary we
now consider a standard of grace and beauty, wearing their purple robes, they
presided over the sacrifices of pigs and goats and bulls, the smell of blood was
everywhere, people fainted from it, their togas were stiff with it, the squeals of the
dying animals filled the air that was thick with the smoke of the roasting flesh, the
piazza was slippery with blood... our ancestors... where we stand, they stood, they
believed in their gods as we believe in ours, we are one with them... we are the
same.” His voice had fallen almost to nothing and the images gripped her. Higgins
leaned forward, straining to hear. She was almost embarrassed by the fervor of the
description.

Later they stood in the cool shade of a small garden from which they could see
the stark ruins of the Forum through the haze of heat and dust. Higgins was
speaking softly to D’Ambrizzi and she caught a fragment. “It’s always been
something that fascinated me, the paradox... the evil, the good, coexisting. Not
unlike your own interest in the pagan forerunners of Christianity.”

Sandanato was ahead of them, smelling flowers in the bright sunshine.
“Paradoxes,” D’Ambrizzi repeated. “They are, of course, what lie at the heart of the
Church. Two sides, two conflicting approaches to life, always interacting in order
to survive... | have tried to bring the diverse elements into harmony. After all, we
are not an organization of ascetics, are we? Oh, we have those fellows off in
monasteries praying, we have the good sisters who remain in the cloister—they do
enough praying for us all, don’t you agree? I've never spent more time praying
than was required of me.” Smoke curled away from the cigarette clamped between
stubby, nicotine-stained fingers. “Sister Elizabeth, you are not given to great
prodigies of prayer, are you?”



“No, I'm afraid not. Not prodigies.” She smiled.

“I knew it,” he said, satisfied. “You and I, wine from the same hillside, Sister.
Take Monsignor Sandanato there, he’s a great expert on the monasteries, loves
them, monasteries in ruins, monasteries deserted and burned to the ground by
infidels or following infestations of plague. He doesn’t always approve of the
emphasis I put on the secular world, the money and power games.” He smiled,
beaming from one face to another.

They had left the comfort of the shade and the sunshine flowed across them,
blinding them momentarily. Sandanato was waiting patiently, a lean figure in
black, a kind of Roman Calvinist.

“Games someone has to play,” she said, inhaling the sweetness of the garden,
“or the world devours us. Evil might triumph and wear the red paint and the
purple toga—"

He nodded vigorously. “There are those who might say the world has devoured
us already. In any case, it is a battle fought on the world’s terms, not ours. So I
play my games and let others, like my faithful Pietro, attend to the spirituality. The
Church is big enough for us all.” His eyes flickered behind the folds of flesh.

Later still she was out of breath in the steepness of another ancient Roman
street, the Clivus Argentarius, on past the Basilica Argentaria which had once
been the center of the Roman world’s commerce. The sun was dipping low enough
so that they were much of the time in shadows. As they entered the Via del
Tulliano she wondered if the cardinal’s tour had simply been an elaborate jest, a
teasing effort to send a shiver along the banker’s spine, and hers as well, or did he
intend it as some kind of object lesson about the connections that forever tie the
pagan and Christian worlds together? Perhaps it was, as he had said, simply a
reflection of his own identification with the timeless, ambiguous city. Whatever his
intention, her mind was reeling with the images and insights he had produced as
if from a top hat, in a spotlight.

“There,” he said, stopping to catch his breath, “on the corner, the Church of San
Giuseppe dei Falegnami. Nothing out of the ordinary, but beneath the church is a
fascinating chamber, the chapel of San Pietro in Carcere... consecrated as the
prison where Nero had St. Peter himself held. Come, let me show you this place.”
He crossed the street flanked by Higgins, who was beginning to look a trifle
bedraggled, and Elizabeth, with Sandanato trailing behind. “Tell them the history,
Pietro.” The cardinal was tired. The huge nose drooped over the full mouth which
seemed always drawn back in a grin, exposing the yellowed teeth. The black
cigarette with the gold banding was stuck on the heavy ridge of his lower lip, the
eyes almost hidden as he squinted through the wavering pillar of smoke.

“His Eminence has a peculiar affection for some of Rome’s grislier sights,”
Monsignor Sandanato said, “but never give up hope, we draw near the end. The
Tullianum was nothing more ominous than a water cistern, probably constructed
shortly after the Gauls sacked Rome. However, it was later converted to use as a
prison, serving as the lower vault of the Mamertine which, you will recall from
your Roman history, was the final home of such defeated enemies as Simon Bar
Giora and Jugurtha and Vercingetorix, who were often as not starved to death,
and such enemies of the state as the Catiline conspirators who were perhaps
strangled. Dead is dead, in any case, and a great deal of dying went on here.”



They descended the modern double stairway to the entrance of the chapel, then
entered the upper chamber. She suddenly felt a fluttering in her chest, felt her
breathing shorten, and perspiration break out across her forehead and on her
upper lip. A moving screen of black dots appeared before her. She was on the
verge of falling, stopped to lean on a railing. She was hot, then icy cold, and her
stomach churned rebelliously. The warm day and the onset of her period, the long
walk, the talk, the intensity of the cardinal’s vision of Rome, the horrors and
oddities he had described—they all seemed to be overtaking her at once. All she
wanted was a moment to rest and somehow not disgrace herself. The three men
swam before her, she felt herself nodding in a mockery of attention, faking it,
grasping for handholds as inconspicuously as possible. It was dim in the chapel.
She prayed, hating her own weakness, get me through this and I'll never be bad
again....

Sister Elizabeth closed her eyes, tried to force herself to be calm, wondering with
a distant corner of her mind if she was about to pass out.

“There was only one exit from the Tullianum, which is where we are at this
moment, and that was a drain leading to the Cloaca Maxima. It was sometimes
said to be clogged with rotting corpses. Now, of course, we see above the altar a
relief depicting St. Peter baptising his jailer...”

It seemed hours before they’d gotten back to the Mercedes. Now, with the breeze
off the Tiber cooling her face, and the cardinal staring moodily out the window,
and the banker disgorged at his hotel, the tour was over. She was worn out and
they were headed back toward the Via Veneto, and she felt the semblance of
equilibrium returning.

She smiled at the thought of telling Sister Val about the afternoon, getting her
interpretation of the cardinal’s tour. Saint Jack. Maybe the next pope...

And then Saint Jack took her hand in his great meaty paws, held her gently to
keep her from breaking, and told her that Sister Valentine had been murdered.

Chapter 3

- Driskill -

I sat in the hospital coffee shop and tried to figure out what was going
on.

There was a television set in the corner and the story of the murders of Curtis
Lockhardt and Monsignor Andrew Heffernan was getting a big play but the
newscaster from the Today show had precious little to tell. I knew enough about
the way the archdiocese worked to see the lid being slammed down, hammered
into place. The NYPD had issued a statement four sentences in length. So the
meat of the story was a quickly cobbled together obituary of Lockhardt and a brief
recap of Heffernan’s career.

The news of Sister Valentine’s murder hadn’t yet surfaced. It would soon
enough, and I could imagine the television commentators putting two and two
together. Getting four wasn’t going to take a rocket scientist.



I stared out the coffee shop window at the Halloween world, looking past the
decorations done by children who were patients, all the orange and black witches
on broomsticks and grinning pumpkins. The more I thought about it, I seemed to
see something grim and implacably evil, like an army of Vandals or Goths
gathering on the horizon. Yet there was only a stand of stark-limbed trees,
windshorn, a desperately inadequate windbreak out past the parking lot. But in
my mind the ghostly, nameless enemy was gathering beyond those sorry trees. My
sister had been caught in the Church’s dirty work. The Church had just started
screwing around with my life. Again.

A pair of doctors who had known my father forever finally came to the coffee
shop stroking their chins like actors trying out for Magnificent Obsession. My
father had suffered the standard massive heart attack you’re always reading
about. It didn’t look good. But then, it could have looked worse. Mainly it was a
waiting game. And for the moment they were worried about controlling press
coverage, deflecting the possibility that the hospital might become a circus of
reporters waiting to see if Hugh Driskill was packing it in. The hospital staff didn’t
know my sister had been killed and I wasn’t going to get into that. They could hear
about it like everyone else. About noon I left the doctor place, as Val had called the
hospital when she was little, and drove through the hardening slush until I was
home.

The couple working for my father, the Garritys, was on hand full of awkward
comfort. I’'d called them from the hospital, told them the sad story, and they’d
come to do some cooking and straightening in case any guests slept over. They did
a ham and turkey and God knew what else and then they were gone and I was
alone. I made some other necessary calls, to my office and to my father’s. When 1
got off the phone I was more alone than I’'d ever been.

Late afternoon and the gray light was fading fast. I sat in the Long Room
without the inclination to turn on the lamps or light the carefully laid logs in the
dark fireplace. I was sifting through the jumbled events of the past twenty-four
hours like a prospector peering for the glint of gold winking at him from all the
false hopes. Then something struck me.

I went upstairs, stood looking down the dim hallway toward Val’s bedroom,
where the door stood open. I'd called Sam Turner from the hospital to tell him
about my father. Sam said he had the crime-scene guys coming out to the house
in the morning. The Garritys told me that they had indeed clumped around out in
the chapel and gone through the house, but I saw no evidence of their efforts. The
door to Val’s room stood open. Had they gone through everything she’d brought
home with her?

I was trying to fix on something. The golden wink, the hidden jewel in the slag
which might draw one on.

The hallway, long and dark and profoundly quiet, seemed like the deserted
gallery of a museum devoted to unidentifiable, half-remembered, repressed images
and experiences, memories of my mother, unanswerable questions: why she’d died
as she had, what it was she’d been trying to say when she’d reached out to me, the
rings weighing so heavily on her trembling fingers... [t was a museum of
disappointment, whispered questions without answers, as if only bits and pieces
of the paintings were visible within the frames and you were supposed to guess



what the finished picture might actually represent. Our home had always been a
puzzle museum, a palace of indirection where nothing was quite what you’d
thought. I'd lived in the house and had never really known what was going on and
now Val was dead, my father was dying, I was alone, and I didn’t understand it
any better than I had so long ago.

An hour later I stood in Val’s bedroom with the contents of two suitcases spread
out on the bed. A couple of skirts, sweaters, blouses, a wool dress, underwear,
toiletries, cosmetics, stockings, knee socks, a pair of loafers, a pair of heels, jeans,
wool slacks, two paperback copies of Eric Ambler novels, a small leather jewelry
box...

I had searched every drawer, gone through the closet, looked under the
mattress. I stood in the middle of the room, starting to sweat. There was
something impossibly wrong.

There was no briefcase. No notebooks. Not a pad of paper, not a pen. Not a
single sheet of notes. No diary, no weekly planner. No address book. But most of
all—no briefcase. Years before I had given her a heavy Vuitton briefcase with a
brass lock. It had become a permanent part of her daily life. She’d said it was one
of those perfect things, like a Rolex or a perfectly balanced Waterman pen or an
IBM Selectric. Her indestructible Vuitton briefcase. It was usually packed to
bulging and it was always with her. I simply didn’t believe she’d neglected to bring
it home. She was writing a book. She’d never have gone anywhere, let alone home,
without that briefcase. She might have left cartons of research material in an office
in Rome... but the briefcase would have been with her, just this side of manacled
to her wrist.

And it was gone. Someone had taken it...

It was past six o’clock, dark as a lost soul, when I put down the telephone in the
Long Room and lit the fire. My father’s condition was unchanged. He hadn’t
regained consciousness! The doctor was blandly noncommittal and said he was
awfully sorry about my sister. Word was getting about.

The flames took hold, licked at the dry bark, curled around the kindling and the
thick logs. I sank back in the deep chair my father had used the night before: I felt
his presence all around me. I smelled his cigars mingling with the woodsy smoke
smell from the fireplace. In the shadows at the end of the room stood his easel, the
draped painting he’d been working on. The sound of a car in the forecourt roused
me from my reflections. The glare of headlights poked through the window.

I opened the front door and Father Dunn came in, followed by a sudden gasp of
chill wind. He looked rumpled and calm, a comfortable man who fit in because he
was never much aware of himself. The familiarity of his face was something
intrinsic, not just manufactured from the dust jackets of his books.

He shucked off his trench coat. He was wearing his black clericals, the collar.
“How’s your father?”

“No change,” I said. “But how do you know?” I stopped abruptly on the way into
the Long Room and he passed me, dropped his coat over one of the wooden chairs
at the table.

“Cardinal Klammer. You called him, right?”

“He’d just spoken with my father, telling him about Lockhardt and Heffernan,
then it happened.”



“Well, I've spent several hours with Klammer, trying to keep him from running
naked onto Fifth Avenue screaming he had no part in any of it. His Eminence and
Lockhardt were not pals, you see. So he sees himself as a suspect in that cute,
paranoid way he has. Klammer, of course, lives in the sixteenth century, when
men were men. You wouldn’t have a wee drop of that Laphroaig?” I poured it over
ice and he drained off half of it. “So, Klammer’s not leading the mourners, but
murder practically in his parlor does call for a quick change of underwear.” Dunn
smiled for a moment. I poured myself a drink. “I told him about Sister Valentine. I
really had to—I daresay she’d have gotten a kick out of his reaction. Our
archbishop cardinal put on his game face, gritted his teeth ... as the immortal
Wodehouse might have said, Klammer’s face was that of a sheep with a secret
sorrow. He actually said, ‘Why me, O Lord, why me?’ A bellyaching Teutonic nitwit
through and through. I have a bit of news, Ben. I've had a busy day.”

“What is it you actually do?” I said. “For the Church?”

“Today I did a whole lot of listening. And I'm a good listener. After Klammer I
went to see the cop in charge of the murder investigation in New York—Randolph
Jackson, I've known him for twenty years. He had some things to say ...” He gave
me one of his sharp looks, all gimlet eye and eyebrow like a privet hedge gone to
rack and ruin. “May I trouble you for a cigar?” I nodded impatiently while he
clipped and lit it, blew out a jet of smoke. “A thing like this, it looks impossible,
two bodies at the Palace—what can you do? Well, Jackson started talking to
people at the scene. And it leads back to your sister, Ben—you got your seat belt
buckled?”

“Leads back to my sister,” I said. The Vandals and the Goths were moving
closer, faster.

“A secretary working for Heffernan saw the killer.” He watched me while that
sunk in. “She was down the hall programming a computer for him and she had
some questions; she started down the hall to the penthouse suite. She saw this
guy come out of Heffernan’s door and go to the elevator. She couldn’t get an
answer to her buzz, she called on the phone—finally she just went in and got the
surprise of her life.”

“So? The killer?”

“She says he was a priest.” He broke into a dour grin, like a man delivering the
worst punch line in the world.

“A priest. Or a man dressed like a priest—"

“She says she can always tell a priest—she’s worked for the diocese for thirty-
five years. She’s a nun.”

“Aren’t there any Protestants left in the world?”

“Not in this story, I'm afraid.”

The wind came up hard against the windows and a flurry of drafts filled the
room, shoving the curtains. The fire flared.

“She’s absolutely sure,” Dunn said. “But she says she can’t identify him. Or
describe him, really. She says all priests look alike to her. Except for his hair. This
was an elderly man with silver hair.”

“How to find him in New York?” I shook my head. Hopeless.

“Well, he’s not in New York. He was here yesterday. I think he killed your sister,
Ben.”



My face was clammy. “I thought about it today. Three Catholics. The hat trick. It
had to be the same operation.”

“There was something in the chapel last night... you had it in your hand, you
didn’t even know it. Piece of fabric, torn on the back of a pew. I knew what it was.
Today proved it.”

He took something out of his pocket, dangled it before me. A small piece of
black fabric. I said, “I don’t get it.”

“It’s a piece torn from a raincoat. A black raincoat. ['ve seen a million of ’em. A
priest’s raincoat. I'm like that old nun. I’d know one anywhere.”

Peaches called, insisting we come over to the St. Mary’s parish house in New
Prudence for dinner. He wouldn’t take no for an answer.

I rode with Dunn in his Jaguar. When we reached New Pru, countless pint-sized
goblins and ghosts and skeletons were out trick-or-treating. Parents waited on the
sidewalks as their kids traipsed back and forth, house to house, clutching Mars
bars and popcorn balls and little sacks of cookies. It was windy, misting faintly,
the night full of shouts and screams.

Edna Hanrahan, Peaches’s housekeeper, let us in the front door of the old
Victorian house with its long windows and wrought iron fence and gabled roof.
Peaches had just returned from a hayride with the parish kids. What ensued in
the church basement was a kind of pandemonium I hadn’t seen since I was a kid.
Peaches was riding herd on the eight- to twelve-year-old kids, raucous, pink-
cheeked, hysterical at their in jokes. Peaches had straw in his hair and was
sneezing from the dust and looked like a commercial for the priesthood. He draped
his arm around my shoulder. “Have a rotten day?”

“No, thanks,” I said, “just had one.”

We’d been making the same joke all our lives and he grinned sadly. His eyes
were full of sympathy and history. “How’s your dad?” Everybody seemed to know.

“It’s a waiting game. He’s not dead, anyway.”

Peaches went off to get through the party. Pretty young mothers helped out,
getting the apple bobbing going, opening casseroles and putting the franks into
the buns and the potato chips into bowls. Dunn and I met at the hot dogs and
loaded up, stood munching, watching the kids raising hell. Peaches had a touch
with them, like a good teacher or coach. Finally Father Dunn couldn’t resist the
insistent requests by a ten-year-old blonde with pigtails: she led him over to the
pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, blindfolded him, and giggled merrily as he set off in
search of the donkey.

Peaches came over and said, “Let’s go outside, Ben. I need a break.” We went
onto the back lawn of St. Mary’s which led away down toward a tumbling creek.
The moon ducked in and out behind dark, gray-rimmed clouds and the mist was
cold on my face. Peaches kicked at the crusty leaves poking out of the brittle,
shallow snow.

“I'm not up for this party,” he said. “Occupational hazard. The priest at St.
Mary’s has always done it, so this one will, too. You saw how much the kids enjoy
it.”

“You've got a way with them,” I said.



“l do, I really do.” The windows of the church basement shone brightly and I
could hear the kids laughing, shouting. “Val and I would have had great kids,
Ben.”

I nodded. Nothing to say.

“Goddammit, why couldn’t she just have gone straight? She’d be alive now. I'm
a real half-assed priest, Ben. Gone as far as I can go, not like Artie Dunn in there,
no big-deal pals in Rome, no inside dope. This is it for me... but I'd have been a
good husband. A great father. Dammit. We’d have had a lot of laughs and been
happy and we’d have grown old together. But instead she’s dead and I'm running a
Halloween party for other people’s kids.” He wiped a corner of an eye. “Sorry, Ben.
I had to say all this to somebody.”

We walked slowly along the creek bank, then turned slowly back toward the
church. I told him what Dunn had said about the killer being a priest.

Peaches shook his head. “I know a couple of priests who are killers at heart but,
well, this sounds a little crazy. One priest kills Lockhardt, Heffernan, and Val.
Who knows what kind of hell Val was stirring up—but why Lockhardt and
Heffernan? Members of the inner councils—it’s crazy.”

“Dunn seems to take it pretty seriously.”

“Priests,” Peaches said. “Reminds me. Mrs. Hanrahan’s got something I want
you to hear. Hang around while I wrap this party.”

Edna Hanrahan had made a fresh pot of coffee. She pushed a plate of
Pepperidge Farm Mint Milanos toward the middle of the table. Her hair was gray,
her face ridged with laugh lines, her eyes perky behind thick lenses. You could see
the girl she’d been. She had old-fashioned nuns’ hands with a history of hot water
and carbolic soap. She wasn’t a nun, but she’d been taking care of the priests at
St. Mary’s for thirty-five years. As a girl at parochial school in the late thirties,
she’d been a pupil of a teacher I'd never heard of, Father Vincent Governeau. What
could she have to tell me?

“Tell them about Father Governeau, Edna,” Peaches said. “What you told me
this afternoon.”

“Well, you know how silly girls can be, and he was so handsome, like a movie
star. Like Victor Mature, I’'d say.” She stroked a Mint Milano as if it were the bone
of a saint. “Dark, swarthy. And ever so nice to talk to. Very sensitive. Paintings,
religious paintings, that’s what he lectured to us about. He loved the paintings,
like he knew the men who painted them. He showed us paintings of popes and he
talked like he knew them. He was so familiar. We were all thrilled.” She cleared her
throat. “Cookie?”

I took one, and she sighed gratefully.

“What else did you girls talk about? You silly girls?” Peaches was grinning
gently, a masterful interrogator.

“Well, we thought he was quite a dish. And he seemed to like us all right, so
we’d flirt with him, outrageous we was—all in good fun, mind you. But we’d never
seen a priest like this one.” She sipped her coffee, savoring the memory from so
long ago. “And there was a nun, Sister Mary Teresa, she was so pretty. Well, we
saw the two of them talking, walking under the trees, they looked so sweet. And
we used to think what a shame it was they could never marry. And some of the
boys used to say that Father Governeau was having a, you know,



relationship... and we wondered if it was with our Sister Mary Teresa, and we
wondered how, for heaven’s sake—" She gave us a plaintive look, as if she hoped
we weren’t holding all this against her. “Well, I'm sure we should have kept our
noses out of other people’s business. Then we graduated and left our happy
schooldays behind us. I moved to Trenton and, you know, life went on.”

“And then?” Peaches prompted her.

“l never saw Father Governeau again.” Edna took another cookie, turning it
slowly in her roughened fingers, staring at it. “Until I saw his picture in The
Trentonian. He was dead... I just couldn’t believe it.”

“Priests do die,” I said.

“But not like that! By his own hand! I'd never have believed it, not in a million
years.” She looked up at me. “But I thought you’d know all about Father
Governeau, Mr. Driskill.”

“Why’s that, Edna? I've never heard of him before.”

“Well, it was your orchard and all, what he hanged himself in... I just thought
you’d know, that’s all. ‘course you was so little...”

“We never talked about it,” I said.

We were driving back toward Princeton with the defroster and wipers working
on the frozen mist dimpling the windshield. I said, “Why was Val asking questions
about the hanged priest? He hangs himself in our orchard and Val, never having
shown the slightest interest in him before, turns up all these years later wanting
to see Sam Turner’s files.”

Dunn stared at the slippery road. “Speaking as a writer of books, the hanged
priest may be a red herring—"

“But she did ask to see the file. That’s a fact. And I've got another fact for you—
the person, your homicidal priest if you insist, who killed my sister also stole her
briefcase, whatever notes she may have been carrying with her. Notes for her book
or anything else. It’s gone.”

“How do you know?”

I told him and he nodded. “One book of mine, you wouldn’t believe the reams of
notes. The immortal Wodehouse said that the notes for one of his novels filled
many more volumes than the manuscript itself. It took me eight years to plot that
book of mine and I wrote it four times.” He hummed tunelessly for a moment.
“Hanged priest. Forty-plus years later she asks about the hanged priest and
another priest kills her and steals her briefcase. We’re already out there in the
gap, my friend. When you’re alone in the fog in no-man’s-land, when you can’t see
where you’re going or where you’ve been, when you’re but there in the gap... the
trick is not to step on a land mine. You've got to move carefully. Or the priest will
come at you out of the night and kill you, too.”

When we pulled into the drive leading up to the house the wind hit the car
sideways, shook it.

“You were good at pinning the tail on the donkey,” I said. “I saw you do it three
times in a row. How’d you do that?”

“The only possible way. I cheated. Kids are very easy to fool. They love it. They
expect it from a priest and I wouldn’t want to let them down. It’s all part of the
great seduction.... It’s the way we've always done it, you know that. Take a young



mind in its formative years”—he smiled at me, holding the wheel in the frozen
ruts, the snow graying in the headlights—“and seduce it. It’s yours forever.”

“Thank you, Miss Jean Brodie.”

There was a police car parked in the forecourt. A cop was waving a red flashlight
at us. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s you, Mr. Driskill. Chief Turner figured we’'d best keep an eye on the
place for a few days. We’re gonna switch off every four hours or so.” He looked cold
and his nose was red.

“Why don’t you come inside, then?”

“That’s okay, sir. It’s warm in the car. Chief says we stay in the car. I got me a
thermos of coffee, I’'m fine.”

“As you wish. I appreciate it.”

Dunn watched the cop go back to his car. “We’ve gotten a bloody nose since last
night, Ben. You know what my dad used to say to me? I'd come home from school,
all banged up from a schoolyard scrap, he’d say, ‘Artie, nobody ever died of a
bloody nose yet.” So, get some sleep. Take a look at things tomorrow.”

I went inside. The house was quiet in the way that a sailboat on Long Island
Sound is quiet in the night. It creaked, it moaned, almost seemed to give
underfoot. The fire was reduced to a clump of faintly glowing coals. I placed a
couple of logs among them and pulled one of the leather chairs closer and watched
the fire come back to life.

Father Dunn’s remarks about cheating the kids, how easy it was, how the
Church set out to seduce the minds of the young, came back to me and made me
smile. He was a rascal. And he never had told me what his job was. But he had
access to Archbishop Cardinal Klammer. And to cops who told him inside stuff.
And what had Peaches said? Dunn had big-deal pals in Rome....

I was feeling the pull of the Church, the insidious beckoning finger stretching
toward me, the seduction. The march of my thoughts was disorderly and ragtag,
darting from the Vuitton briefcase to the priest dangling from the limb in our
orchard to some other priest calmly pressing the gun to the back of my sister’s
head to yet another priest unerringly pinning the tail on the donkey every time,
and I was too worn out to impose my will on the mental chaos. There was no
fighting back.

It had been so long since I'd thought of myself as a Catholic. A long time since
I’'d been a Catholic. Damn. Being a Catholic... it had been love and hate, right from
the beginning.

It was less a dream than a memory bobbing to the surface. Between waking and
sleeping, I saw the bird and smelled the wet wool and the years slipped away, and
I found myself back in the darkening March afternoon so long ago.

A wet, cold day: spring had not yet declared itself. From the schoolroom window
I saw the piles of dirt-encrusted snow melting away into the mud, the wet gravel
driveway curving from the tree-lined street. The clouds lay low and gray over the
town. The schoolroom was overheated, but I sensed the wind and the smell of the
rain.

I was eight years old and scared half to death. I had loused up my catechism
earlier in the day and Sister Mary Angelina had swept down on me, marched the
length of the aisle between the desks, mouth clenched, eyeballs peeled back,



holding the triangular metal ruler in her white, bony hand. I couldn’t take my eyes
from the thin, bloodless lips, the pale and unlined face, the habit rustling softly as
she approached. The radiators hissed. My classmates turned solemnly, eyes wide,
glad it was me and not themselves.

I heard her voice but was too frightened to fully comprehend her remarks. I
stuttered, botched my response, forgot what I had memorized so carefully the
night before. Tears sprang. The metal ruler flashed and the skin split across my
knuckles. I saw a thin red line traced across my hand. I felt the hot flush blotching
my face. | was crying. I swallowed against the need to cry out, heard the resulting
shameful whimper.

I moped quietly through the rest of the day, kept my eyes downcast, managed to
avoid Sister Mary Angelina’s gaze. But the fear, and what I was beginning to
recognize as hatred, was building to an eight-year-old’s crescendo, leaving me
shaking in the boys’ toilet, running cold water across my knuckles. After lunch I
returned to class, my plan in place. Benjy Driskill had had enough. I thought it
over, tracing the arcs of possible consequences, and couldn’t see how anything
could be worse than an endless train of confrontations with Sister Mary Angelina.

At afternoon recess I worked my way to the back of the school which loomed
against the grayness, all porches and turrets and recessed windows. Deep red
building stones, black trim with dim yellow lights glowing from within. A fortress. I
was about to escape.

I waited in the shrubbery near an old unused coach house. The afternoon
dragged on, no one came looking for me. The schoolday ended, the other kids
burst out, ran for home or to waiting cars. My plan had extended only so far as
not having to return to class. Once the grounds were empty of children and nuns I
felt wonderfully daring, alone. Ground fog clung to the wet grass, formed itself
around the evergreens.

As 1 stood shivering, however, another hour passed and darkness began
overpowering the afternoon, and I discovered that having escaped Sister Mary
Angelina was not altogether enough. The excitement at the moment’s triumph
faded. It was time to go home and face that music. I was edging along the high
black iron fence when I saw the bird.

It was impaled on one of the arrow-shaped points at the top of the fence. It was
dead and decomposing, little more than a straggly handful of feathers stuck with
blood to the spindly skeletal remains. It hung there, an open glittering eye,
unblinking, shiny, staring malevolently at me.

In my eyes, terrified at not knowing my catechism for Sister Mary Angelina,
paralyzed at the sight of the painting of the gaunt, agonized Christ crucified and
dripping with gore just outside the door of the third-grade room, the bird was
incomprehensibly evil, the climax toward which the long, unhappy day had been
building.

I couldn’t face Sister Mary Angelina anymore, the black eyes burning behind the
flat, round discs, the pale white face like a kind of clown’s that turned again and
again to stare me down in my dreams...

I bolted, slipping and falling, running across the wet, half-icy grass. I reached
the gravel path and tore down toward the towering black gate and the freedom
beyond, away from the nuns and the dead bird.



Panting, dripping with sweat, I looked up as I approached the gate. My mother
was coming up the walk. She didn’t look happy.

Turning, I ran blindly back up the gravel path toward school.

And suddenly I was overwhelmed in a cloud of heavy, damp black wool. The
scent overwhelmed me, like a gas, like the ground fog. | swung my arms, beating
at the cape, struggling to free myself, but strong arms enfolded me, held me tight.
I was crying, frightened, and ashamed and sick.

It was Sister Mary Angelina.

When | saw her face through the tears, all I could make out were the piercing
eyes behind the glasses... the bird skewered on the point, the bleeding Christ, the
darkness of the school halls... [ saw the hatred and the fear, all the powdery white
women in long black robes, the ravens swooping down on me...

“Benjy, Benjy, it’s all right, dear, really, it’s all right, don’t cry...”

Sister Mary Angelina’s voice was soft and she was kneeling beside me on the
muddy gravel. The arm around my shoulders, her arm, softened its grip, and
through the fists I'd flung before my eyes I saw that she was smiling gently, eyes
shining and warm. I tried to speak but could only cough and hiccup and she was
sheltering me with her arms, patting my back, cooing softly in my ear. “Don’t cry,
Benjy, there’s nothing to cry about, nothing atali...”

Everything in my small universe was spinning, nothing made sense, but I
couldn’t deny her touch, the loving voice.

She seemed young, not an old lady. She seemed someone else, a different Sister
Mary Angelina. She was motioning my mother to wait. Whispering to me. Her
woolen cape was dragging on the gravel, getting dirty, and she didn’t seem to care.

I leaned against her shoulders, burying my face in the dampness. Inexplicably,
everything was all right.

Sister was a person. And with that realization my first rebellion against the
Church had ended.

Somehow nothing had been what it seemed.

The hatred had been put down by kindness. And Sister Mary Angelina had been
transformed, metamorphosed. She had become someone to turn to.

No one ever explained to me how it had happened. But I wanted to be close to
her, I wanted to cling to her and feel her arms around me and the strength of her
body.

It took me a long time to understand that the great seduction had just begun.

I was half awake when I heard the pounding at the front door. I shook loose
from the past, yawned, and tottered across the Long Room into the foyer. The cop
was calling my name while he had a go at the door.

When I opened it he wasn’t alone. I felt my heart leap in my chest.

In the shadows behind him, outlined by the lights from the taxi swinging
around on the gravel, was a woman. I couldn’t see her face, but the sense of her
was so familiar, someone I’'d seen before.

“She says she’s come from Rome, Mr. Driskill.” The cop’s voice was going on,
but I wasn’t hearing him.

I was staring past him.



It was Val. Something was wrong and I blinked like a fool, trying to come wide-
awake. The height, the shape of the hair, the silhouette there and then gone as the
headlights swept past her. Val.

She stepped forward into the hall light.

“Ben,” she said. “It’s me, Sister Elizabeth.”

Chapter 4

- Driskill -

Sister Elizabeth.

We stood in the Long Room. The shadows from the fire flickered across her face,
in the hollows, shone in her green eyes. She took my hand, said things about Val,
shook her head, her thick hair swaying: there was something about her physical
presence that filled the room, crowded everything else into the shadows. She was
tall and broad-shouldered, wore a heavy sweater falling low on her hips, a dark
skirt, high, dark boots. Her eyes fixed me, alive with candor and energy.

She told me how Cardinal D’Ambrizzi had given her the bad news, how she’d
put the magazine in the hands of her managing editor, packed a bag, and grabbed
the first flight to New York. She’d had a limousine waiting to take her to Princeton.
“I'm starving,” she said finally. “Do you have horse? I could eat a horse and chase
the rider.”

Ten minutes later we were sitting at the kitchen table surrounded by what
looked like an explosion in the Empire Diner. She wasn’t a woman to hang back
when it came to food. She looked up from the task. “It’s tomorrow morning for
me.” She seemed to be building a four-story sandwich. “I always need explanations
when I start to eat. Growing girl, that worked for years and years, but once I
passed thirty I had to come up with some new material. You wouldn’t have a Diet
Coke on you by any chance?” She went to work with the mustard pot.

“No Diet Coke, I'm afraid.”

“No, too much to hope for. Impossible to get in Rome. Any chance for a beer?”

I got her a beer and made a sandwich for myself. When I finished she said,
“Maybe I'll have just one more sandwich... well, how about a half, okay?”

“You've got a beer mustache, Sister.”

“Always happens. I can stand it if you can. Pete’s Tavern. Irving Place. I
remember.”

“I'm surprised.”

“Why? Look, I'm a nun but I'm also an earthling. I've been known to not only
have a good time but remember it, too. Ben...” She uncapped another Rolling Rock
and poured it.

I remembered it, too.

My sister had come to New York a couple of winters ago to receive one of those
humanitarian-of-the-year awards from a national women’s group. She gave a
speech at the Waldorf in a gilded pillared hall where I'd once attended a dinner
welcoming the Yankees back from spring training. A thousand people were eating



creamed chicken and peas and she worked the room like a Las Vegas pro, towing
me along in her wake as she filtered through the shoals of heavy hitters.

But after the dinner and the speech she’d arranged to meet another nun, a
friend from Georgetown and later Rome. She took me by the hand. “You've got to
meet her, youre going to hate each other!” And her mischievous laughter floated
back at me from childhood.

The friend turned out to be Sister Elizabeth, and the first thing I noticed was
how much alike they looked as they stood together in the dark blue lobby of the
Waldorf with the great ornate clock saying it was ten o’clock. Thick wavy hair,
shiny eyes, both well-tanned, live-forever healthy, Val’s face more oval and her
friend’s rather heart-shaped. Sister Elizabeth and I shook hands, and when she
smiled at me she had a slightly smart-ass, Jesuitical look, tilted her head a few
degrees to one side as if she were challenging me to keep up with her. Val was
watching us expectantly, two people who meant a lot to her. Sister Elizabeth
surveyed me with a flat gaze. “So, at last I meet the fallen Jesuit.”

I glanced at Val. “Blabbermouth here has apparently spilled the family’s beans.”

When Elizabeth laughed the irony was colored with warmth. “We are not going
to hate each other, are we?”

“Well, in any case, we can’t say we haven’t been warned.”

We wound up at a cocktail party being given by a friend of some Jesuits who
were particular fans of my sister’s. The apartment looked down on Gramercy Park.
Lots of smoke and wine and arch conversation, full of jokes about the pope. Poor
Val was the center of everything.

I gravitated to the cooling drafts of a partially opened window. It was just past
Thanksgiving but a snowstorm had closed in on the city. Everything was turning
white, giving Gramercy Park the look of a Christmas display window. Sister
Elizabeth came to stand beside me, asked me if I thought anyone would be
offended if we were to duck out for a walk in the snow. I didn’t think so. Father
John Sheehan, S.J., whom I’'d known for years, gave her an appraising look as we
passed into the hallway, made a circle of thumb and forefinger to me, nodded
appreciatively. He had no idea she was a nun.

The snow was deep and she frolicked like a little girl allowed up late, kicking it
with her leather boots, making big soft snowballs to throw at the trees past the
iron fence. Gramercy Park had been turned into a snowy cloister, shadows like
monks moving quietly to the chapter house. We walked past the dim lights glowing
in the downstairs bar at the Players Club, then went off down Irving Place, where
parked cars were turning into low ridges of snow.

We stopped at Pete’s and had a beer at the scarred, ancient bar with the photo
of Sinatra looking down on us like an icon, or the abbot of his own special order.
She told me about her job at the magazine in Rome and I told her how peculiar it
felt to be surrounded by Catholics, the first time in years. She asked me how my
wife, Antonia, was and I told her that she wasn’t my wife anymore. She just
nodded and took a drink of beer that left foam on her upper lip.

When we left Pete’s we ran into Val and Sheehan and the four of us walked all
the way back up Lexington to midtown, laughing and horsing around like kids. We
weren’t thinking of Val as a candidate for a Nobel Peace Prize. We were for a



moment rediscovering childhood and pretending that everything would turn out all
right in the end. But it hadn’t, and now my sister was dead.

“Ben, we've got to get down to cases. I loved your sister. But | haven’t cried for
her yet. I don’t know what’s the matter.” Sister Elizabeth wiped the foam from her
upper lip, squeezed the napkin into a tight little ball.

“Neither have I. Perhaps she wouldn’t have wanted us to—"

“People always say that. Maybe it’s true. Anyway, I'm too angry to cry.”

“Exactly, Sister.”

She wanted to know everything, and I told her. Lockhardt, Heffernan, Val, my
father. Father Dunn and the theory of the priest killer. All of it.

“Well,” she said, “you’re right about the briefcase. It was her version of my
Filofax. She took it everywhere. She had it the last time I saw her. Stuffed with
papers, notebooks, Xeroxes, pens, Magic Markers, historical atlases, scissors—she
kept her whole work world in that briefcase.”

I said, “They killed her, stole the briefcase. What was she working on that was
so important?”

“And important to whom? What made Lockhardt and Heffernan as well as Val
such threats to them?”

“What would Lockhardt and Heffernan have on their minds?”

She gave me a shocked look. “You really are out of touch with the Church!
Believe me, those two guys were talking about electing the next pope. That’s the
only thing anyone in Rome is talking about, and Lockhardt and Heffernan take
Rome wherever they go. Who were they backing? Lockhardt always had an angle;
I've heard people say he could tilt the scale. No kidding.”

“But where would that leave Val? Wouldn’t her support be the kiss of death for
any candidate?”

She shrugged. “Depends... of course, she was so tight with D’Ambrizzi, the
connection from childhood, your father and Saint Jack, all that history—”

“l don’t see her playing papal politics—"

“But it was Lockhardt’s field of play.”

“But it was Val’s briefcase.”

“True,” she admitted. “Too true.”

“Maybe Heffernan was just a bystander. Maybe Val and Lockhardt were the
intended victims.”

“If that’s the case, if Lockhardt was the object, why not kill him someplace
easier? Now, think about this, Ben—how did the killer even know of the
appointment at the Palace? Don’t you see? We've got an internal proof here.” She
was talking fast, making all sorts of leaps, and I was trying to keep up. “The
secretary who’s so sure he was a priest? Well, she’s probably right. Who but a
priest, somebody inside the Church, could possibly know about a meeting between
hotshots like Lockhardt and Heffernan? Val said Lockhardt was the most secretive
man in the world with the possible exception of her father. Lockhardt had to be
secretive with all the stuff he was into.” She took a deep breath, rushed onward.
“So you know he didn’t tell anyone about the meeting. And Heffernan, he was an
old poker player, close to the vestments. No, this is an in-house job.” She stopped
as if taken aback by the conclusion, an ambush of her own making. “At least



murder is an old Church tradition. But somehow you think of that sort of thing as
history, not something that could happen now.”

“She was scared when she called me. She wanted to talk something over with
me. Peaches said she was into some pretty heavy research that worried her. You
were as close to her as anyone. What was she afraid of? Did she ever give a hint?”

“The last time I saw her was in Rome. About three weeks ago. She’d been
working like a madwoman. In Paris, in Rome. In the Vatican Library, the Secret
Archives. Not an easy thing to arrange. She didn’t tell me what she was working
on but it was old, I mean really old, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, that’s all
she said about it—”

“But how the hell could that get her killed? What was she doing in Paris? I
thought this book was about World War Two—"

“She’d been working there all summer. She had a flat. She did come to Rome
every so often, she’d dive into the Secret Archives, then go back to Paris. When I
saw her last she was heading for Egypt. Alexandria. I called her the Desert Fox
after Rommel, all the stuff from the war she was digging into.”

“The fourteenth century, World War Two, the hanged priest in our orchard—did
she ever mention that one to you?”

“Never.”

“But she comes home with all this other stuff on her mind and the first thing
she does is ask Sam Turner about that old suicide.” I felt my impatience growing
and I couldn’t stop it.

“Right before she left for Egypt I was really bugging her to tell me what she was
after and finally she’d had enough of my pestering her. She told me to lay off. She
said I was better off not knowing. ‘Safer, Elizabeth,” she said to me, ‘youre safer
not knowing.” She was protecting me—but from what? Well, from getting killed, it
turns out. It’s something about the Church.” She bit her knuckle, eyes narrowed.
“Something inside... something so wrong—and she’s found out about it—”

“In the fourteenth century?” I asked. “Someone reaches out from the fourteenth
century and kills her? Or at the other end, some nut who wants to be pope blows
her away? Come on, Sister!”

“When it’s the Church, Ben, you just never know. It’s like an octopus. If one
tentacle doesn’t get you, another one will. That was the title of the new book, by
the way. Octopus.”

I heaved a sigh that shook the rafters. “If we only had a solid idea of what she’d
uncovered, we’d have a motive. She didn’t tell you because she thought it would
put you in danger. She was going to tell me but didn’t have time before they got
her. But she must have told Lockhardt—"

“Or they thought she did. Same thing.”

“So maybe they think she told me. Over the phone, maybe. That’s an
encouraging idea. Lockhardt and Val—how close were they?”

“I think she’d finally have left the Order and married him. He was a good man.
He represented everything she needed: access, freedom to write and research,
power. He was a little scary but—"

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, so much influence, all the secrets he knew. I find that kind of scary. Val
didn’t; she loved it. He was a big help to me, too. He provided me with an



apartment in Rome, got me lots of introductions... even Cardinal Indelicato, who is
very, very hard to reach. And, of course, he was so close to D’Ambrizzi.” She held
up crossed fingers. “Lockhardt, D’Ambrizzi, and the cardinal’s shadowman,
Sandanato. And Val. Whenever Lockhardt was in Rome, the four of them hung out
together. There was really only one thing holding her back from marrying
Lockhardt—"

“Father.”

“Right. She didn’t know how to handle it with him.”

“She didn’t need his blessing—"

“Ben, she wanted it!”

It was nearly two o’clock and the winds of the night were hammering at the
house like the last of the hobgoblins.

She said, “How did Artie Dunn get into this, anyway?”

“By chance.” I told her about the meeting at the Nassau Inn with Peaches.
“What are you making faces for?”

“Dunn. He’s a joker in any deck.”

“You know him?”

“l interviewed him once in Rome. About his novels, how they fit into his
conception of the priesthood. He’s very glib and well-connected. He does this I'm-
just-an-everyday-kind-of-guy routine and then D’Ambrizzi sends a limo for him.
He knows all those guys. Including the Holy Father. It’s just hard for me to believe
Artie Dunn does anything by chance—"

“Believe me, I met him by accident—"

“I'm sure you did. I just mean there’s a whole lot more to him than meets the
eye. And I've never met a soul who knows what he actually does.”

“l know. I asked him that very question earlier tonight and never did get an
answer.”

We were both exhausted. We cleaned up the kitchen and I took her bag, led the
way up to a guest room. I was standing in the doorway when she came across the
room. “It’s good to see you, Ben. And I'm so damn sorry.” She kissed my cheek.

I closed the door and went off to bed.

After my first meeting with Elizabeth, the memory of Pete’s Tavern and
Gramercy Park under the snow fresh in my mind, I'd met Val for breakfast at the
Waldorf. Elizabeth wasn’t up yet. Val wondered if I'd had a good time the night
before. I said that indeed I had. “Then why the long face?”

I shrugged it off. “Morning brings the harsh realities. Maybe I had too good a
time last night. Maybe I resent not being able to keep it going, maybe I'm not crazy
about getting older.”

“You and Elizabeth seemed to get along well.” She smiled brightly. “I'm glad.
Sometimes she and I are so close it’s scary; we tune in on each other. She’s the
other side of me, Ben. We each might just as easily have become the other,
exchanged lives.”

“She’s beautiful. Like you.” I grinned.

“Men,” she said. “Men are always falling for Elizabeth. It’s not her fault but it’s
made her wary. She’s the belle of the Rome press corps. Putting their best moves
on a nun makes it all the more challenging and exciting for the boys. Drives her
nuts. That’s why I'm glad she just let herself have fun last night.”



“Will she stay a nun?”

My sister took a long time before answering, nibbling at the crusty pointed tip of
a croissant. “Will any of us stay? That’s the real question, Ben. We’re the first of
the new nuns. No real connection to the old ways. We choose to live in the world
but not by the world’s rules. We’re activists in one way or another and none of us
really knows if, or for how long, the Church will find us digestible. We give all
those bureaucrats in the curia ulcers. We’re forcing the Church to change, we
aren’t subtle, we push hard... but the Church can always push back. If they get
sufficiently pissed off, we’d better look out. Anyone who gets in the way of the
grand strategy—whatever it is—had better look out.”

“What about you? Will you stay?”

“Depends on the pressure, doesn’t it? You got a bellyful and left. My gut feeling
is that Elizabeth will stay. She thinks in terms of what is right, she believes in the
essential goodness of the Church’s aims—but me? I don’t know. I lack her
intellectual commitment, her philosophical involvement. I'm a troublemaker, an
egotistical little twerp, a hell raiser. If they let me stay the way I am, sort of a
squeaky wheel—well, then, I might stay a nun until I die.” For some reason she
reached out and took my hand, as if she were consoling me in some grief she knew
awaited me. I told her to eat her eggs before they got cold because I was paying
roughly ten dollars an egg. Later on I kissed her good-bye and went back to my
office on Wall Street.

We give the curia ulcers. We’re forcing the Church to change, we aren’t subtle, we
push hard... but the Church can always push back. If they get sufficiently pissed
off, we’d better look out. Anyone who gets in the way of the grand strategy—
whatever it is—had better look out...

I came out of my dreams and memories of Val and Elizabeth, struggled back to
the surface. It was six o’clock, dark, windy. Drafts everywhere. I pulled the covers
up under my chin. I'd been half dreaming about Val, hearing her voice from the
past, and it had pushed me back to the present. Someone had pushed back all
right. The fear I'd heard in her voice when she called me made me think it—
whatever it was—was even worse than she’d expected.

Were all the answers in the Vuitton briefcase?

If it was so damned important, and if she’d been afraid they—they—were after
her, then why did she let them get it? Why didn’t she make it safe somehow?

There was a logical inconsistency in my reading of Val’s behavior. She’d known
she was in danger. She must have known she had some kind of dynamite in her
briefcase. Val was not an innocent in any sense of the word. She knew how the
games were played. She must have discovered where the bodies were buried... Yet
she let them get the briefcase.

She must have left an insurance policy. In case of her death, her murder, the
loss of the briefcase—

I sat up like a madman. Of course! She needed a hiding place, a place the bad
guys would never look.

I was out of bed and into my old plaid robe, shivering, stubbing my toe on the
bureau, fumbling for the lights.

The playroom!



It smelled musty and empty, the shades pulled down, a bit of wallpaper hanging
askew. The door swung open like a portal to memory. I could almost see Val, in a
short, high-waisted dress and Mary Janes and white socks, in the corner where
she kept her books and paints. I'd have been there, too, messing around with my
Official All-Star Baseball Game, spinning the pointer on the Joe DiMaggio card,
telling her to stop bothering me...

There was a rustling, skittering noise somewhere in the shadows. A squirrel
shot across the floor, peered into the empty fireplace, then disappeared behind
some boxes of Val’s things in her favorite corner between the bookcase and
window. I turned on the light overhead. The shadowy shapes were revealed as a
pedal car modeled on the old Buick, a couple of bicycles, a blackboard, stacked
boxes of books, the large bass drum which had appeared one Christmas. Val had
beat hell out of it, an ungodly din. Then she’d found a better use.

I crossed the room, knelt on the dusty floor beside the drum. Someone had been
there before me. She had left something in her old hiding place, where it would be
safe.

The dust was thick on the edges of the drum but the side panel with the
grinning clown had been wiped clean. I couldn’t get my fingertips under the panel,
so I used the sand shovel from a beach pail set, pried it loose, knocked the damn
thing over, made a hell of a racket. But the panel came loose.

I stuck my arm in and felt my hopes take a nosedive.

The space was empty.

But it couldn’t be. She’d been here. She’d knelt beside the drum, she’d left her
smudged fingerprints in the dust. She’d used the old hiding place—

Then I found it.

It fluttered down from a crevice where it had been stuck. I nearly brushed it
away, thinking it a relic of childhood. But I brought it out of the drum instead.

“What are you doing? Drum practice?”

Sister Elizabeth stood in the doorway. She was wearing baggy striped pajamas,
rubbing her eyes, yawning.

“I'm starved,” she said. She was peering into the refrigerator, conducting
inventory. “Eggs. Ham, turkey, gorgonzola, onions, butter. This may add up to
something. English muffins.” She gazed around the kitchen. I'd given her an old
robe of mine. She’d added a pair of Val’s knee socks to the ensemble. She spotted
the omelet pan hanging on a hook. “Ah, apples. I'll chop up some apples, too.” She
smiled at me. “Surely you know that breakfast is the most important meal of the
day and no, I don’t eat this way at home.” She started cracking eggs. “It’s all in the
wrist. Like Audrey Hepburn in Sabrina. So what do you make of it?”

I sat at the kitchen table staring at the snapshot I'd found in the drum. Very
old, yellowed and cracked, like something of my father and mother taken at Lago
Maggiore in ’36. Only it wasn’t my father and mother. It was a photograph of four
men. The tiny trademark on the back of the paper was in French. It was a memory
from someone else’s photo album.

“Doesn’t mean a damn thing to me. Four guys at a table a long time ago. Looks
like a club—brick walls, candle in a wine bottle, lots of shadows—a Left Bank
cave. Four guys.” She was chopping onions and apples on the thick board. She



was good at it. Fast. I didn’t see any bloodstains. She craned over to take another
look at the photo.

“Five.”

“Four,” I said.

“I’ll bet another pal took the picture.” She looked at me and I nodded. “And you
do know one of them. The one next to the fourth man. No way to tell the fourth
man, we get mainly the back of his head. But number three, reading left to right,
is in profile. Take a close look. Recognize that schnozzola?”

She was right, it was familiar, someone I should have known. But I couldn’t
quite place it.

“Well,” she said, “I have the advantage of seeing him rather frequently, a nose
like that one doesn’t change.” She had finished chopping. I smelled the butter in
the pan. The boiling water was dripping through the coffee in the Chemex, the
aroma filling the room. She was whisking half a dozen eggs and a shot of water in
a bowl. “It is an early version of Father Giacomo D’Ambrizzi.”

“Of course! No mustache—he had a thick black bandit’s mustache when Dad
brought him home after the war. I'd never seen anything like it outside of a Cisco
Kid movie. You’re so smart, what’s the point of the picture?”

“I'm only the cook.” She was sautéing the onions and apples in the butter. She
had her back to me, working like a professional. “But we know one thing for sure.
It is one important picture. She hid it from everyone in the world... but the two of
us.”

“Well, it means nothing to me,” I said. “And she never knew I knew about the
drum, she couldn’t know I'd look for it there—"

“You’re wrong. Val told me a lot about you, about the time you found the black
powder in the basement—"

“You’re kidding!”

“She told me about the famous feet of clay, she told me how she’d hide your
Christmas present in the drum, she told me that you’d figured out the drum was
her hiding place, but she never let on to you that she knew you knew. She used to
put stuff in there that she wanted you to find—it was like a game, Ben. You were
the older brother who played tricks on her, but this was one she could play on
you—" She stopped short. “Ben, she put that snapshot there for you to find in
case anything happened to her. And you found it. It’s the key.” She turned back to
the stove, poured the eggs into the pan.

“A photo of D’Ambrizzi in the drum is the key?”

She was stirring the eggs as they set. This incredible creature was making me
hungry again.

“Maybe D’Ambrizzi isn’t what’s important,” she said.

“You think it’s the other three?”

“Four. Don’t forget the one who took the picture.”

My father’s secretary, Margaret Korder, arrived by nine o’clock and did what she
did best: she took over, she fended off, she protected me from the claims of the
outside world, just what she’d been doing for my father for thirty years.

Sam Turner arrived with Father Dunn’s friend, Randolph Jackson of the NYPD,
a black man who had once played tackle for the Giants. They stayed from noon
until just past two. It was more a chat than an official interrogation. Jackson



drank orange juice and wondered what might connect his murders in New York
and Sam’s in Princeton. I decided there was no point in wandering away from the
beaten track of fact. I steered clear of the Church, of Val’s relationship with
Lockhardt; I didnt discuss the briefcase, Val’s planned book, the fourteenth
century and World War II, the priest who killed himself in our orchard so long ago.
There was no point in dragging them deep inside the Church: they wouldn’t know
what to do about it and I wouldn’t know where to begin the story.

When they got up to leave, with Jackson making conversation with Sister
Elizabeth, Sam Turner took me aside and told me he couldn’t find any files as far
back as our hanged priest. “Name came back to me,” he said. “French. Governeau.
Father Vincent. I put in a call to old Rupe Norwich. He was mighty sorry to hear
about your sister, Ben. Rupe said he took that file with him when he retired. I
couldn’t believe it—he was a by-the-book man, Rupe was. I told him that was
against the law. He said maybe I should come down and arrest him! Quite a guy,
old Rupe.”

Jackson and Turner were barely out of sight when Sister Elizabeth and I were in
my car and heading toward the Jersey shore, only an hour or so away. It was a
gray, cold day. Ice had formed in patches on the road and the wind skidded
vengefully out of the gulleys and across the fields which were stiff and brown with
early winter.

Sand was blowing from the dunes when we found Rupe Norwich’s frame
bungalow. The salty gales had pitted the paint job but the house and lawn had the
compulsive neatness you found in the residences of the old parties who had
retired and didn’t have enough to do. Norwich was eighty or so and glad for the
company. He knew me from when I was a kid and he was sorry as heck about Val
and asked about my father. He seemed almost guilty about Val’s being dead and
my father stricken while he was so spry.

“I'm not like your daddy, deciding the fate of the world and the Church,” he
said, hooking his thumbs into his suspenders and leading us into the living room
which had too much furniture in it, too much heat. “But I stay busy. Got to keep
your brain alert. Video games,” he said, pointing to his IBM PC, “they’re the key
these days. Heck, I fly fighter missions, I play golf, baseball, never leave the house.
PCs are the thing. I try to stay current, I listen to music, U2 and the Beastie Boys,
‘course Springsteen, he’s a Jersey boy. Then I get out my old Ted Weems 78’s, too,
with Perry Como singing. What you see here is a man of eighty-two trying to
convince his twenty-eight-year-old granddaughter he knows what’s going on.” He
was chirping along, glad to be talking. “Her mother got this Alzheimer’s a few years
back, passed away, but I'm just too damn busy with all my stuff here—but you
notice what a gabby old fart [ am, can’t stop talking, always gotta get my two cents
worth in. Sam Turner says you got young Vincent Governeau on your minds. Poor
devil.” He sat down in a rocker once we were settled on the couch. He was skinny
and wore a sweatshirt and Reeboks. He was sizing Elizabeth up: he’d done a
double take when I'd introduced her as a sister.

“Sam said you might still have the file,” I said.

“l took it with me when I left fifteen years ago ’cause I didn’t want it coming
back to haunt Sam. Then I figured the hell with it, I didn’t want it coming back to



haunt me either. So I burned it up.” He laughed abruptly. “Destroyed the
evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Sister Elizabeth asked.

“Evidence of what you’d call a cover-up nowadays. I never got over it. Part of my
education. Taught me where I fit in the scheme of things. Lots of folks more
important than a Princeton cop. Valuable lesson, all things considered.” He smiled
amicably at the thought. You could see nothing was going to get his goat now.

“And what was being covered up?”

“Well, Sister, it wasn’t just what. It was also who was doing the covering up.
Ben, I don’t think your daddy ever knew all this maneuvering was going on behind
the scenes. I felt kinda sorry for him, probably the only time in his life he wasn’t in
the know. I was deputy chief and Clint O’Neill, he was chief, and it all came down
from on high and landed on Clint—he was a stubby sort of fella to begin with and
he had a coupla beers one night and admitted he was just about buried alive on
the Governeau thing. And he had to go along—you can’t argue with the governor, a
senator, an archbishop, more heavyweights than you see introduced at a
championship fight—"

“All because a priest who taught art appreciation to teenage girls went off his
rocker and hanged himself?” I was scowling at the idea. “What was the big deal?”

“Problem was, y’see, he didn’t kill himself—unless he figured out a way to split
the back of his skull with a hammer and then hang himself when he was already
dead. Which was how it must have happened. Unless it was murder, which is
what it was, natch.”

“And this story never came out?”

“Never did.” He grinned, rubbed his hand through his white butch haircut.
“Never will. It was never investigated. It became a suicide after the fact. Like I say,
your dad got stuck with a body in the orchard and the rumors, you know how
people talk, and he got pretty damn sick of it, but what could he do?”

“What kind of rumors?”

“Begging your pardon, Sister, you can imagine, I'm sure—"

“Pregnant nuns stashed away in convents,” she said. “Like that?”

“Sure, sure,” Rupe Norwich said, “what else? Folks just insist on being folks,
don’t they?”

“They didn’t think a nun killed him, surely?”

“No, Ben. Some folks thought he got a student pregnant and a daddy killed him.
All just talk. We never found a weapon—damnation, we never looked for one. Am I
gettin’ through to you? It was a suicide.”

“Well, no wonder my father would never discuss it. The gossip would irritate hell
out of him.” The idea amused me. “So why would Val be asking questions now?” It
was a rhetorical question, but Rupe Norwich had an answer.

“Makes you think she already found out something,” he said. “Or had a good
idea, eh? Had a theory, a suspicion, maybe. Still darned near fifty years... Long
time. Cold trail.” He shrugged his square, bony shoulders. “Seems like yesterday
to me. Poor bastard. Bad luck, I'd say, getting yourself murdered and nobody ever
looks for the killer and you go down in the books as a suicide. Lousy luck,
wouldn’t you say? And him a priest?”



When we got home Margaret Korder had everything well in hand. Several friends
of the family had called and she’d attended to one and all. Funeral arrangements
were in progress: the body would be released tomorrow, burial the next day. The
man from the funeral home was coming by to show me photos of caskets. I told
Margaret something simple and solid would be fine and she could handle it all.
She’d arranged my mother’s funeral. It was just another thing she knew how to
do.

Father Dunn had called from New York and would call again. Peaches had
called. There were two messages from Cardinal D’Ambrizzi’s office in Rome and
they’d get back to me. There had been one call from the Holy Father’s office but,
having expressed sympathy, they hadn’t sounded like they’d be calling again.

“You don’t have to do a thing,” Margaret said. “Everything’s logged, I've hooked
up the answering machine and referred after-hours calls to my room at the
Nassau Inn. I've moved in for the duration. Your father is resting comfortably in
intensive care. He was awake for a while, pretty groggy, and he’s sleeping now.
They’ll call if there’s any change. And that’s about it.”

“Margaret, you’re a wonder.”

“I'm paid to be, Ben,” she said with a wintry smile. She’d been through the wars
between my father and me and she’d never taken sides. She’d also never given me
anything but good advice. “The important thing now is to keep our spirits up and
pull your father through.”

“And find out who killed my sister,” I said.

“But let’s make sure of the living first,” she said, turning to Sister Elizabeth.
“Would you like a cup of tea, Sister? I sent the Garritys home. They were fussing
too much for my taste. Too lace-curtain, I fear. And she kept bursting into little fits
of sobbing. Frankly, I couldn’t take it anymore. Tea might revive me.”

“I'd love some tea,” Elizabeth said, and they went off to the kitchen. Elizabeth, in
her slacks and penny loafers and heavy blue sweater, was reminding me more and
more of Val, which was good and bad, I guess.

I went upstairs and soaked in a hot tub for an hour, thinking about the
snapshot Val had hidden in the drum and the fact that our suicidal priest’s
murder had been covered up. Was the snapshot as old as the murder? Why was it
French? Who were those guys—D’Ambrizzi and who else? What had prompted Val,
in what was virtually her last act on earth, to call Sam Turner about the hanged
priest? What had she wanted to tell me? And who knew that killing her wasn’t
enough, that her briefcase had to be stolen as well?

When [ came downstairs, Margaret had left for the inn and Elizabeth was
watching Dan Rather sign off the evening news. She looked up. “The pope’s office
called you? I don’t know whether to be impressed or horrified. Val couldn’t have
been one of his favorite people.”

“No, but my father is. More or less. Are you hungry?”

“l assume that’s a rhetorical question.” She stood up and took the teacups to
the sink. “But first, they’ve unsealed the chapel. Would you mind if I spent a few
minutes there? I won’t be long, but let’s face it, I need some help—the kind I'll get
there.”

“I guess that’s what it’s for. Would you like me to walk you out?”

“No, I'll be fine. We’ll have some dinner when I come back, okay?”



Father Dunn turned up while she was still in the chapel.

“l called earlier,” he said, “but you were out. I understand you have a
houseguest. Remarkable girl. Where were you?” It was cold outside and he was
warming himself before the fire in the Long Room. He gave the drinks table a
yearning glance and I uncapped the Laphroaig. “Good idea,” he said. “I'll have
mine in a glass, thanks.”

“Doing a little research,” I said.

“Into the life and times of Father Governeau?”

“Just his death.” | handed him the drink and poured my own. “Dredging up the
past.”

“A la your sister—and? And?” He gave me the crinkly Barry Fitzgerald look.

“It wasn’t a suicide,” I said. “The man who was deputy chief back then says it
was murder. And a cover-up. Governor, senator, archbishop, the works. So there
was no investigation.”

Dunn stared at me across his scotch. He pursed his lips and sat down, sipped.
“This damn thing gets worse and worse. I feel rather as if someone is laying out
the pieces of a story and our job is to build the plot. D’you mind my talking like a
writer? Writing’s a mug’s game, but it’s a good deal harder to do than an amateur
might suspect.” His flat gray eyes were still, as if they were waiting for something,
someone. “I've been in New York. No good news there either, though what would
qualify as good escapes me. But if we had any doubts, we can forget them... the
same gun was used on your sister, Lockhardt, and Heffernan.” He drank again,
looked up, grinned, but the eyes never changed. “If I weren’t so brave, I might be
starting to feel hot breath on the back of my neck.”

“Well, I'm glad you’re so brave, Father. But a murder conspiracy stretching
across half a century and killing my sister forty-eight hours ago scares the
daylights out of me. And by the way, what does this mean to you?” I fished the
snapshot from my shirt pocket and handed it to him.

He took the picture, gave it a quick look, then took it over to the table and held
it under the light. “Where in the world did you get this?” I told him. He shook his
head, and with admiration in his voice said, “She hid it in the drum. Women are
amazing creatures. Resourceful. I wonder where she got it...”

“Does it ring any bells?”

“Sure. The fella with the banana for a nose is Giacomo D’Ambrizzi, of course. It’s
printed on French paper. I'd say it’s forty years old, anyway. World War Two at a
guess. Paris.”

“You get a lot out of a beat-up old snap—”

He shrugged. “D’Ambrizzi was in Paris during the war. I was in the army, the
boy chaplain. I was there after the Liberation. That’s where I met D’Ambrizzi. But
it stands to reason the picture goes back to that period, doesn’t it? I met him just
that one time... and then not again until many years later. These other men? They
could be anybody.”

“So why was the picture so important to Val?”

Dunn handed it back to me. “Beats me, Ben.”

The front door opened and Elizabeth came into the Long Room. Her face was
flushed from the wind and cold.



“Sister Elizabeth, my dear!” Dunn went to her. Several emotions crossed her
face before he got there, and she settled for a very small smile. “I'm so sorry about
Sister Valentine.” He took her hand in both of his.

“Father Dunn,” she said coolly. “Of all people.”

“Sexually obsessed,” Dunn said, munching on a ham sandwich. He looked at
the last of the scotch in his glass, burped softly, said, “I'm switching to milk.
Possibly for the rest of my life.” He went to the sink, rinsed his glass, and poured
milk. “Yes, sexually obsessed, and that’s a quote. No way out of it, Sister. There it
was in black and white. I'll bet you missed her review of my latest, Ben, but
authors read them all—”

“And never forget the bad ones,” I said.

Sister Elizabeth was leaning forward with her elbows on the kitchen table, her
chin resting in her cupped hands. “Would you call it a bad review, Father?”

“Good gracious, no. I'd call it a review that sold books. Couldn’t have done
better myself. And I fancied some of my colleagues were looking on me with freshly
minted respect.”

“My colleagues, too,” she said. “You’re very big in convents, I suspect. Sex is
good business. So, you owe me one.”

“But did you mean it, Sister?”

“Sexually obsessed? Really, Father, would I lie? It seems to me the question is,
was [ right? You seem well versed in the area of literary sex.” She shrugged
provocatively. “Perhaps you only have a vivid imagination.” She winked at me.

“Imagination helps, don’t you suppose? For instance, you mentioned convents—
but what, I wonder, do you know of convent life?”

“Enough, Father.” She grinned. “Just exactly enough.”

Inevitably we talked about the murders, concentrating on Val, trying to avoid
the emotion. Just as inevitably Elizabeth fixed Dunn with one of her appraising
stares. “I don’t quite understand how you've gotten so involved in all this. Did you
know Val? Or is it the Princeton connection?”

“l never met Sister Valentine, and Ben here is my first Driskill. No, I'm here by
accident. Just a random blip on the screen but, as it turned out, I know the man
in New York investigating those murders. I thought I might be helpful to Ben. Of
course I did know Curtis Lockhardt slightly—"

“Excuse me, Father, but do you have a parish? An office? You must be assigned
somewhere—"

“Oh, officially I'm connected to the New York archdiocese. Cardinal Klammer,
God rest his soul-—mo, don’t look so concerned, he’s only brain dead, Sister—
Klammer has the benefit of my counsel. He needs all the counsel he can get.
Perhaps I should write a sitcom.” He smiled genially at her. “Look, Sister, I'm not a
particularly easy person to have around, but our masters make the best of it. I live
here in Princeton and I have a condo in New York. I'm an inconvenience in some
ways, but I also have the kind of mind the Church can always use—”

“And what kind of mind is that?”

“Devious? In the present instance you might say that [ am acting as Cardinal
Klammer’s eyes and ears. Have you any other questions, Sister? Might as well trot
them out.” He was smiling, but he’d had about enough.



“I'm just curious,” she said. “Leading two lives, priest and novelist, must be
exhausting.” She wasn’t backing off just because he was a priest, a man. Together,
she and Val must have been the scourge of Rome’s male chauvinists. The Church
barely tolerated women with influence and the prestige to speak out. But Dunn
was enjoying the parry and thrust.

“l bear up as best I can,” he said. “I study the Church rather like a scientist
studies a section on a slide—"

“But the scientist is not dictated to by the goo on the slide.”

“Ah, point to you, Sister. But still I do study the Church, how it reacts to
pressure. First, there is my own case. I've observed how the individuals and the
mechanism dealt with me. Then I watched it deal with the activists, from the
Berrigans on through Sister Valentine and the gay rights activists... The Church is
a huge organism. Poke it and it squirms, challenge it, threaten it, and it fights to
preserve itself. In the last few days the Church has gotten poked pretty hard.” He
raised his eyebrows, bushy gray thickets. The flat gray eyes blinked. “And here I
am. Watching. Studying. It’s a life’s work.”

“The Church has gotten poked,” I said. “Presumably Val was doing the poking,
making the organism squirm. And in that case haven’t we been seeing how the
Church strikes back to preserve itself?”

Sister Elizabeth shook her head. “God knows I'm no apologist for the Church,
take that as a given. But I cannot seriously believe that the Church sanctions
murder. Not in the twentieth century. The Church did not dispatch a killer to do
these horrible things—”"

“What is the Church?” I asked. “Men. Some of whom have a lot to lose.”

“But there are so many other ways to deal with problems—~

“Oh, come on, Elizabeth! The Church has always murdered people,” I said.
“Friends and enemies. Our evidence indicates it was a priest who—"

“It could have been anyone,” she said, “dressed like a priest—the nun’s
testimony notwithstanding. We mustn’t be so gullible! There’s always someone
trying to blacken the Church, tear it down—"

“But,” I said, “who else could have it in for Val? Who was she bugging but the
Church?”

“That’s just it—we don’t know, Ben/l”

“Look,” Dunn said, “I've been trying to treat this like one of my plots. Let’s take
the time now to do it right. What do you say—will you humor me?” The Regulator
clock over the refrigerator ticked loudly. Sleet had begun again, blowing against
the window. “Let’s just see what we’ve got.”

I said it was fine with me and looked at Elizabeth. Dunn bothered her and she
had reservations about taking him into her—our—confidence. But I sensed she
was fascinated by his role and how he functioned within the Church’s power
structure. I realized also that she was looking on the two of us, who shared our
love of Val, as a team. She didn’t want Father Dunn leading me down strange,
treacherous paths. She didn’t want him breaking up the home team.

“Sure,” she said at last. “You want to play games, I'll play.” Dunn’s iconoclastic
attitude was forcing her into defending the Church. She sensed it and she was off
balance.



We adjourned to the Long Room, where there was a fire and a long table with
captain’s chairs and a record player. I put the Elgar cello concerto on the CD
spindle and pushed the repeat button. With the haunting music filling the room,
we drew our chairs to the table: a lawyer, a journalist, a novelist, three people who
lived by their abilities to organize awkward bits and pieces of information.

We began with Val’s itinerary. Paris. Rome. Alexandria, Egypt. Los Angeles. New
York. Princeton. She stayed with the limousine after dropping Lockhardt at the
Rockefeller Center ice rink. Records showed that she had been delivered to the
house at 3:45 that last afternoon.

She made two calls, the one to Sam Turner about the hanged priest and the
other to me in New York. By which time both Lockhardt and Heffernan had been
murdered by the lethal “priest.” Sister Elizabeth insisted on the quotation marks.

At some point while she was at the house Val hid the photo from Paris during
the war—at least that was Dunn’s placement of it—in the drum, presumably so
that I would find it if anything happened to her: she knew she was in danger even
in Princeton and she was counting on me to do something once I found the photo.
The picture showed four men, one of whom was D’Ambrizzi. A fifth man took the
picture and Elizabeth included him in the group. What in the world made this
snapshot so important? Would D’Ambrizzi remember it?

Val then went to the chapel—roughly five-thirty or six o’clock—where she was
killed by the same gun that killed Lockhardt and Heffernan. Certainly by the same
man. Who left behind a shred of his black raincoat: Dunn said it was a priest’s
raincoat.

The killer then returned to the house, found Val’s briefcase, and took it with
him.

And finally Rupe Norwich told us that the hanged priest had in fact been
murdered in 1936 and a cover-up from on high dictated that it be ruled a suicide.
What were they scared of? And who was being protected?

By the time we finished we may have had the known facts clear in our minds,
but as Father Dunn observed, they could tell a thousand stories. The fire had
burned low, the guard was on duty outside, and there was nothing left to do but
try to get some sleep.

Chapter 5

- Driskill -

He looked the part.

That was my first thought upon meeting Monsignor Pietro Sandanato. He looked
the part, as if by an accident of physiognomy his life’s course was dictated forever,
as if free will had been denied him by the simple fact of his face. He looked like a
tortured Renaissance saint painted on countless canvases, hung in countless
museums, an artistic convention. Of course, on the other hand, he looked like a
Mafia hit man I once met. Sensitive, troubled, tired, with permanent purple
smudges beneath eyes that glittered like anthracite under heavy, dark lids.



He had the look of a Giacometti statue, emaciated, but with a boyishly smooth,
swarthy face, straight black hair, a single pockmark on his left cheek like a brand
marring an otherwise perfect hide. He wore the collar, a black topcoat draped over
his shoulders, a soft black Borsalino, black kid gloves which he removed when
Father Dunn led the way into the foyer and introduced us. It was past noon and
Dunn had met him at Kennedy and made the long drive to Princeton.

“Mr. Driskill,” Sandanato said softly, his voice husky with jet lag, “I bring
messages of the deepest sympathy from your sister’s dear friend Cardinal
D’Ambrizzi, as well as from His Holiness, Pope Callistus. Our sorrow at this
tragedy is profound. I, too, knew your sister, of course.”

I took them into the Long Room and Sister Elizabeth came in from Margaret
Korder’s command post. Sandanato turned to her and they shook hands. “Such a
tragedy, Sister,” he murmured.

Mrs. Garrity served coffee and, after Sandanato refused the offer of lunch, I sat
watching the three of them talk, Church professionals. I wasn’t really paying
attention to what they said. Sandanato was going to be my houseguest for a few
days and I was trying to size him up. I couldn’t recall ever having seen anyone
drawn quite so taut. The face, the carriage, the haunted eyes, set off a chain
reaction of references in my mind, ecclesiastical and Roman, and now so utterly
foreign to my life. I kept coming back to the agonized saints in the galleries, the
face of Christ with the crown of thorns and the blood running down his forehead
that I remembered from the dark end of the hallway at school, to the strained
Giacometti statuary, but I was also reminded of the sort of perfectly cast minor
characters Fellini used to dress the set, to create in a stroke or two the world of
the Vatican. His hair shone like glass. In the time [ watched him he smoked three
cigarettes. His hand shook slightly, giving the impression of someone wound so
tightly that there was the risk of a broken mainspring, a disaster.

Eventually Garrity took Sandanato’s bags up to his room and my guest followed,
a dark wraith wearing Gucci loafers. I said to Artie Dunn, “Don’t you ever sleep?”

“Four hours a night suits me fine. The sleep of the just. I also catch the odd
catnap, which reminds me of Hairball. I must be going.”

“I beg your pardon?” Elizabeth said.

“Hairball,” Dunn said. “My cat. Her name is Hairball. She didn’t have a name for
two years—then it came to me. My cat is synonymous with hairballs. Besides she
sort of looks like a hairball. Very irritating animal. But don’t get me started—"

“Believe me, I wouldn’t have,” she said, “if I'd known. It’s disgusting.”

“That’s what I say.” Dunn smiled at her. “I must go feed the little wretch.”

When he’d gone she turned to me. “What a remarkably weird little man! He has
an agenda of his own—I'd give anything to know what it is. There’s something
about him that scares me.”

“Speaking of weird, or scary, or something,” 1 said, “tell me about Sandanato.
What’s his number?”

“I’ve never seen him without D’Ambrizzi—I mean, he’s D’Ambrizzi’s creature, he
owes his career to D’Ambrizzi. D’Ambrizzi picked him out of an orphanage,
brought him along, now depends on him every single day. Sandanato is his second
in the ongoing battle with Cardinal Indelicato—"

“What are they fighting over?”



“The future of the Church, the nature of the Church. They've been at each
other’s throats all their lives, fifty years of sniping, or so people say. And now—
well...” She shrugged and began rearranging a spray of dried flowers in a copper
pot on the sideboard.

“And now what? I know I'm not in the Catholic inner circle, I've lost my
membership card, but you can trust me—"

“l only thought you wouldn’t be interested in shop talk—”

“Just try me, Sister.”

“l was just going to say that it’s odd how the two of them have come fifty years,
through all the battles, wins and losses and draws, to this point—two old men,
both within reach of the final triumph, the papacy.”

“Aren’t they awfully old? Neither one of them could get the Church to the next
century—"

“They’re both very vigorous,” she said, “and age isn’t really all that important.
The job is to set the priorities, get the Church on track. And, frankly, we’re a little
weak on younger candidates. Federico Scarlatti maybe, but he’s too young, only
fifty.”

“So would you call Sandanato D’Ambrizzi’s campaign manager?”

“You know it doesn’t work that way, Ben—"

“The hell it doesn’t. The party line is wasted on this old Jesuit, Elizabeth.”

She gave me a tolerant smile. “You’re impossible, but I suppose you take pride
in that. In any case, Sandanato wouldn’t be the man. He’s more like chief of staff.
If you insist on a campaign manager, I suppose it might have been Curtis
Lockhardt. That’s only a guess on my part, but with Heffernan and Lockhardt
meeting, it seems a good guess.”

“What conclusion does that suggest? That someone who didn’t want D’Ambrizzi
to win—"

“My God, you don’t win the papacy, it’s not a ball game!”

“Of course you do, and of course it is, Sister. So somebody killed Lockhardt and
Heffernan to derail D’Ambrizzi’s chances? Does that sound possible?”

“It sounds absurd! Really, Ben, this isn’t one of Dunn’s thrillers, no matter what
he says!”

“Absurd? I think it’s absurd that three people have been murdered in cold
blood. But that they were killed without a reason... now, that would be absurd.
There was a motive, Sister. Believe me. And I'm damned curious about it. I want
the man who killed my sister to pay—but he won’t be found until his reasons are
known. And in the world of the Church, the papacy may well be worth killing for.”

I was wound up and had run on longer, more vehemently, than I'd intended. My
anger was showing through and it took even me by surprise. It was like catching a
glimpse of the red-eyed thing behind the mask of sanity.

She gave me a hard look, her arms folded across her chest. The wheels were
going around in that regal head and finally she gave the tawny mane a shake.
She’d assessed the situation. Her face softened as if she were going to give me
another chance.

“Nevertheless,” she said, “it sounds absurd. I know these men. They are not
murderers, Ben. I don’t pretend to have any idea what’s been going on here. But



I'm not jumping to the conclusions that seem to fascinate you and Artie Dunn.
Let’s say I'm trying to keep an open mind.”

“Just so it’s not empty,” I said.

She laughed, giving up on me, reminding me so damned much of Val. “You are
spoiling for a fight.”

“You're right,” I said. “I gopddamn well am.”

“Well, I guess I've been warned. You’re Val’s brother all right.”

“And my father’s son. Don’t forget that. There’s one ruthless son of a bitch
inside me.” I sank into a chair and willed the tension away. “I've just got to work
my way through this situation. I haven’t even begun to face her death—you see,
Sister, I don’t know yet what it is I'm going to do about things. I think I know but
I'm not quite sure how—just humor me awhile. Just talk to me, tell me some more
about Sandanato, and then I'll tell you something I noticed about him. Talk to me,
Sister.”

She sighed. “Well, I'm of two minds about the good monsignor. Some days I
think he’s the total Vatican insider, the perfect technocrat, cold and calculating,
the man who knows how it works and can play the system like a
Stradivarius... but the next day I'll decide he’s the complete religious, practically a
monk. He’s fascinated with monasteries and maybe that’s where he belongs.
Either way, for Sandanato the Church is the world, the world is the Church.
That’s the difference between him and D’Ambrizzi. The cardinal realizes there is a
Church and a world and, most important, he knows the former must exist within
the latter. Cardinal D’Ambrizzi is probably the most worldly person I have ever
met.”

“They sound like an oddly matched pair.”

“In the end,” she said, staring out the window at the chapel sitting bleakly on
the frozen turf with the white frosted roof, “I think Sandanato is D’Ambrizzi’s
conscience. Of course, Val thought Sandanato was a zealot, a maniac.” She
laughed at the memory.

A silence settled across the room. It was gloomy outside, and shadows were
gathering like the enemy. I was thinking about Val, imagining what kind of man
could kill her. I was thinking about what I might do if I could find him.

She snapped on a lamp, then another. A gust of wind whistled down the
chimney and ashes puffed out across the hearth.

“You were going to tell me something you noticed about him,” she said softly.

“Oh—sure. He’s in love with you, Sister Elizabeth.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and slowly blushed. For a moment she was
speechless. “Now, that is absurd, Ben Driskill. And ridiculous! And insane! I can’t
imagine how you could come to such an idiotic—"

“Sister, be calm. It was just a passing observation. It’s perfectly obvious. He
couldn’t keep his eyes off you for more than five seconds at a time. I thought it
was sort of cute.”

“Oh! Val told me how irritating you could be, but this—”

“Sister, I didn’t say you were in love with him. Relax.”

She rolled her eyes, still flushed. “You've got a lesson or two to learn, buster.”
Then she walked all the way down the room, stopped to look back at me before



leaving. She couldn’t think of anything to say at the last minute and just stalked
off. I heard her going upstairs.

My own anger was gone for the moment. I went back to thinking about the
killer. Whoever he was, wherever he was.

My father lay quite still on the crisp white sheets, his face gray as putty. His
eyes were closed but the lids were fluttering softly, like tiny beating wings. The
room looked like something from television melodrama, right down to the
monitoring machine making faint beeping noises, background music. It was a
private room, spare and utilitarian, but the closest thing to a presidential
accommodation the hospital offered. Even hooked up to the machine and looking
more dead than alive, he was a hell of a specimen. Massive, solid: I must have
expected him to look old and frail and weak, the way he’d looked and felt in my
arms at the bottom of the stairs. But I was wrong. I suppose he was in much
better condition now than he’d been then.

It wasn’t the sight of my father that bothered me. It was the black-robed nun
bending over him, whispering to him like the angel of death making a pitch.

The nurse who’d brought me down the hall was a large, solid, florid, no-
nonsense type. She went to the bedside, did some whispering, and the nun, an
older woman, nodded and swept past me with a whiff of the clean, soapy smell I
remembered from the nuns of my childhood. As she passed me, her habit
swishing, I thought I heard her speak my name, just Ben, but she was gone and
the nurse was speaking to me in a low, well-practiced tone.

“He’s resting very comfortably. No longer comatose but he’s doing lots of
sleeping. He’s hooked up there”—she motioned with her hand toward the beeping
machine—“and we can monitor him out at the station. There really wasn’t any
need for keeping him in ICU any longer. Dr. Morris will be getting him up in a day
or two. The doctor will be sorry to miss you, Mr. Driskill. Well,” she went on,
checking the leads attached to my father, plumping the pillows with a reflexive
gesture, “I'll leave you for a few minutes.”

“Nurse, you saw the priest with me? He’s going to want to speak to my father—”

“Oh, it’s only members of the family, I'm afraid—"

“Then perhaps you can tell me how I'm related to the nun who was hovering
over my father here before he’s altogether cold?”

“Oh, well, I'm sure I don’t know. She’s been here every day, morning and
afternoon. I just assumed, I don’t know, she was given permission by someone—"

“The priest with me, you see, is a personal emissary from Rome, sent by Pope
Callistus. I don’t think we should ship him back to Rome empty-handed, as it
were—do you?”

“Of course not, Mr. Driskill.”

“And I'd appreciate your checking out that nun.”

“Of course, Mr. Driskill.”

“Now leave me with my father, please.”

She closed the door behind her and I stood with my back to the window,
watching him, my shadow across his face.

“That’s telling the old busybody. Good lad, Ben.” My father’s left eye opened
slightly. “Never have a heart attack, that’s my advice. Feels like an MX missile hit
you in the chest. Don’t do it unless you do it properly and cash in your chips.”



“You sound pretty fit,” I said. “You scared hell out of me.”

“Falling down the stairs?”

“No. Speaking up just now. I didn’t expect—"

“It’s all an act,” he said.

“What’s an act?”

“My chipper act. I feel dreadful. Lifting my arm is the work of half a day. I don’t
talk to the doctors much. Theyll have me up and running in place, blasted
sadists.” He was breathing with a raspy noise, the intakes of air shallow, quick.
“Ben, I keep dreaming about Val... you remember the day Gary Cooper sketched
her, the two of you?”

“l was thinking about it just the other day.”

“My dreams are full of the dead, dammit. Val, Gary Cooper, your mother...” He
coughed softly. “I'm glad you’re here, Ben. Give your father a kiss.”

I leaned over and pressed my cheek to his. He felt warm and dry and had a bit
of stubble which may have explained some of the grayness. “Take my hand, Ben,”
he said, and I did. “You’re a difficult chap, Ben. You know that. Difficult. Always
will be, I suppose.” I leaned back and told him I looked upon my nettlesome
nature as part of my charm. “You would, you would,” he said.

“You'll be delighted to know that the pope’s emissary is waiting outside.”

“Oh, my God, am I that bad off?”

“He’s come for Val, too. A doubleheader.”

“Ben, you’re a sacrilegious man. A sinner, I'm afraid.”

“He won’t go away until you see him, you know.”

“l suppose. Well, Ben, have you satisfied yourself that I'm still alive and
kicking?” I nodded. “Don’t be such a stranger. I've been wondering when you’d
come by.”

“They told me you were in a coma.” I smiled at him. “So you’re lucky I came at
all.”

“Just my luck.” He grinned weakly.

“So who’s this private, personal nun you’ve got hanging around?”

He shook his head. “Water, Ben. Please.”

I held the plastic pitcher while he sipped through the straw. Then he said, “Let’s
get the pope’s man in here. I'm damn tired. Come see me again, Ben.”

“I will,” I said. I was almost out of the room when he spoke again.

“Ben... is there any word on the killer? Val, Lockhardt, Andy—they catch
anybody?”

I shook my head. “Same gun, though. Same killer.”

He closed his eyes. I went back to the waiting room.

Sandanato was smoking a cigarette, staring out into the courtyard of the old
redbrick building. Rain verging on sleet was falling again, and lights had come on
in the gathering darkness. He had napped but didn’t look any more rested for it.
He was a long way from Rome and looked every mile of it. “He’s awake,” I said.
“You’d better grab the chance.”

He caught my eye, nodded, stubbed out the cigarette, and headed down the
corridor.

Elizabeth came back to the waiting room, the elderly nun from my father’s room
beside her. The contrast was striking. The older woman, I was sure, could not



imagine being a nun and living Elizabeth’s life. Elizabeth looked at me, spoke to
the nun. “So you must know this badly lapsed specimen.”

“Oh, yes,” she said. Her face was so fine in bone structure and texture, she
might have been a piece of old porcelain whom age had made only more valuable.
Her hair was hidden, of course, her face framed with white. She was so handsome
now, I thought how beautiful she must once have been. It was always my luck to
find the pretty ones. Those with warts on their noses and beards on their chins I
seemed always to forget. “I've known Ben for forty years.” There was mischief in
her eyes. “But he seems to have forgotten me.”

It came to me in the nick of time, a flicker of memory.

“Forget you? Sister Mary Angelina? The very idea! Sister Mary Angelina got me
through my very first crisis of faith.”

Elizabeth said, “Too bad she couldn’t have followed you around for the rest of
your life, picking you up each time you stumbled.” She smiled sweetly, eyes
flashing.

“Whatever do you mean, Benjamin?” Sister Mary Angelina fixed me with a look
of utter curiosity. “What am I forgetting?”

“One day at school I got fed up with the whole business. You took a ruler to my
knuckles and I ran away, hid in the school yard, then I made a break for it and
you nabbed me. I figured the jig was up and I was really going to get it... but
instead you put your arms around me, patted me, and told me everything was
going to be all right. I've never quite gotten over it. And I've never quite understood
what was going on. So, you may be sure I won’t forget you, Sister.”

“Isn’t it odd,” she said, “I don’t remember it at all. Not a bit of it. Still, I'm nearly
seventy, and maybe I'm beginning to lose a marble or two.”

“I suppose it was all in a day’s work for you.”

“Well, one does have so many pupils over the years.”

“I didn’t know you knew my father so well.”

“Your father and your mother. Yes, we were always friends. I was visiting Mrs.
Francis the day your father was stricken and you brought him in—it was such a
shock. Your father, well, one just expects men like Hugh Driskill to go on and on
and on.” She searched my eyes, then turned to Elizabeth. “Some men are like that.
It’s as if they lack the mortality gene... but of course we’re all in the same boat
when it comes to that, aren’t we?” She sighed through a nice fixed nun’s smile.
“Ben, it’s good to see you. And you have my deepest sympathy. Sister Valentine,
she was such a dear child. But at least your father is coming along very nicely.
You will, all of you, be in my prayers.”

Sister Elizabeth tugged at my sleeve when we were alone, and when I looked at
her she was smiling at me shyly. At just that moment I wondered what I’'d be doing
without her there.

“Val used to tug at my sleeve,” I said.

“I'm sorry.” She dropped my sleeve.

“No,” I said. “I liked it. It felt... right.”

“Are you going to behave yourself now?” Her voice was so soft.

“Why start now?” I said. “It’s much too late for that.”

We were in the car when a thought crossed my mind.



“Sister Mary Angelina,” I said. “I wonder if she knew Father Governeau? If she
was around back then and if he liked the ladies, she might have known him. Or is
that stupid?”

“I wonder,” she said.

She wouldn’t let me sleep. She burned a hole in my night, in the darkness, in
the very idea of rest. I closed my eyes and there she was, her face, almost as if she
were coming to me in a dream. But it was no dream. [ was wide awake and that
was just the way Val wanted it.

It was as if she’d given me the days to weather the shock of her death. Now she
was coming to me and meaning business. So much for grieving, she as much as
yelled at me. Now, big brother, what are you going to do about it? Some miserable
bastard blows the back of my head off, what are you going to do about that? In my
mind she wasn’t taunting me, she wasn’t playing games: she wanted an answer.
She was a creature full of action, ready to go. And I've done my part, she was
saying to me, I've taken the risks, I've gotten myself killed for my trouble, and I've
left you enough clues to stock a mystery story... I've raised the issue of Father
Governeau and I hid the picture in the drum... Now, for God’s sake, pick up the
ball and run with it... Oh, big Ben, why can’t I get through to you, you’re such a
goof... Be brave for me, Ben, raise holy hell!

Along about midnight, with the house asleep, I’d had just about enough of my
dear dead sister. Even her ghost was noisy. I should have known it would be. In
death she was alive as ever, insistent, determined. I got up and slipped into a robe.
She wasn’t going to leave me alone and I was talking to myself when she
interrupted me. You’re burying me tomorrow, Ben, you’re burying me... then I’ll
really be gone, gone, gone for good...

“Don’t pull that on me,” I muttered. “I'll never be free of you, little sister, and we
both know it and wouldn’t have it any other way.” I could hear her calling me a
goof, fading away.

I needed some brandy. Maybe it would help me sleep, or put Val to sleep, if she
were—as a ghost—some projection of my own psyche. I went downstairs, hearing
the house creaking and moaning in the wind, all the ghosts scuttling about.

There was a light on in the Long Room.

Sandanato was sitting in one of the mustard-colored leather chairs, turned with
its back to the cold fireplace.

“It’s freezing in here,” I said.

There was a bottle of brandy on the table beside him. A snifter held in both
hands rested on his chest. A cigarette burned in the ashtray. He slowly looked at
me. His eyelids drooped low and his face was haggard with sleeplessness. He
showed no surprise at my appearance. “I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “And I'm afraid I
found the brandy. Did I wake you?”

“No, no, I couldn’t sleep either. Thinking about the funeral tomorrow. It’s going
to be crazy around here. Half the mourners are expecting my sister to rise from
the dead and proclaim salvation for all good Catholics, the other half are figuring
she had a pact with Satan and has gone directly to eternal hellfire. More or less.
My nerves are on edge.”

He nodded. “You sound as if you have nearly as many problems as [—may I
offer you some of your own brandy, Mr. Driskill?”



“Indeed you may.” He poured a generous measure and I suggested he pour
some more. “And... when.” He stopped pouring and handed me the snifter. “Thank
you, Monsignor. May sleep find us in due time.” We drank to that.

“May I ask, are you the painter? It is a remarkable work. Quite remarkable.
True feeling. Spirituality.”

For a moment I hadn’t the vaguest notion of what he meant, then he took a drag
from the cigarette and waved his hand toward the end of the room. Then I saw it.

He’d removed the sheet from the easel. There was no way, of course, that he
could have known of my father’s prohibition against the viewing of his works in
progress. I strained to see the canvas through the dim light cast by the table lamp.

“My father. He’s the painter.”

“A fine sense of theatricality. As well as a grasp of Church history. Has he ever
painted any of the great monastic ruins? There are some incredibly dramatic
vistas... But this, this is very fine. You haven’t seen it before?”

“No, actually I haven’t. He never shows us his work before it’s finished.”

“Then it will be our secret. The vanity of the true artist.” He unfolded himself
from the chair, his profile against the light. His nose had a slightly aquiline aspect.
There was a faint patina of perspiration on his face though the room was so cold.
“Come, take a closer look. You will, I believe, find it particularly fascinating—if you
still have an eye for Catholic things.” He exhaled, a cloud of smoke obscured his
features.

“Still?”

“Your sister once mentioned that you had spent time as a Jesuit. And then”™—he
shrugged—*“you fell away.”

“How delicate.”

“Ah. I must say she put it more in the patois of the street. Your sister has—
had—a very colorful grasp of idiom.”

“I'll bet she did. I know she did.”

“Tell me, why did you leave the seminary?”

“A woman.”

“Would you say that she was worth it?”

“Isn’t that in my dossier?”

“Come, come. What do you mean? There is no dossier—”

“Forget it. Just a middle-of-the-night remark—"

“So, was this woman worth it?”

“Who knows? Perhaps someday I'll find an answer.”

“Do I hear the trumpet sound regret?”

“I think you’ve got entirely the wrong end of the stick, Monsignor. I left because
of the Virgin. I couldn’t buy her and all the rest of the act anymore—”"

“And you wonder now if she was a good enough reason to leave?”

“My only regret is that I used her as an excuse. There were so many better
reasons.”

His smile had lost the edge of remoteness. “So much for autobiography. Come,
look at your father’s painting.”

We went to the easel and I turned on another lamp and there was the Emperor
Constantine seeing the sign in the sky. In his forceful, primitive style, a
storytelling style, my father had captured the moment that changed the history of



the West for all time. Monsignor Sandanato regarded the canvas, his chin cupped
in his hand, squinting through the smoke, and he began to talk as if I were no
longer there, as if he were informing a heathen of what had happened a long time
ago on the road to Rome. He was talking about the blood red Church...

The history of the Church had always been a cluttered tapestry, full of
screaming faces and flayed flesh, soaked in the gore of unbridled ambition and
greed and corruption, scheming and plotting and armies on the march. It had
always been necessary to balance the worldliness, the evil, and the power, against
the goodness, the selflessness, the faith and the hope it held out to man, the hope
and promise that made an otherwise intolerable existence somehow endurable. No
matter whom the Church was torturing and killing at a given moment, it was men
who were doing it, men and not the faith for which the Church stood. Men were
always good and bad, but the faith in the idea that Christ had died for our sins,
that man in his weakness and frailty was redeemed eternally in Christ—the
message of faith always tipped the scale. The good was always greater, that was
what they taught us, but sometimes the issue was in doubt. More often than not,
it seemed to me.

“Until the twenty-seventh of October in the year 312,” Sandanato was saying, “it
was a relatively simple, if not altogether pleasant business, being a Christian. You
might be fed to a lion, or spend your life bent double shackled wrist to ankle, a
pack of Roman toughs might beat you to death in an alley for the sheer sport of it,
or you might find yourself crucified at the side of a Roman road to serve as an
object lesson, but you certainly knew how things stood between you and the rest
of the world. Wealth, power, and pleasure were evil... and poverty, faith in God,
and the promise of salvation were what your existence consisted of.” This might be
Sandanato’s idea of a midnight bull session, but I had to admit it carried me back.
I felt strangely comfortable with it, there was no point in denying it. It was making
me begin thinking like a Catholic again.

27 October 312.

Constantine, a German, thirty-one years old, fluent in six languages, a pagan
warrior-king who ruled the West from Scotland to the Black Sea, was preparing for
a crucial battle at one of Rome’s great bridges, the Milvian. As dusk came,
knowing that the morning would bring the ferocity of battle, Constantine had a
vision ... and the world ever after was an utterly different place. In the sky,
reddish-gold in the glow of the setting sun, he saw the cross of Jesus and he heard
a voice, just as Paul had heard it on the road to Damascus. “In this sign you will
conquer.” In the morning he joined the battle with his soldiers’ shields and their
horses’ heads painted with the sign of the cross. And the battle was won. Rome
was his and he had no doubt as to why. The power of Jesus had carried him to
victory.

28 October 312.



Still drenched in sweat, spattered with blood, and caked with the muck of
battle, he demanded to be taken to the Trastevere section of Rome, where a
terrified little brown man was brought before him. Miltiades, the pope. Miltiades
had spent his life in hiding, ever fearful of capture and the inevitable execution,
and he feared the worst. He was so unlearned that he required a translator to
understand Constantine’s perfect court Latin. He trembled before the tall, blond
Teuton. But the message was clear. He nearly fainted as he listened.

From now on everything would be different, new, better. Rome would be
Christian. The emperor would wear a nail from Christ’s crucifixion in his crown,
another would be turned into a bit for his horse so it would always be with him in
battle.

The next day Constantine and his family rode with Miltiades and his first priest,
Silvester, past the stadium of Caligula and the temples of Apollo and Cybele to the
cemetery atop Vatican Hill, where Constantine knelt in prayer over the bones of
Peter and Paul. As the party strolled the cemetery grounds, the emperor sketched
out his plans: a basilica in the name of Peter would be built here, over his
remains, and Paul’s bones would be removed to that place on the road to Ostia,
where he had been killed, where another basilica would be built. But that wasn’t
all. Constantine was now a man with a mission. The party went to the Lateran
Hill, which was covered by the palaces of the ancient Roman family of Laterani.
Constantine flung open the gates: “Henceforth, this is the House of Miltiades and
of every successor of the blessed apostle, Peter.”

Fifteen months later Miltiades was dead and Silvester was pope, crowned by
Constantine. Silvester, the first truly secular pope, grasped, with an acuity far
beyond that of Miltiades, the new and undeniable future of the Church. It was
Silvester who forged the bond between Church and empire, thereby guaranteeing
the first worldwide Church carried forth along those straight Roman roads to every
corner of the vast domain. It was Silvester who heard Constantine’s confession. It
was Silvester who saw that the triumph of Christ need not wait for the Second
Coming. Jesus Christ could reign with the power of Rome throughout the world,
governed through the offices of Peter’s successors. The Church seemed unlimited
in its scope.

“For three centuries we had barely existed in the world,” Sandanato said,
“hunted and martyred and in hiding. Now Silvester had the great chance to make
the Church of the world. Jesus had spoken to Constantine, converted him, and
Constantine was the means of converting the rest of the world. Spiritualism was
now wedded for good to wealth and pomp and force. With Constantine behind him,
Silvester could now harken back to what Jesus had once said to Peter at Mount
Hermon.” Sandanato stopped, looked at me, as if waiting for my Catholic memory
to supply the quotation. Somehow, from the subconscious depths, it did.

“I give unto you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven,” 1 recited. “Whatever you
allow on earth will be whatever Heaven allows. Whatever you forbid on earth will be
whatever Heaven forbids.”

“Exactly,” Sandanato said. “For the first time in history the successor to Peter
had some firepower anyone could understand. And of course he, along with his
Church, fell prey to it. More than ever, in the centuries to come, violence haunted
us, has never left us in peace...



“It’s the price of Constantine,” Sandanato was saying. “Once we accepted the
secular power, we had to pay the secular price. With the power came the power
seekers, the challengers, those who would have stripped us of our military
alliances and the vast wealth at our disposal. Our history is a history of the
threats made against us, the compromises we've had to make. But, until now, Mr.
Driskill, we've always known who our enemies are. Even when the challenge was
most drastic, we knew what was happening. You’ll of course remember that
ungodly hot August of 1870...”

As it happened, I remembered it well, as many a seminarian was bound to. It
was when the secular world finally turned against the Church. But what occurred
that long, agonizing summer a bit over a century ago had really begun in 1823
and stretched twenty-three years through the pontificates of Leo XII, Pius VIII, and
Gregory XVI: twenty-three years of papal oppression and dictatorship in the city of
Rome and throughout the Papal States, where the pope-kings reigned. Nearly a
quarter of a million citizens had been put to death, or sentenced to life
imprisonment, or exiled for committing political offenses—that is, for incurring the
displeasure of the Church. Books were censored, people were forbidden to
congregate in groups larger than three, travel was strictly curtailed, and tribunals
were in session everywhere to sit in severest judgment on the accused. The trials
were conducted entirely in Latin; consequently, rare was the man who understood
of what he had been accused. Justice ceased to exist under these popes, and was
replaced by violent caprice, the restoration by Leo XII of the Inquisition and its
inhuman tortures, and popes who would not listen to the pleas of the people they
ruled. Every town square was decorated with a permanent gallows, always in
readiness to receive those who ran afoul of the Church.

Secret societies proliferated. Assassinations became a way of life. And when the
people of Bologna, for example, revolted, they were brutally suppressed. Austrian
troops seemed always to be responding to a pope’s call, crossing the borders of the
Papal States to practice the arts of war on the rebellious citizenry. But the tide of
history was running against the old ways, and in 1843 the people—the mob, in the
eyes of the Church—took over the city of Rome.

Pius IX was elected pope in 1846 and the world he inherited was a desperate
one, at least as viewed from the papal palace. Garibaldi and Mazzini were in full
cry and, not long after ascending to the Throne of Peter, Pius fled Rome by night in
the open carriage of the Bavarian minister, didn’t stop until he got to Naples, then
scurried from one hiding place to another as the Romans proclaimed a republic,
symbolically dispensed with the pope, murdered clergy, and despoiled the
churches. He was finally able to return to Rome four years later, when the French
Army took the city and Mazzini fled to Switzerland and Garibaldi returned to the
mountains. Pius IX was back, it was true, supported by the might of a foreign
power, but the fact was—and Pius knew it—that the handwriting on the wall of the
Lateran Palace was finally indelible.

Pius IX had begun his reign on a wave of popularity and had responded by
trying to give his people what they wanted. He expelled the Jesuits, gave the okay
for publication of a popular newspaper, razed the ghetto, saw to the first use of a
railway in the Papal States: he proclaimed a civil constitution—all in an effort to
undo the evils of the past quarter century. But it came to nothing. History, like a



runaway coach and six, ran him down. The people wanted the future, not the
past, and the future lay not in being owned by the pope but in belonging to the
new Italian nation.

A climax had been reached with the assassination of the pope’s prime minister,
Rossi, an elegant aristocrat, on the steps of the Quirinal Palace. A crowd had
gathered as Rossi left the main doors at the top of the famous steps. Halfway
down, the flash of a young man’s dagger, the blade in the throat, then Rossi
tumbling and the blood spurting across the steps, the mob growling with pure
hatred... and above at the window of his study, Pius watching. That was an image
which haunted all my years of study and which has remained, engraved on what
was once my Catholic conscience.

In the past, when things of the world had encroached on the power of the
papacy, there had always been worldly recourse, an army to be summoned.
Silvester I, Leo III, Gregory VIII, Clement VII—they had all withstood the secular
challenge by calling for one soldiery or another, but in 1869 there was nowhere left
to turn, no army to call upon to save the papacy. A de facto decision had been
made in the capitals of Europe: the papacy was through. The Times of London
referred to “the final passing of this venerable institution.” When I first studied the
period I can recall thinking in amazement, could my father know that things had
ever been so bad for the Church? It didn’t seem possible that such a situation had
existed without his telling me, warning me, but of course he was simply doing all
he could to make sure it didn’t happen again.

Never in all the centuries since the vision had appeared to Constantine had the
situation been so grave, but still Pius had a hole card and no choice but to play it.
He turned to the power Jesus had conferred on Peter, the power of the spirit. In
July 1869 the principle of infallibility was declared by the bishops, as well as what
the Church called primacy. The pope was now incapable of error in matters of
morals and faith; he must be obeyed. And as primate, his teachings and
jurisdiction could not be superseded or replaced by any man or group in all
Christianity. The Church had declared the man at its head the ultimate spiritual
leader and authority on earth and dared anyone to deny or ignore it.

There was a hollow ring to this claim, however, and no one knew it better than
Pius. While the spiritual battle might have been won, in a secular world the
secular battle had been lost.

It was not merely a matter of metaphor. The battle was a fact and the French,
falling back before the Prussian advance in August 1870, were leaving Rome that
day, the nineteenth. General Kanzler’s army of fewer than four thousand was all
that stood between the integrity of the last pope-king and General Cadorna’s
[talian national army of sixty thousand men less than a day’s march from the
walls of Rome. Pius, with nowhere to turn, ordered only a token resistance, then
surrender.

King Victor Emmanuel, leading his new nation, had won. Rome would be capital
of all Italy. On the twentieth, at sunrise, the Italian cannon commenced firing.

Fewer than five hours later the white flag flew from the dome of St. Peter’s.

In October a plebiscite was held throughout the Papal States. The votes cast in
favor of joining the Italian republic numbered 132,681. There were only 1,505
against. In the spring of 1871 the Italian parliament guaranteed the pope’s



sovereignty over his reduced world, which would henceforth consist of the Vatican,
the Lateran, and the summer home at Castel Gandolfo. Pius bitterly responded
then and for the rest of his life: “We will be a prisoner.”

Not until 1929, when Pius XI reached his accommodation with Benito Mussolini
with the signing of the Lateran Pacts, was the Church free once more to operate at
will in the worlds of power, finance, and politics.

Sandanato’s tiny gold lighter flared; I smelled the Gauloise, felt the blown smoke
brush my face.

“Violence is nothing new,” he said, “we both know that. Violence in the Church
exercised considerable fascination for your sister. Or so I was told by His
Eminence. We've always suffered it, but now it’s running amok, isn’t it? And we
can’t identify the enemy. You see, we've always known in the past who the enemy
was. But now we have three freshly dead and we’re afraid and there’s no army to
call upon to come crashing in to save us ... those days are gone. Here we are, all
alone, unarmed, in a darkening world.” I sensed that despite the somber words he
was smiling sadly. He seemed to relax when the subject was violence. Maybe he
just wanted it out in the open. We were in the middle of murder. He lifted his
brandy glass. It was nearly four o’clock, the morning of my sister’s funeral, and I
was finally tired, ready for sleep.

“Confusion to our enemies,” he said.

I looked at him sharply. “You can say that again, pal.”

My sister’s funeral passed me by in a foggy blur of activities I performed by rote.
It was all happening at one remove from me. I played my part, and rather to my
surprise I carried it off all right. Not bad, since I was up to my eyeballs in eagle-
eyed Catholics and precious ritual and their half-cocked celebratory mass. I'd
always wondered what it really was they were celebrating at the funeral mass. Of
course | got the stock answer, all about celebrating the life of the late departed
guest of honor. For nearly a quarter of a century all that had struck me as a crock
of the best. Never more so than at my mother’s funeral. Not my idea of a cause for
celebration, poor and lonely and ultimately demented wench she was.

Val’s funeral was different. Hers was a life worth celebrating, a death worth
avenging.

Peaches said the mass at the little church over in New Pru. We’d kept the crowd
down, maybe fifty or sixty, most of them drawn from the ranks of the mighty,
mightier, and mightiest. The President’s representative, a couple of governors,
three senators, some cabinet members and lawyers and fixers and all the rest of
the riffraff who are determined to believe they make the world go round. There
were five or six television crews held at bay by the state police. We did our best,
Margaret and Father Dunn and Sister Elizabeth and I, to keep it under control,
but it was still tinged with the stains of the “media event.”

I’'d never seen Peaches at work before, and I was impressed. It had to be an
ordeal for him. The smell of the incense—so well remembered across the years—
filled the place. The casket gleamed dully, like burnished gold, and they went
through all the rigmarole I recognized from years before. I received communion,
first time in all those years, and it was all different—mno kneeling at the altar rail
the way it used to be, and receiving not only the host but the blood of Christ as



well. Maybe the differences made it easier. It didn’t seem real. For God’s sake, it
was my little sister up there.

I delivered the eulogy: the surviving brother and all. From the occasional sniffles
and at other moments the smiling, nodding heads, I judged it a success. I kept my
remarks at arm’s length from my own emotions. Val would have enjoyed it, my
kind and sanctimonious words, a joke between us, like so many others. I couldn’t
have managed it any other way. I would not have chosen this particular crowd to
view my bared soul. When it was over, there was a hymn and the mourners were
filing out and the show was pretty much done for.

Val was buried in the graveyard attached to the little church. The gravestones
went back a long way. And there was a Driskill family plot. My mother lay there,
my father’s parents. Now Val. There was plenty of room for my father and me. No
big monuments for us: just stern headstones. Our work, my father used to say,
would be our monument. It always made me think of the poem, “Ozymandias,”
which I'd memorized at school. Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair ...

The wind was angry and cold, cutting through us, and I was damned if I'd stand
there with my teeth chattering and tears freezing on my face while I watched the
box disappear into the earth. I was already bothered by the irrational hatred of her
being laid to rest, buried: the hatred coming from the childish but nonetheless
powerful notion that it was in fact the conscious, living Val stuck out there in the
cold, dark nights to come. I left the small group of close family friends who’d hung
around for the final act of the day’s drama and strolled away on my own. Sister
Elizabeth and Margaret Korder were stuck with them.

I found myself under the dark gray clouds standing at the black iron railing
marking the edge of the cemetery proper. But beyond the railing was a small
cluster of overgrown markers. I opened the gate and went through. I'd never
noticed those sorry little gravestones before, but now something—my
subconscious, or maybe fate—drew me toward them.

Father Vincent Governeau’s grave was covered over with thistle and crabgrass,
the stone flat on the ground, his name and the dates small, hardly visible—1902-
1936. He wasn'’t allowed a grave in consecrated ground.

I must have been standing there longer than I'd realized because Sister
Elizabeth had finished up at the graveside and come to join me. She knelt down to
inspect what had caught my attention. She was wearing a modified version of the
Order’s old traditional habit, one she’d found in Val’s closet. Seeing her in it had
thrown me at first. She looked like someone else, someone in costume. When she
saw the name on the marker her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God!”

“Poor son of a bitch,” I said. “You can imagine the kind of burial he got from the
good fathers of the Church. Swept his whole life under the rug, dropped him down
a hole, and pretended he’d never lived at all. Because he was a suicide. When in
fact he was murdered. Sister, he belongs inside the cemetery, not out here in the
nether regions...”

Walking back across the graveyard, she took my arm. “You were very good up
there, Ben. Val would have been—"

“In stitches. Don’t kid yourself.”

“You were very good, nonetheless. She’d have been proud.”

“You want to hear something funny?”



“What?”

“l don’t even remember what [ said.”

“Oh, Ben. If you were half as tough as you act, I’d hate you.”

“Then don’t look too close, my dear. Val knew the truth about me. That’s why
she left the snapshot.”

“l wonder...”

“Val spent her whole life fighting for what she believed was right. Get on her
wrong side and you’d find out she was an avenging angel. She was a whole lot
tougher than [ am.”

“Maybe I never really knew her—”

“You knew her. You knew her. Better to admit that to yourself. Now, you’d
better prepare yourself for all the hoopla at the house.”

“Did you see Sister Mary Angelina?”

“l didn’t see much of anything.”

“She said she came directly from your father. He wanted her to come back and
tell him how it went—"

“What is this, Sister? A November and December romance?”

The house was packed full of people I knew vaguely. I doubted if Val would have
known more than one in ten: they were my father’s friends and cronies. The
banking community, the CIA pensioners list, Princeton University, presidential
aspirants of both then and now, the Church, the law—they were all wolfing down
turkey and ham and liquor like refugees from welfare. The Garritys had laid on
extra staff. The whole thing was impossible.

Father Dunn was leading the immense Archbishop Cardinal Klammer from
group to group like an elephant in the early stages of training. Peaches, Sam
Turner, some other locals, were trying not to gawk at all these veterans of Meet the
Press and Face the Nation. Sister Elizabeth was assisting Margaret Korder, a pair
of ringmasters keeping the circus going.

But the man I was looking for wasn’t there.

The library was off limits for the day. I knew that was where I’d find him.

Drew Summerhays was standing by a window in the book-lined room, thumbing
through a first edition of Ashenden that Somerset Maugham had inscribed to my
father. Summerhays had introduced them one summer at Cap d’Antibes and
they’d hit it off, two of a kind.

He looked up from the book when I came in. He smiled at me with his thin-
lipped, bloodless mouth. He was spare as a hoe handle and wore a charcoal-gray
suit and vest, a Phi Beta Kappa key on a gold chain-Harvard, of course—the
scarlet thread of the Légion d’Honneur in his buttonhole, highly polished black
cap toes from Jermyn Street, a black knit tie, a white shirt, a signet ring on the
little finger of his right hand. The lawyer. He was a man who played in a league of
one anymore.

“Did I ever tell you that Maugham is my favorite author, Ben?”

“Why, no, I don’t believe you ever did.”

“Willie had quite a stammer, y’know. I had a similar affliction as a boy. I cured
mine, he cured his. Effort of will. Good a reason as any to make him my favorite
writer. Your father was fond of Willie. They used to swap spy stories. Two different
wars, of course. What’s the latest on your father, Ben?”



“Putting up a good front. He’s going to make it, Drew. Quite a scare.”

“Your father’s a hard man to scare.”

“l meant me. I was scared. I'm very easy to scare.”

“You and your father,” he mused, then let the phrase drop. He believed my
father and I were, beneath it all, birds of a feather, more alike than either of us
cared to admit. He’d said so frequently in the past. “So you’re easy to scare. You
sound like a man indulging in false modesty. Or a man trying to set me up, you
rascal.”

“Just a curious rascal. I was looking for you, Drew.”

“l came in here to get away from the crowd. Funerals and the gathering that
follows—I'm too much aware that I'll be the main attraction someday soon. Poor
darling Val. What a sorry day this is—”

“Were you one of her supporters?”

“I know too much to support anyone in the sense you mean. I wished her well. I
respected her views. And on occasion I raised money for her work.”

“So who killed her, Drew?”

“First you have to find out why, Ben. Then who follows.”

“I've been thinking the same thing. Why did someone kill my sister? Did she die
for her views on the Church?”

“l shouldn’t think so—not for her philosophical attitudes, nor even for her
attempts to implement them. But that’s only one man’s opinion. One would have
to take an extraordinarily close look at Val’s life... looking for the why. It’s there
for the one who looks assiduously. But you must have given all this rather a lot of
thought over these past few days. You look at things like a lawyer, you've no
choice, have you? Gathering evidence, building a case, rebuilding the elephant.”
He saw the puzzlement on my face. “You know what Rodin said when they asked
him how he would sculpt an elephant. He said he’d start with a very large block of
stone and remove everything that wasn’t an elephant. Well, what you have is a
floor covered with the chips of Val’s life. Fit them all together and you’ll see the
outline of a killer. Val will be gone but you’ll know the killer.” He turned and
replaced the book on the shelf.

“l want to know about Curtis Lockhardt. And Heffernan. They were singled out
to die along with Val. Val was thinking about leaving the Order to marry
Lockhardt—"

“Forget Heffernan, Ben. He got killed because of Lockhardt. By himself he was
exactly what he liked to call himself—just another mick priest on the make. Get
me my coat, Ben. Let’s take a walk. Let’s talk about the late Mr. Lockhardt.”

He wore a soft homburg straight on his head and a black cashmere scarf and
black gloves, a black chesterfield with narrow, high-cut arms and very square
shoulders. He could have slit a man’s throat with the crease in his trousers. His
narrow face was pink in the wind that rustled leaves across the frozen lawn. We
headed out past the chapel toward the orchard and the pond beyond where we ice-
skated in years gone by.

“Curtis Lockhardt,” Summerhays began as soon as we were clear of the babble
of the house, “saw himself in a great many roles, like an actor moving on from one
play to another. But at bedrock he knew he was an old-fashioned fixer with a
lineage that ran back to Boston in the years following the Revolutionary War. You



might say that Lockhardts had always been fixers, the way other men might work
with their hands and could build a shelf or a stair or a chicken coop or a lobster
trap....”

Summerhays described a man who would always be among those composing
the “secret government,” the “government within the government,” and the
“Church within the Church.” Lockhardt had learned his lessons at my father’s
knee.

“But,” Drew Summerhays was saying as we stood among the leafless trees in
the orchard where my father had found Father Governeau dangling from a limb,
“Curtis always reckoned his greatest accomplishment was taking little Salvatore di
Mona and turning him into Pope Callistus IV. You had to hand it to Lockhardt,
you really did. He set out to buy a pope and, by God, he did.”

It had come about because he sat on the board of the Conway Foundation in
Philadelphia. Lockhardt had watched in curious wonder as Ord Conway, known as
“the old fart” by his employees, concluded that he wanted his own personal pope.
In the end Ord had turned to Lockhardt and Lockhardt had acquired a pope for
5.8 million dollars and change, fifteen million less than it cost Nelson Doubleday
to buy the New York Mets. The fact was, only a very few people even knew you
could buy a pope. Ord lived two years into the reign of Callistus IV, but then, it
was common knowledge that life positively abounded with amusing ironies.

For a time Lockhardt had thought Ord Conway a somewhat dim, conventional
old Fascist, the weak tail-end to a great family line. Ord simply liked the Church
the way it had been when he was a kid working on his catechism. Lockhardt
watched the process, sensed the man’s degree of commitment to undoing a few
reforms and reversing the trend toward what he called “a democratic Church.” Ord
had always said that democracy was all right in its place, but, goddammit, the
Church wasn’t the place. “Catholics,” he used to say, “ain’t supposed to vote on
what the fuck they’re gonna believe! They ain’t got a say in it—that’s the whole
damn point!”

Lockhardt was working on a plan. The realization that Conway was only trying
to bring back the old days and make peace with his own psyche made him the
perfect tool. There was a lovely symmetry to the elements. Conway wanted to
believe he would see a return to the Church of his boyhood. Monsignor Andy
Heffernan wanted to get on the inside track to a cardinalate. And Lockhardt
wanted to preserve the status quo, more or less. It would take some money, but
that was no problem: Ord Conway was begging to be separated from some of his.
And there would have to be a deal made: the nature of things demanded it. Curtis
Lockhardt was in his element.

The birth control clinic in Bolivia was the perfect vehicle. It was liberal but not
too liberal. That was a sign of how much things had changed. A lot of Catholics in
positions of power, if not in that bastion of bureaucratic conservatism the Roman
curia itself, believed the clinic was a strong, socially responsible step. It no longer
was in opposition to the great subtext of Church teachings, not since Pope Paul’s
commission, which had been the pivotal event of the Church’s recent history.

Curtis Lockhardt loved nothing more than putting these puzzles together. Give
him just a few oddly shaped pieces and he could put his flair to work. He could fix
it. Not for nothing had Cardinal Salvatore di Mona, on the eve of his subsequent



election, told Lockhardt that he had missed his calling. “You belong in this scarlet
robe, my dear Curtis, this robe and this biretta. There’d be no stopping you.”

Lockhardt had been pleased. “But there’s no stopping me in any case,
Eminence.”

But that moment came long after Lockhardt had seen a way of using Paul VI’s
poor battered soul as a lever in what he’d come to think of as the Conway affair.

It had begun with John XXIII. It had been his birth control commission to begin
with. Then it had passed to Paul, who increased its size, removed it from Vatican
Council control, and thereby made it hugely important. The world’s Catholics had
been turning to the pill all through the sixties, tens of millions of Catholics
ignoring the official teachings of the Church. Now Paul’s commission had a
mandate from the pontiff himself to find a loophole in official doctrine—to find a
way to make honest Catholics once again of all those practicing birth control.
Obviously, if Paul had wanted no change in doctrinal interpretation, he’d have
“dropped the commission in the Tiber,” as one cardinal observed at the time.

When the commission’s report was complete, they had indeed found the
loophole, concluding that as long as a whole marriage relationship was open to the
bearing of children, then each individual act of intercourse within it did not have
to be open.

That was it, the crucial doctrinal breakthrough that might have brought the
Church, in Lockhardt’s view, fully into the twentieth century. And might have
returned so many of the faithful back to the fold.

But Paul’s conscience—and the backstage maneuvering of Vatican conservatives
playing on that conscience—had caused him, miraculously, to ignore the
commission’s report. His encyclical, Humanae Vitae, utterly rejected the
commission’s findings and delivered the Church a blow from which it had not yet
recovered. There was always a turning point, Lockhardt believed, and in his view
Humanae Vitae had marked the end of the old conservative Church. It was now
going to go one way or the other, backward or forward. Either the Church would
remain in the hands of the conservatives and crumble to dust, or it would be
seized by the moderates and liberals who had a vision of a new future and a
changing, adapting Church.

The issue was far from decided—the turning point might, after all, last for years,
decades—when the Conway affair began. Lockhardt had seen it all at once, the
beginning and the middle and the end, one afternoon at the Conway Foundation
board meeting. It must have been akin to the moment when I'd suddenly grasped
the pure essence of football. Lockhardt had had his game and I mine.

“It was at this point,” Summerhays said as we stood looking out across the
shallow iced pond toward the gray horizon, “that Lockhardt turned to a couple of
fellow board members—your father and me—and suggested a drink once the
meeting was over. Lockhardt modestly believed that Hugh Driskill and I were his
only equals at fixing things on earth.”

The three of them met at a club Lockhardt used in Philadelphia. Hugh Driskill
had listened quietly, then said, “The question, Curtis, is simply this. Can you
convince Ord Conway that you can trade a birth control center in Bolivia and six
million bucks for his idea of a fairly conservative pope?”

“l can.”



“All right, Curtis,” Hugh Driskill said, cocking an eye at Summerhays. “Tell us
how.”

Like so many great ideas, it was essentially simple.

Conway would present six million dollars to the Church, via the good offices of
New York’s Monsignor Heffernan. It would be earmarked for the birth control
center, which would co-opt some moderate, progressive third world cardinals,
some European intellectuals. But the money would in fact be used to collateralize
a loan from a Roman bank to a bank in Panama and then shipped on to the
Bolivian government. Conway’s six million dollars would exist both on that piece of
collateral paper and in another guise as well—would in fact become twelve million
dollars. Or more. The point was, men like Lockhardt and Hugh Driskill and
Summerhays and Cardinal D’Ambrizzi, who oversaw for the pope L’Instituo per le
Opere di Religione—the Institute for Religious Works, as the Vatican Bank was
euphemistically called, understood how you had to do business when it came to
the Vatican.

“What was the second six million for?” Summerhays asked rhetorically. His eyes
were fixed on a dog testing the ice of the pond, venturing out carefully, shaking
each forepaw as it went. “To buy a pope. Your father and I agreed, Ben. It bore the
stamp of a master.”

In those days Octavia Cardinal Fangio presided over the Sacred Congregation
for Bishops, which was located in a small square called the Square of Pius XII, the
Savior of the City, just off St. Peter’s. Fangio was a moderate, pragmatic, relatively
greedy man who had more influence in the naming of bishops than any other man
in the world. Popes took his advice and he was good at his job. From the ranks of
his favorites came not only the bishops and archbishops but the cardinals as well.
Fangio had let it be known that he was a candidate for the papacy—one of the
papabili—but he was too young and he knew it. In another ten or twenty years,
Fangio would no longer be too young and he would have made a lot of friends.

Hugh Driskill tumbled to it first. “You want to make the six million available to
Fangio?”

“In a way,” Lockhardt said. The fact was, Fangio’s brother Giovanni was a failed
lawyer in Naples. Substantial investments had bottomed out for him. The villa in
the mountains, the ancestral home, might be lost. Some of the six million would
save the villa and set poor Giovanni back on his feet once again.

“And,” Hugh Driskill murmured, “you suggest a small quid pro quo from
Cardinal Fangio.”

The pope had recently announced a new consistory—the selection of twenty-one
new cardinals to replenish the dwindling supply. Lockhardt suggested that he,
Hugh Driskill, and Summerhays might discuss these prospective cardinals with a
couple of curial friends and Cardinal Fangio, arriving perhaps at the names of
fifteen mutually acceptable candidates. For his efforts Fangio would salvage his
brother and simultaneously create a hard core of support for his own papal
candidacy when somewhere down the long road, when Lockhardt’s present
candidate had passed from the scene, his own candidacy would arise. And in the
meantime the fifteen would vote as Fangio suggested. Monsignor Andy Heffernan
could gain in Fangio an enormously valuable friend on a very fast track which led
toward a cardinal’s red hat for himself. Everybody would win, including Ord



Conway, who would have in effect named the pope, at Lockhardt’s suggestion, of
course.

Summerhays turned and stared back through the naked orchard to the house.
Darkness was drawing in on us. “Lockhardt spent a year or so putting this all
together. And Fangio’s men had proven good soldiers. And so it was, Ben, that Sal
di Mona, an organization man, a good listener, a moderate, had become Callistus
IV. And now Curtis Lockhardt was coming to New York to meet with Andy
Heffernan while Callistus lies dying in Rome. Curtis knew the game was afoot
again, don’t you see? But now he won’t know how it all turns out. Still, as the
English would say, Curtis had a good innings.” He sighed and looked at his watch.
“Time to be going. Well, Ben, a word of advice in your ear. Get past all this as
quickly as possible—Val’s death, | mean. She’s gone and she had a good innings,
too. Don’t you see? There’s dangerous business here, serious players. Just step
back and make it easy on yourself. Don’t try to make sense of all the chips on the
floor. You’ll never succeed, you’ll never see the outline of her killer. Speaking as
one, to a man who once was one, let me say it’s the Catholics, Ben. Best leave
them to their own devices. Life’s too short as it is.”

He took my arm. He felt nearly weightless. Almost as if he’d begun to depart
already, preparing for the final exit.

On the way back to the house I showed him the snapshot Val had left behind.
He shook his head, said it meant nothing to him. He did identify D’Ambrizzi but
his mind was on other matters. What difference could an old photograph make?

Chapter 6

- Driskill -

The day after my sister’s funeral was clear and cold and bright. I'd finally
gotten to sleep the night before, but it hadn’t been easy. My circuits were
overloading and in the courtroom of my mind Drew Summerhays had been the
last witness. Before I fell asleep I'd decided what I had to do. Only then had I
realized—there had never been any doubt, none at all.

Monsignor Sandanato was in New York paying a courtesy call on Archbishop
Cardinal Klammer. Sister Elizabeth was leaving for Rome that afternoon. I wanted
to tell her my plan and if possible enlist her help. I wasn’t prepared for it all to go
wrong.

We were waiting for Father Dunn to pick her up. He said his car knew the way
to Kennedy. The house was quiet and in the Long Room bowls of fresh flowers
brightened things a bit. Sun streamed through the windows. There was a glare
from outside and it was bitterly cold, the ground frosty and white. We were
approaching a record low. I’'d sent the Garritys home at noon and Margaret was
attending to business at her HQ at the Nassau Inn. She handled the press and
television people there. Sam Turner had kept the lone guard on duty outside. Sam
was planning to keep him there until, in his words, everything blew over.



“Ben, it’s been good seeing you,” she said. She was dressed for travel, as she’d
been when she arrived on Halloween night. “I wish I didn’t have to go back
now... everything seems so unfinished. But I've got to get back to the office.
Callistus could die at any moment and then everything in my world will hit the
fan—I’ve got to be there. But™—she put her hand on my arm, looked into my face
with her searching green eyes—“I'm worried about you. I've been thinking about
what you said, how you’re ruthless, your father’s son, and I'm wondering.” She
dropped her hand and stepped back from me as if she were suddenly embarrassed
at having come too close, figuratively and literally. “So, I suppose you’ll be going
back to work yourself—" The sound of her voice had changed, grown remote.

“Not for a while,” I said. “I’'m taking a leave. | was on the phone to my partners
this morning. You’re right, Sister. It’s unfinished. It’s barely begun. I'm going to
see it through. I'm going to finish it.”

She looked up at me, startled, as if I'd cried out. “What do you mean?”

“I'm going to find out who killed my sister.”

“How? What can you possibly do?”

“She would have wanted me to try. That’s why she left me the snapshot,
remember? I'm not going to let her down. That’s all.”

“You’re wrong, you know.” She dropped the words on me with precision. “Val
would never have wanted you to put your life in danger. Oh, it sounds fine and I
don’t blame you—you’re going out there and avenge her death. But face it, Ben,
you don’t have any real chance. The man is gone, there’s nothing to follow...”

“Look, I know what I'm doing—"

“Oh, Ben! Please just leave it! I've been thinking, too. I was up all night thinking,
and it really hit me for the first time that Val was killed. Three people have been
killed... and maybe all of it had to do with whatever Val was doing. Killing you
would mean nothing to them at this point. And you know nothing about them, but
they’re watching you—don’t you realize that? They could kill you anytime they
want.” She looked at me, perplexed, as if I were a backward schoolboy. “If you get
too close, Ben, do you think they’d hesitate to kill you? Try to understand, this is
like one of Dunn’s novels... Please leave it, Ben, just leave it!”

“I'm not going to argue with you, Sister. I'm going to see this thing through.
Let’s not quarrel.”

“All right, suppose you do—what then? You learn what’s going on, they kill you.
Look, Val knew what she’d gotten into, she knew the risks but she believed it was
worth it. Ben, for God’s sake, you don’t even know what she thought was so
important—”"

“You’re wasting your breath,” I said.

“l wish you’d just leave it to the authorities—”

“They haven’t a hope in hell and you know it. You seriously think Val would
have wanted me to walk away from this?”

“Val’s dead, Ben. She’s out of the game. Listen to me. Val... was... rash. She was
brave but she was foolhardy—and I'm not. I hope to God you’re not. She was out
manning the barricades while I was observing, writing about it. Just because she
pushed something too far and was killed—that doesn’t mean we are honor bound
to follow in her footsteps... I know myself and I know [ wasn’t cut out to die for my
principles. Were you? Really?”



“I’'m not doing this because of my principles. I don’t give a damn what my sister
found out about your damned Church—”

“A madman in the Church—maybe. But not the Church itself! I won'’t listen to
that, Ben, I just won't—”"

“All right! Christ! Somebody killed my sister and somebody’s going to pay! Why
can’t you see that, Elizabeth? It’s simple enough.”

“And why can’t you see that the person most likely to pay is you?”

“Then you’ve made up your mind,” I said. “You’re going to just walk away from
it.”

“What do you expect me to do?”

I shrugged.

“Yes,” she said, “I'm going to walk away from it—they’re not going to carry me
away from it. And I'm going to get on with my life—real life. The police can handle
this, and there’s the Church itself... In Rome, when Sandanato makes his report,
when they hear what Dunn’s got to say, they’re bound to do something.”

“You could write about it. You were Val’s best friend. You have a magazine—"

“Write wild suppositions about killer priests and torn pieces of raincoat and
tattered snapshots and even a bestselling priest at the scene of the crime... you
think I should write this? Ben, come on! There’s a time to be realistic and this is it.
It’s one thing to sit around a table in the middle of the night making up a plot. It’s
something else to—"

“You simply don’t care anymore, do you? It’s become inconvenient for you—"

“That’s a hateful thing to say, Ben. The truth is, I've had time to think, time to
get things in perspective.”

“Then,” I said, feeling cold and sick to my stomach, betrayed, “we have nothing
more to discuss, Sister.” I told myself it was just the Catholics being Catholics. I'd
let myself get too close to her. I’'d let myself trust her. The old seduction.

Father Dunn had insisted on taking her to the airport. When he came by to get
her it was not a happy parting. Tight-lipped, curt nods, and she was gone. It may
have been that everything she said was true and inevitable. But I didn’t want to
hear it.

If T had let her convince me, if I'd let it all end there and allowed my sister’s
murder to go unquestioned, like Father Governeau’s half a century before, I could
not have lived with myself. It wasn’t a question of what I wanted to do. I was facing
what I had to do.

If I didn’t, who would speak for the dead?

I spent the rest of the afternoon working myself into a truly rotten mood. The
argument with Elizabeth had whipped me: it was so sadly fundamental. I believed
in the reality of what had happened to Val; for Elizabeth reality was all the rest of
life—her life in Rome, her commitment to the way things were, the reality of the
Church. I had hoped—hell, I had assumed—that our shared love of my sister
would make us natural allies in the search for her killer. I was convinced she had
led me to feel that way: I knew I hadn’t been imagining it. But I should never have
assumed, not with a nun, not with one of them. Because when it came to the
Church, brave talk was cheap: when the Church seemed to be involved in murder,
then Sister Elizabeth had backed away.



When Sandanato got back from New York he found me sitting looking at my
father’s painting while the light slowly faded from the afternoon. I looked up as he
dropped his coat on a chair and went to warm his hands at the fireplace. I told
him he looked a little the worse for wear which was ridiculous coming from me. It
was an English idiom he’d missed so I explained it and he nodded, slumped down
in a chair with a doleful smile on his dark, haunted face.

“Klammer,” he said, “certainly does wear one down. I don’t know how Father
Dunn stands it. It’s difficult to have a conversation with the man. Nothing he says
seems to follow logically from anything that went before. My brain is tired. And I'm
cold. I've been cold ever since I got here. He made me go for a walk with him. Fifth
Avenue, Rockefeller Center, the ice skaters. Beautiful. But cold.” He shivered,
leaned toward the fire. “And you don’t look so wonderful yourself...”

“Lousy day,” I said. I needed a friend, a pal. I felt comfortable with Sandanato,
which surprised me. Feeling easy with Dunn was simple: everything about him
encouraged it. But the aura of tension Sandanato carried with him had kept me at
a distance until now—I don’t know, maybe it was the fact that I'd been sinking
back into thinking like a Catholic. Maybe I recognized that tension because I'd
carried it around for so long myself.

“Where’s Sister Elizabeth? I've been looking forward all day to the cocktail hour,
the three of us.” I remembered what I'd said to Elizabeth. Now I wondered: did he
love her?

“She’s gone.” I saw the smile fade. “Dunn took her to Kennedy. She’s on her way
to Rome.”

“Ah. She must keep to that schedule of hers. The tyranny of her Filofax.”

“She’s what made my day so rotten.”

“Really? I thought the two of you were great friends.”

“Well, not after today, I guess.” He was curious and I wanted to talk to someone,
so I told him what had happened between Elizabeth and me, how she’d reacted to
my determination to find out why Val had been murdered. He listened patiently,
sympathetically. When I ran down and finally sat quietly staring at the fire, he
took his time replying. He made us a couple of scotches with water and paced the
length of the Long Room, where he stood contemplating my father’s painting of
Constantine.

“Women,” he sighed. “They do see things differently, don’t they? We are the
avengers, they are the healers. It is as it should be. Sister Elizabeth wants life to
go on; she sees your sister’s death as a terrible aberration. Not to be dwelt upon.
You see? But a man, he must do something if his sister is killed... I am Italian, I
know how you feel... but, but, but—”"

“But what?”

“Reason is on her side.” He shrugged expressively, resigned. “You must see that.
They could kill you, that’s obvious.”

“They? Who are they?!”

“Who knows? I think it is possible we may never know.”

“You’re wrong. I'm going to find out.”

“You are very much like your sister. | can see her when I look at you, my friend.
I can hear her when you speak. And like her, you are both wrong and fearless. It is



a dangerous combination. She was like a keg of dynamite with a fuse lit. You are
the same.”

“You'd feel the same way I do.”

“Yes, and you’d be telling me I had no chance. Your emotions are killing you.
Think—they know you, you don’t know them. That’s really all that matters, isn’t
it?”

“My need is greater than theirs.”

“Ah. How do you know this? You have no idea what stakes they are playing for,
do you?”

I brushed the implications aside. Logic was the last thing I wanted to hear.
“What do you think about Dunn’s theory? That a priest is the killer.”

“l confess I do not know what you Americans get up to. It’s always guns and
shooting. Maybe it is some crazy priest.” The idea seemed to exhaust him.

“It’s not a crazy priest,” I said. “There’s something bad going on inside the
Church. A pustule has burst and killed three people—the Church is in trouble and
somebody’s trying to solve the problem with a gun.” I decided to let my curiosity
run. Elizabeth had said Sandanato was either a Vatican insider or a monk. I
suspected he was both. She’d also called him D’Ambrizzi’s conscience. “What is
going on inside the Church? You must know it all. The pope is supposed to be
dying... you've got three fresh murders. Is there some connection? Is the Church
tearing itself apart? Is it civil war?”

“The Church is always tearing itself apart.” He was smoking a Gauloise, his
fingers nicotine-stained, his eyes in their customary squint. A comma of black hair
had fallen across his forehead and he brushed it back. Was he thirty-five? Forty? I
wondered how long he would last. He looked the type to burn himself out.
Elizabeth had said Val thought he was a zealot, a maniac. It didn’t seem likely:
what Val had meant, no doubt, was that he disagreed with her. I was wondering
what he thought of my sister when he began talking about her.

“Your sister is a case in point,” he said. “No one could question the sincerity of
her beliefs though many doubted her wisdom. But she had become a runaway
train. The publicity, the books... by her nature she was the sort of person who rips
and tears at the fabric of the Church. She was committed to the idea of changing
the Church.”

“I take it you doubted her wisdom.”

“Your sister and I approached the Church differently. I was fascinated by the
work of the Church, the systems of faith, by the Church as it was, as it had always
been. Your sister was in her heart a humanist first, a Catholic second. I knew the
Church was by nature a closed society. She believed that Church positions could
or should be determined in some democratic way. I was concerned about man’s
soul and the means to his salvation. She believed in the Church as a kind of
mighty welfare agency, devoted to the lives of its children on earth—”

“And you figure it’s every man for himself?”

“The Church can do only so much,” he said, smiling, refusing to take the bait,
“and foremost it must deal with questions of eternal salvation. That is, after all,
the point of the Church’s existence, isn’t it? Secular governments are supposed to
deal with the living conditions of their citizenry. But not the Church. And to the
extent that it involves itself in such pursuits it weakens its role as moral center.



The Church is not about now. It is about forever. People are prone to forget that
these days; they want life better now, they want a vote... You turn to the Church
with a prayer, not a vote. There are other places to vote.”

“So you and my sister were in fundamental opposition.”

“Don’t make too much of it,” he said. “l sometimes find myself in disagreement
with my boss, Cardinal D’Ambrizzi. These days disagreement is the standard
within the Church—"

“Then you don’t think my sister was killed for her beliefs?”

“l have no idea why she or Lockhardt or Heffernan were murdered.”

I was thinking about Val, Sandanato, and Drew Summerhays’s description of
Lockhardt at work. How could they all have been so deeply, utterly, totally
involved in the same Church? It seemed to me that they were each dealing with
very separate Churches of their own.

“I'm going to find out.” I sounded like a broken record. Maybe I meant I was
going to discover whose Church was the real Church... or whose Church was
destined to prevail. Maybe I could stop the kaleidoscope, freeze it long enough to
see the pattern clearly.

“l must tell you then, my friend, my advice is the same as Sister Elizabeth’s.
Think twice, then make yourself think again. You'll be out of your element. And if
you let it be, it will sort itself out. You’re getting into something you really have no
chance of understanding.” He ground his cigarette out. “But if you’re determined,
why don’t you come to Rome, fly back with me? Ask some questions, talk to
Cardinal D’Ambrizzi—I understand you knew him when you were a child. I'm sure
he would enjoy seeing you.”

“Maybe my search will bring me to Rome,” I said, sounding ponderous and
unable to do anything about it. “But not now. I don’t want the entire power
structure of the Church telling me to butt out and mind my own business.”

“I'm sorry,” he said. “You know how it is. The Church is very jealous of its
secrets.”

“I'm sorry, too, but I'm committed to this—”

“We’re all involved in seeking the truth of what has happened—~

“That’s the difference. It’s like ham and eggs. The pig’s committed. The chicken
is only involved.”

The implication dawned on him, bursting through his formal command of
English, and slowly he smiled, nodding that he understood.

Sandanato let you know where he stood. He wasn’t afraid of telling me how and
why he and Val parted company. I appreciated his willingness to put me in the
picture as he saw it. He was, I decided, truly a Vatican lifer. He could keep his
view of the Church’s role apart from his personal relationships, yet when it
counted, I was sure he’d back the Church to the hilt. The rest of the time he was
happy to debate, conduct the intellectual exercise. He could blend theory and
practice, balance them. After all, he was not only D’Ambrizzi’s conscience:
Elizabeth had said he was also the cardinal’s chief of staff, and the cardinal was a
worldly man. And in the end you could bet the house that he’d bring theory and
practice together for the greater good of the Church as he saw it. Talking with him
in the wake of my quarrel with Sister Elizabeth calmed me down, gave me a



clearer set of bearings. I knew where he stood. But nothing changed my mind and
I left Monsignor Sandanato in no doubt of that.

We went into Princeton together and took Margaret Korder to dinner at a little
French place and talked primarily about the dogged efforts of the press to get to
my father and me. At least they had the murders in New York City to occupy them.
Sandanato bade her farewell in the lobby of the Nassau Inn, saying he hoped he
would see her next in Rome. I told her I'd see her at the house in the morning.

It was a clear and frigid night. The moon was a silver stage prop. The stars were
twinkling in the limitless depths of blue-black sky. Sandanato was leaving the next
day. When we got to the house he went upstairs to pack. I was planning to visit
my father the next day and tell him that I was going to track back through Val’s
last weeks—that my first stop was Alexandria. I had to know what she’d done
those last days in Egypt. I was contemplating my itinerary when Sandanato came
back downstairs.

He stood before me with a sheepish smile, an old pair of ice skates dangling
from his hand. “I found these in the closet. I learned to skate once. I was ten and
my father took us to Switzerland for a holiday. I haven’t skated since. Do you
think we might go out and try it?” He looked at his watch. “Ten o’clock. T’ll
probably never get another chance. And I could use the exercise. I'd sleep better.”

It was so silly and unexpected that I jumped up and told him we could, indeed.
The pond in back which was fed by the stream that circled and curled all through
the countryside was frozen. I'd even noticed a couple of kids skating when
Summerhays and I had taken our walk. For the first time in days I felt positively
lighthearted. I found a pair of skates in a heap of old outdoor gear in the back hall,
and we struck off toward the pond. This was something Val would have
understood. As we walked across the crisp lawn together I could almost hear her
laughing at us.

The moon was bright, nearly full, and the pond lay like a shiny silver dollar past
the black silhouettes of the orchard. The chapel looked like an old-fashioned
painting with the moonlight draped over the steeple. But I tried to ignore all the
associations, my sister crumpled behind the wooden pew, the tree from which a
killer had hanged Father Governeau.

We sat on the frozen ground changing from shoes to skates, laughing at
ourselves, making jokes about who would be the worse skater. There was a
sprinkling of dry snow blowing. My fingers were ice-cold as I fumbled with the
laces, pulling them tight. The pond was relatively smooth, showing signs that the
kids who’d skated the stream over from New Pru had had the foresight to bring a
broom.

We staggered upright, holding on to each other as we edged onto the ice, two
ridiculous figures, him in his black overcoat and me in my trench coat,
pussyfooting across the slippery smoothness, testing our ankles. Muscle memory
took over. I pushed off and glided a bit, wobbly, but without falling. In a few
minutes | was sweating from the unfamiliar exertion, hearing myself grunting and
panting, hearing in the back of my mind Val’s distant laughter. The basic skill was
coming back to me, and when I finally coasted to a stop I saw Sandanato swooping
along, suddenly teetering, arms waving comically, and then he sat down hard and
looked toward heaven as if pleading for divine intercession. He was slipping and



sliding, trying to get up, and I tottered over to give him a hand and like two men in
a silent movie we were both trapped in our clumsiness and collapsed together,
sitting with our legs stretched out before us, gasping for breath, laughing. We
finally managed to right ourselves. Moist white clouds were billowing from his
mouth and nostrils. “Mother of God,” he muttered, “whose idea was this?” He
fumbled in his pocket, brought out a pack of cigarettes and, panting, lit one,
dropped the little gold lighter back into his pocket. He gave me a determined,
stern-jawed look and pushed off again, managing to stay upright as his outline
grew dim against the dark background.

The dry snow was biting at my face, and I felt the sweat drying, cracking like
ice. I watched him for a few moments, hoping it was as much fun as he’d expected.
Then I went back to concentrating on my own endeavors, feeling my muscles
stretching and relaxing, getting into the rhythm of my movements. My God, Val
used to get hysterical watching me skate. She called me a trained bear. I was
dripping with sweat when I chanced to see another fellow who’d come out that
night to inaugurate the skating season.

Sandanato and I were at opposite ends of the oblong pond. I could just make
him out. He wasn’t so much skating as slowly, methodically, keeping from falling.

I was skating where the mouth of the stream entered our pond. The other fellow
was fifty yards away in the moonlight, skating downstream toward me, his arms
gently swinging as he came. I slowed as he approached, watching him, envying
him his grace. I skated some big lazy circles, proud of myself for not crashing in
an ungainly heap, though I wobbled rather badly when I modified my balance to
wave to the newcomer.

He raised a hand casually in greeting. He was a much better skater, coming on
steadily, the wind catching his coat and swirling it behind him. He was wearing a
black fedora, and as he skated up to me I saw the moonlight flashing on the lenses
of his glasses.

“Nice night,” I said as he came close. I was breathing hard. His face was
reddened by the wind. He was an older man, his face etched with deep lines, a
strong face with a strong nose, and a wide, thin mouth.

“Yes, nice night,” he said, and I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t stopping,
why he was coming at me. Stupidly, I thought maybe he didn’t know how to stop.
And then in the last split second I knew there was something wrong.

He was holding something in his hand, low against the folds of the black coat. It
was gleaming in the moonlight.

I turned away, toward Sandanato, who was still struggling to stay afoot a good
fifty yards in the other direction, willing my legs to move, to get me some room, to
get away from the man, but I wasn’t going anywhere, I was slipping and sliding
like a man caught in a nightmare, overcome with terror and soaked with freezing
sweat and unable to get away, and I felt his hand on my shoulder, oh God, oh
Christ, he wasn’t knocking me down, he was trying to steady me... oh shit,
steadying me for the gleaming blade...

I tried to cry out to Sandanato, may have actually done so, just as I felt it, the
pain arcing across my back from under my right arm. It was a sliver of cold, clean
pain, like an icicle sliding under my skin, and I felt myself falling, saw the ice
rushing up to meet my face, trying to brace myself, wanting to thrash my legs,



hoping to trip him, and as his hand was trying to hold me up, I heard his voice
muttering under his breath, just a moment, Mr. Driskill, steady, steady, and I
heard the swish of his arm as he made another sweep with the blade and I heard
it ripping through the fabric of my trench coat and then I was on the ice, trying to
turn over on my back but suddenly robbed of the strength to do so...

My face hit the ice hard and I felt my nose go, tasted a gush of blood, one eye
against the ice, and with the other I saw the blades of his skates beside my face. I
struggled to turn my head and I saw his face again. I was staring into the flat glass
lenses, which seemed bottomless, empty, and while I looked up at him, feeling my
back growing warm and wet, I saw his black fedora tip from his head in slow
motion, slowly settle onto the ice, revealing silver hair combed straight back, wavy,
incredibly silver in the moonlight.

Then he picked up the hat and he wasn’t there anymore. I heard the silky
whisper of the blades as he skated away. It had all taken ten seconds, and I
couldn’t seem to make myself move, and then poor Sandanato was panting and
struggling toward me, reached me on his knees. I saw a tear in the trouser knee,
and I heard him saying Can you hear me, can you hear me? and I kept answering
him and he couldn’t seem to hear me at all, and then his voice was growing fainter
and fainter and then it was gone and [ felt my face freezing against the smooth
ice...



PART 11

Chapter 1

The blues.

That’s what her mother had called them. Elizabeth had never been one for
falling prey to them—she was too active for that, too busy with the external
world—but when they reached out and grabbed her on the 747 back to Rome she
recognized them for what they were. The blues.

They had nothing to do with the shock and sorrow of Val’s death. You could do
your best to deal with all that. Your religious training helped you fight that. But
the blues got under your skin, seeped into your bloodstream in a way that the
Church and faith and discipline couldn’t stop them, got hold of you when you
weren’t paying attention, and then it was too late. Then there was hell to pay.

It was the little girl on the plane who gave it a shape she could identify. The
little girl in the seat ahead of her, six or seven years old, peering over the top of the
seat at her in the darkened cabin. They might have been the only two passengers
who weren’t asleep. The little girl with huge shining dark eyes and a short broad
nose and a very solemn mouth and a blue and gold ribbon tied around her
ponytail: it was the middle of the night, somewhere over the Atlantic, and
Elizabeth felt the eyes staring at her.

Elizabeth smiled into the solemn face which came alive. She rested her chin on
the back of the headrest. “My name is Daphne. My father calls me Daffy. I'm
whispering because I don’t want to wake my mother. What’s your name?”

“Elizabeth.”

“My mother is a light sleeper. So I have to be quiet and tiptoe and stuff. Why
aren’t you asleep?”

“l was thinking.”

“Me, too.” The little head nodded knowingly. “I was thinking about my friends.
I'll see them tomorrow. What were you thinking about?”

“Friends, same as you.”

“Will you see them tomorrow?”

“No, I'm afraid not.”

“Do you live in Rome?”

“Yes. Do you?”

“We have a house in Chicago but my daddy works in Rome so we live there, too.
Where’s your house?”

“Via Veneto.”

The little face brightened. “I know where that is. Via Veneto. Do you have a little
girl? She and I could play together...”

“Oh, I'm sorry, I don’t... I wish...”



“What? What do you wish, Elizabeth? Do you wish you had a little girl?”

“Yes, Daphne. I wish I had a little girl. Just like you.”

“Really?” She giggled behind her hand.

“Really.”

“You can call me Daffy if you want.”

That did it all right. The blues. It was a long night for Elizabeth.

She felt as if Val’s spirit were overtaking her on the plane that night. Something
was nagging at her, Val trying to tell her something, but it wasn’t quite getting
through. She put the headphones on and slipped one tape after another into her
tape player. Billie Holiday, Stan Getz, Astrud Gilberto, Moody Blues, Jefferson
Airplane, Mozart’s “Jupiter” Symphony, Gustav Leonhardt’s recording of Bach’s
concerti for harpsichord in F and C, one tape after another from her bag, her pen
scratching at the pages in her Filofax while her mind dashed on elsewhere in
search of Val...

Val. She was trying to pull in her signal like some distant station’s, but she
couldn’t do it. There was something Val wanted her to remember. It would come
back, she told herself, it was bound to come back to her.

That was all bad enough, but when her thoughts turned to Ben it was even
worse. She felt lousy about the way they’d left things between them. She hated the
way she’d behaved, the argument. The fact was, he was right, absolutely right, and
she wondered how and why she’d screwed everything up. She had wanted to work
together to find out what had happened to Val; she’d been excited by the whole
business, it had helped her cope with Val’s death: finding the retired cop down at
the bleak November shore, hearing about the murdered priest so long ago,
theorizing late into the night with Ben and Father Dunn—

So why had it ended so badly, with her sudden sanctimonious defense of the
Church? What had gotten into her? Maybe it was plain, simple fear catching up
with her. It had hit her hard, with the clenched fist of realism, that Val was dead.
Murdered, as if the truth that she’d sought had turned against her, struck her
down.

Fear. Fear for herself if she pursued the inquiry, fear for Ben if he insisted on
going after the killer. Her dearest friend was dead and she herself was sick with
cowardice and she hated herself for it. She’d been a coward and... and she had
trouble in the final instant quite believing that the Church could have reached out
and killed Val to protect itself. She could believe so many things about this battle-
scarred old Church, but not quite that.

Yet she’d never been the Church’s tame little spokesperson, its apologist. No
more than Val had been. She’d never been what Ben had accused her of being.
And it wasn'’t fair that he should think that of her... not fair!

Then Daphne had poked her head over the chair and they’d had their little chat
and Elizabeth had recognized the blues. And no, it had nothing to do with Val,
nothing to do with the Church. Well, not exactly, anyway.

Daphne had set her thinking about little girls and love. Looking into the shining
saucer eyes, she saw herself full of eager hope and expectation so long ago in
Illinois, her life before her like an endless circus. She had looked into the child’s
eyes and felt the quickening pulse, the flutter of the heart, the glimmer of love. The



pang people were always writing songs about. Daphne. The little hand over the
giggling mouth, Mother was a light sleeper, wishing Elizabeth had a little girl...

Love.

Love was a problem for Elizabeth. When her guard was down, it could waylay
her, fill her heart, start a tear of longing in the corner of her eye. The thing was, it
always came from nowhere, and when it started—not often, she was adept at
staying busy, fighting it off, declaring to herself that it was a complication she
neither wanted nor needed—but when it started it was like an illness, a fever, that
sapped her vitality, could hang on for days. The pit of the stomach, ache in the
heart longing for the warmth, the touch, the dependency of another human
being... What was it but a longing for love, what was simply denied her by her
vocation?

There were times when the longing took hold of her. Looking into Daphne’s eyes
and thinking that she’d never have a Daphne of her own. Talking at the kitchen
table, cooking up a storm in the coziness, watching Ben Driskill sitting there
watching her...

Watching Ben Driskill watching her.

It had been good sharing the snowy night in Gramercy Park with him, drinking
beer at Pete’s Tavern. And it had been good these past few days, sharing time with
Ben even in such unhappy circumstances. In the house together, knowing they
were under the same roof, hearing him moving around even when they weren’t in
the same room, talking to the old policeman together, sitting together before the
fire, finding the picture in the drum... sensing Ben’s irony and pain when it came
to the Catholics, even feeling the weight of his anger directed at her... He was life,
he was out there in the battle, he was willing to take the risks—

Damn! Her imagination was running wild, but, but...

She had led Ben on, she had wanted them to team up, there was an inevitable
male/female component to the time they spent together: how could there not be?

But there wasn’t supposed to be. No getting away from that.

But she’d enjoyed him so much. And been so furious when he’d suggested that
Monsignor Sandanato was obviously in love with her. Her face had caught fire at
that because of what she’d been thinking about Ben and she’d wondered, was he
laughing at her? It had been such a crazy thing to say... He had been laughing at
her, damn him, the nun as love object, ha-ha, that’s a good one!

And she’d had those edgy little sensations a nun wasn’t supposed to have and
she’d thought Ben had sensed them, was laughing at her lack of experience, her
self-consciousness.

Was that why she’d turned on him at the end?

Was her defense of the Church, her denial of the attitudes in him she’d been
encouraging all along—was it because she had felt humiliated by him?

Or was it simply because she feared she might be falling in love with him?

Another woman—not a nun—might have thought an evening spent together in
the past and a few days cloaked in the sorrow of a loved one’s death hardly added
up to an opportunity to fall in love. But another woman’s relationship to men
would have been entirely different. A nun was attuned to dealing with men, most
of them priests, in a certain way, a very special way, that canceled out the
romantic, the sensual. If you had any sense.



Her feelings for Ben weren’t like that.

So she’d turned on him and made him despise her.

Nice work, Sister.

She arrived in Rome red-eyed and exhausted, her head pounding. Daphne gave
her a good-bye hug with her mother looking proudly on, and Elizabeth felt again
the magnetic pull of the huge, glistening eyes. Neither Daphne nor her mother, of
course, could have guessed she was a nun.

In the taxi she rummaged through her Filofax, checking the notes she’d made
during the flight, then had the driver take her to the tower on the Via Veneto. She
changed into running gear, slipped the Beatles’s White Album into her tape player,
and went for a hard forty-five-minute run, working up a sweat, ridding herself of
the night’s stiffness.

After an ice-cold shower she stared unhappily at her reflection in the mirror
over the sink. No makeup, hair soaking and bedraggled, face drawn, eyes dull. The
face staring back at her reminded her of Sister Claire during her novice year. It
was Claire who had summoned the Revlon representative to visit “the rookies,” as
she always called them, to instruct them in the subtle yet effective uses of
cosmetics. “How can you expect to go forth and carry the word of God,” she would
say, “if you go around looking like Absolute Hell?” You could hear the capital
letters when she spoke. And the lessons had worked. Well, there was no doubt she
looked like A. H. at the moment, but ten minutes later she’d repaired the damage
of a sleepless night and was ready to face the world, if not the Flesh and the Devil.

Hours later, as the busy reentry day wore to its conclusion, she sat alone in her
office, the accumulated crises of the magazine at least momentarily laid to rest,
and took her first break just to think. She sipped at a cup of cold coffee, put aside
a stack of copy waiting to be proofed, and closed her eyes. Her subconscious had
been puffing away all day, trying to excavate Val’s passing remark which had
eluded her memory.

Suddenly she opened her eyes. She’d heard a voice in the room with her. It took
a fraction of a second, then she realized she’d been talking to herself, no, that
wasn’t quite right, she’d been talking to Val, and what scared her was that Val was
answering... It was a memory, of course, just a little time travel. They’d been
waiting in the office one evening, Curtis Lockhardt was coming by to pick them up,
the three of them were going out to dinner, one of his favorite fancy nightspots,
somewhere new, and Val had been excited, her adrenaline pumping overtime.
Elizabeth had asked her what was going on and Val had shaken her head,
grinning, had said she couldn’t tell her, but she was about to burst with the news.
At dinner Lockhardt had mentioned someone he knew who’d died recently,
someone who had something to do with the Church—damn, Elizabeth couldn’t
recall the name, had it been an Irishman? That seemed to stick in her mind—and
Val’s eyes had caught hers for just an instant and Val had said, “That makes five,”
and Lockhardt had stopped short and said, “What was that?” and Val said, “That
makes five in a year,” and Lockhardt had said something about this being hardly
the time or the place and Val had mimicked Gilda Radner on the old Saturday
Night Live, said, “Never mind...”

Five in a year...



Then the exhaustion hit her full on and she woke up hours later still at her desk
and got home just in time to collapse in sleep for ten hours straight.

Work consumed the next several days.

She followed her normal routine which meant she had to chisel at each day to
find seven or eight hours for sleep. There were interviews, editorial and production
meetings, printers to schedule, last-minute copy to deal with, translators to pacify
into working overtime, press conferences, visiting dignitaries to join for tea at the
Order’s headquarters at the top of the Spanish Steps, dinners with one delegation
or another from Africa to Los Angeles to Tokyo. From all over the world they came
to the Holy City, tirelessly, unceasingly, all the pilgrims, the rich and the
impoverished, the saints and the cynics, the selfless and the greedy, bearing the
hopes and prayers of their Church, hoping for the best or aiming to line their
pockets or determined to work their will upon the immense sprawling creature
that was the Church of Rome. And Elizabeth reported, interpreted, and recorded
their comings and goings. And she listened; she never stopped listening.

In the days following her return, everywhere she went they were talking about
the pope’s health. The journalists had set up pools, predicting the timing of his
death. The interest in the betting ebbed and flowed with the rumors. The word was
always making the rounds that His Holiness had taken a turn—but whether for
better or worse depended on your informant. The stock of the various papabili rose
and fell like mercury in a series of thermometers. D’Ambrizzi and Indelicato were
the favorites, but others had support as well. Everybody was a handicapper.

And there was the subject of the murders of Sister Val, Lockhardt, and
Heffernan in far-off America, where such things might happen on any street
corner. Still, even for America it was quite a triple. She was besieged with
questions. She fended them off as best she could. She played dumb. She told no
one about the killer-priest theory: in Rome that was a fuse she knew better than to
light. Not a word had appeared anywhere, and she wasn’t going to be the source of
such an incendiary rumor. Consequently, alone with the killer priest ricocheting
around in her brain, she began to feel claustrophobic, trapped alone with what
she knew perfectly well was the truth.

She needed to talk to someone about it. It was so strange not to have Val... And
she wanted to know about the five in a year. Five deaths in a year...

She almost put in a call to Ben, wanting to hear his voice, wanting to make an
apology, but whenever she reached for the telephone she drew back; no, she’d do
it tomorrow. Tomorrow.

It was a bad dream and he knew it well, the way you might grow used to a
terrible running sore, something for which there was no cure, something which
stank and infected the rest of your life and left you half mad, obsessed, impotent.

In the moments before waking, in the gauzelike blur of approaching
consciousness when a man could almost control the beast within, Sandanato had
believed himself to be wandering in the dark place that waited for him every night.
Sometimes he managed to give it the slip. Sometimes not. He was moving
soundlessly from room to room, but beyond some of the doorways and archways
he passed through lay not rooms but chambers floored with burning sand,
coppery walls of stone rising all around him, a thousand steps carved in the cliff’s



face, a disc of fiery white in the blue far above him, seen as if by a man trapped
forever at the bottom of a poisoned well...

In his dreams he was always at the bottom of a pit, unable to find a way out,
alone and in pain, stumbling in the darkness with the mocking sky inexpressibly
far above, out of reach. His dream was always faintly scented with incense and the
peculiar odor of burned and blowing sand and scrub brush that had never known
rain. In his dream it was always a nameless and dark place, throbbing with its
own power, pulsing with black blood trickling forth from springs cut into the cliffs
like wounds.

And then the unaccountable would happen. The miracle.

The floor of the valley would tremble underfoot, the black blood would gurgle
and foam from the burnished walls of stone, and the stone would be wrenched
apart before him and he would see a way out, a pathway cut through the
mountain and a vast openness beyond ... a desert in gaudy bloom and on the
horizon, bathed in a mist of sun and moonlight, inexplicable because it was a
dream, a castle, an immensely safe and holy place...

And in his dream he was no longer alone but flanked by hooded brothers whom
he somehow knew, whom he would lead from the prison at the base of the blowing
cliffs. He had been made whole and new, baptized in the hot black blood, made a
warrior at last, a gladiator of some atavistic order setting forth on a holy mission.

The Valley of Tears, that was the name he gave the hellish place from which
he’d escaped.

And then all the images faded, the place of the black blood would recede into
the subconscious, and he would open his eyes, his body and the sheets soaked
with sweat, and the day would begin.

It was four o’clock in the morning of the first full day Monsignor Sandanato had
been back in Rome.

Giacomo Cardinal D’Ambrizzi had conducted most of his life in secrecy, and
four o’clock in the morning was a very secret hour.

From behind the wheel Monsignor Sandanato studied his old mentor’s face in
the rearview mirror. The cardinal was slouched in the backseat of the least
conspicuous automobile registered in Vatican City—a blue Fiat with a rusty scrape
on a rear fender. His mania for secrecy was in full flower. Four o’clock in the dark
gray of a cool autumn morning, the back streets of Rome tilting sluggishly, the
ancient buildings reaching across toward one another like very feeble old friends.
It was like driving through a tunnel.

The cardinal reflexively took a black Egyptian cigarette from an old leather-
backed case, stuck it on his lower lip, and lit it. He inhaled deeply and Sandanato,
watching through the thick latticework of his eyelashes, saw the cardinal’s fingers,
short and stubby and tobacco-stained, the fingers of a peasant. The face staring
intently into a volume of Sherlock Holmes bore the stamp of a lover of pleasure, a
Borgia. His lips were thick, the teeth uneven and discolored from the constant
nicotine, his eyes clear and blue when you glimpsed them behind the hooded lids.

The cardinal wore civilian clothing. It was his obsession with secrecy, but
Monsignor Sandanato understood. Even now, sitting quietly in the back of the
little car, the old man in the ancient Borsalino, part of his camouflage, wouldn’t



speak aloud. It was the fear that the car was bugged. In a high-stakes game, he
would say, anything was possible. Loose lips sink ships, they were right, you see.

The hat was pulled down low on his head. Beneath it the once-thick black hair
was now white; it lay tight against the massive skull like a cap. His nondescript
gray suit was a bit small for him, was boxy, as if passed on to him by a Russian.
He was squat, powerfully built, beefy, and intimidating even in his mid-seventies.
Growing up in Trieste he’d had a reputation: quick brain, quicker fists.

Through the years Sandanato had had plenty of time to observe the man, the
natural disguise he used to such advantage. He had the misleading loose jowls
and lips of a garrulous old gossip. His natural posture was a slump. He was
somehow always rumpled, no matter how significant the occasion. It was
inconceivable to imagine him pressed and starched and neat, even when he was
precisely that. But it was all a false front. A fierce intellect gleamed behind the
sybaritic old face. Shrewd with instincts as precise as computer logic. Giacomo
Cardinal D’Ambrizzi, one of the most secret of men, had few secrets from
Monsignor Sandanato.

From the very beginning, Sandanato knew, the cardinal had been involved in
the most worldly affairs of the Church. He had the canny, calculating, game-
playing kind of mind required, and those in positions of power had recognized it in
the young man from Trieste. Money had always been what he did best. He had
begun by raising it and went on to investing it. More than any other single
individual in his time, he had built and directed the wealth of the Church.

Along the way the cardinal had learned how malleable the Church itself was,
how responsive to a lover’s touch. Like people, the Church could be made to do
what the cardinal wished. More than anything else he wanted to preserve the
Church, to defend it against the evil and the enemies within and without its walls.
It was an overwhelming task, but he had always been the man for it. And Pietro
Sandanato had been at his side through the maturity of his power.

The cardinal had often told him of the time when he had recognized his calling,
how best he might serve. It had been in a run-down office he’d visited in Naples
some fifty-odd years before. Peeling linoleum, the smell of sweat, plates encrusted
with pasta stacked on the corner of a cluttered desk. The office of a homely,
unlettered tycoon whose hopes for the Church had dovetailed with his own. Father
D’Ambrizzi had managed to pry a hundred thousand dollars from the grubby little
man in the sweat-stained shirt. That was how it had begun and D’Ambrizzi had
known where to channel the money.

Many years later, referring to Cardinal D’Ambrizzi’s control over the Vatican’s
vast portfolio of investments, and the almost oppressive security surrounding his
movements and actions, an American cardinal had said: “It goes with the territory,
plain and simple. You smile at the wrong banker in Zurich or have dinner with the
wrong counselor in Paris, and the New York Stock Exchange and the Bourse go
into shock. But, my friend, have you ever wondered where the hell God fits into all
this?”

It was true, of course, the cardinal had told Sandanato. His life was bounded by
secrecy and security and, indeed, it did go with the territory. But it was also an
aspect of his own nature. And so far as God’s work went, the cardinal had long
since ceased theorizing. Someday it would doubtless all become clear.



Monsignor Sandanato pulled the Fiat into a half-hidden alleyway and parked in
the cul-de-sac, where anonymous, ancient trash was stacked helter-skelter, and
doused the headlights. It was the back entrance of a hospital so obscure that it
seemed to crouch, a pile of bricks one step from becoming rubble. The clientele
was poor and undemanding and no one would suspect that a cardinal would set
foot within it. Which was why D’Ambrizzi had chosen it, of course. Just three
weeks before, a politician had been kneecapped by the Red Brigades less than fifty
feet from the front entry and had still been taken by car to another hospital twenty
minutes away. It was the perfect hospital for the cardinal’s purpose.

The dim hallway was empty but for two men in gowns covered with blood. No
one paid the slightest attention to the handsome priest and the stubby old man
who walked slowly and with a slight stoop. They entered a small room around a
dark corner and sat down on the rickety wooden chairs. The cardinal took a copy
of Sherlock Holmes stories from his pocket and began reading, his lips moving as
he read the English. Sandanato sat upright, waiting.

Dr. Cassoni came in quietly, making apologies. His lined face was grave. He and
the cardinal had known each other almost all their lives, which was why he had
over the past few months gone along with the covert game the cardinal was
playing. Dr. Cassoni’s normal venue was as elegant and moneyed as the little
hospital was down-at-heel. Cassoni shook his head dispiritedly.

“You look terrible,” the cardinal said softly. “You could use a doctor.” He
chuckled ironically, lit a cigarette from the gold lighter held by Sandanato.

“Ah, Giacomo, I feel terrible.” Cassoni slumped down on the edge of the old
wooden desk. “And it’s not entirely this ungodly hour, either.”

Guillermo Cassoni was Pope Callistus’s personal physician. It was D’Ambrizzi
who had recommended Cassoni to the Holy Father when the headaches had begun
two years before.

“You’ve mixed up someone’s X rays?” the cardinal inquired with a smile.

“Far worse, Eminence,” Cassoni said. “I have not mixed up the X rays, the brain
scans, and all the rest of it.” He shifted on the edge of the desk and frowned at the
cardinal. “Our gamble, yours... we have lost, my friend. The Holy Father cannot
possibly last much longer. The brain tumor”—he shrugged—*“it’s out of control. He
should be in the hospital by now. It amazes me that he has not begun to
act... well, erratically. I know, I know, he must remain where he is. He must
endure as long as possible. We must increase the medication... but we are talking
in terms of weeks now. A month, six weeks, Christmas maybe...”

“This is inconvenient,” the cardinal said.

Dr. Cassoni laughed harshly. “It’s not my fault, Giacomo. You’re in charge of the
Department of Miracles. His Holiness needs one—”

“Everybody dies, my friend. Death is nothing. But when you die, that can be
important. There is so much to do before—”"

“And so little time,” the doctor said. “It is a common complaint. I hear it every
day. Death so often comes at an inconvenient time.”

The cardinal clucked softly, nodding.

Monsignor Sandanato heard them going on and on about pain, degrees of
incapacitation, names of drugs, side effects. He wanted to scream. But he listened.
The three of them in the little room, in the run-down hospital, were the only three



men in Rome so close to the truth of the pope’s condition. Not even the subject
himself had heard it quite so straight. At such a time, to know could be an
immense advantage. Time was so desperately short. There would be a new pope
soon. It had to be the right man.

On the way back down the hallway they passed the men in the bloody surgical
gowns. They were talking about tennis and didn’t bother to nod at the priest and
the old man. Monsignor Sandanato smelled the blood as he passed.

The morning was still gray but colored by a faint, light-refracting mist hanging
in the air when they left the little hospital. A puffy black cat sat on the roof of the
Fiat and left only after determined urging by the cardinal. The flat wet tracks
dotted the hood’s paintwork.

“Take me to the country, Pietro,” the cardinal said. “Take me to Campo di
Maggiore.”

The cardinal always enjoyed the sight of Rome at first light. This morning they
passed the Castello Sant’ Angelo, where Pope Clement VII had taken refuge from
his enemies in 1527. The cardinal always felt a certain sympathy for poor old
Clement, beset by French armies and who knew what else. All that Clement was
trying to do was hold on to his power. It was all that any pope ever tried to do and
now the Church was beset yet again, enemies scaling the ramparts, pikes in hand.
The murders were on his mind, culminating with the three Americans. God’s plan?
he thought bitterly.

From the backseat the cardinal saw Sandanato watching him in the mirror. He
smiled and folded his hands in his lap and watched the countryside flashing past,
not really seeing it. He knew it, he could see it with his eyes closed. But now he
was thinking, and he thought best with his heavy-lidded eyes drooping and his
mind disengaged from the surroundings. He had put Sherlock Holmes aside.

The cardinal trusted Sandanato more than any other man he knew. And he took
some degree of personal pride in the younger man, like a sculptor might take in a
statue which was wholly his own creation, which had turned out just as he had
hoped in his dreams it would. Yes, Monsignor Sandanato was the cardinal’s man.
And if the old man didn’t trust him completely, it was simply that he knew there
was ho such thing as perfect trust. Never. Men who trusted too much came to
early graves.

It had been a long climb from the roadside.

Everything—the car, the trees, the road, their clothing—was covered with a fine
patina of dust, which reminded the cardinal of time spent years before on Sicily.
Only there the dust had been ochre and red and the sun had left the old dogs
dying in the streets.

Sandanato took the cardinal’s arm when he stumbled on a stone and together
they climbed out of the bright sunshine into the shade and sat beneath a gnarled
tree as old as Christendom. It was cool in the shadow of the woods, and the valley
below swept away in the day’s brightness, a stream flowing cold and blue, on
either side a clean green carpet studded with the odd bit of livestock. A sheep or
two, some cows grazing, a man moving slowly as if in a dream. The opposite slope
was rock-strewn. The entire scene waited for a landscape painter to do it justice
and, the cardinal reflected sadly, justice would no doubt be a hopelessly ordinary
daubing sold cheaply to a tourist from a roadside stand.



They sat beneath the tree.

“Would you like some of the wine? A bottle of beer? Anything?”

“Nothing, thank you,” the cardinal said. “Just sit down and relax. You need to
calm down—you’ve been under quite a strain.” He was referring to the American
trip. “You should always carry a mystery novel with you, Pietro. It passes the time
better than your missal or contemplation of the eternal verities. The stories are not
demanding, and one can think and read simultaneously. But then, I've told you
that before. And now”—he looked casually around the hillside—“we are alone. Out
of the range of microphones, aren’t we? Now I must hear everything about your
trip to Princeton.”

They had come there first twenty years earlier, this lovely spot where a
sixteenth-century diplomat from Naples, Bernardo di Maggiore, was ambushed by
Aragonese sympathizers and accused of siding against them in a conflict with the
pope. Despite his forthright explanations, he was disemboweled while alive during
a day-long ritual and nailed to an olive tree to serve as a warning to those who
would oppose the House of Aragon. For his final services to the papacy, he was
canonized, made a martyr, and subsequently forgotten.

Behind the breeze rising from the valley, Sandanato almost heard the cries of
Bernardo di Maggiore, imagined the twisted faces of his tormentors, the victim’s
final willingness to be slaughtered and rendered and drawn and left a mere scrap
of what had once been human but was now something more, something immortal.
He might even have died for something important, an idea with meaning, but no
one now recalled... Immortality required no great ideas, after all.

The cardinal listened to Sandanato’s report. While he took it in he opened a
bottle of Chianti and split off a chunk of bread from a fresh loaf. Sandanato talked
quietly while they munched and drank and ate cheese. The cardinal kept himself
well within check, but the story angered and frustrated him. Death was robbing
him—murder was robbing him and he hated it. His own death would have
troubled him less; but he was unable to accept the death of his hopes, the
commitment he’d made so long ago to the Church. He took a deep swallow of the
wine which was so pure it could never give you even a headache. He wiped his
mouth. He would have to work fast before the machinery jumped the rails, went
hurtling into the darkness. He turned to Monsignor Sandanato.

“All right,” he said, making a steeple of his hands before his Borgia face. “Now
tell me about this Ben Driskill... and what part our Sister Elizabeth is playing in
this dangerous game. It’s no place for a woman, Pietro.”

“l don’t understand what you’re telling me—he was stabbed by the priest while
you were just standing there?” She couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.

The breeze across the piazza snapped at the fringe on the umbrellas over the
tables and patted at the leaves of the palm trees. The exhaust fumes hung like old
mourning lace over the traffic. The lunchtime sun was warm for autumn, glowing
in a painterly manner behind the haze. The outdoor café was busy, but its
restrained quiet was an oasis in the buzz and blur of Rome.

Monsignor Sandanato had called her the day before from his office at the
Vatican and she’d been eager to accept his luncheon invitation. Now she sat with
her mouth open, shocked at the story he’d blurted out. He was looking very crisp
and calm, but the eyes gave him away, deeper than ever in the purple sockets, and



he’d consumed half a bottle of wine by the time she’d arrived. He was choosing his
words with care, as if he were carefully editing himself as he went along. It was
always the same with the priests: they watched themselves in her presence—she
was a journalist and a woman, two of the most dangerous things in the world.

“No, no, | was way across the ice. I didn’t notice anything until it was too late,
then all I saw was someone else out for an evening of skating—it’s a small river or
stream that broadens behind the house and the orchard... it must have been the
first skating of the season.” He broke off a bit of the herbed fish with his fork and
nibbled. “He was gone by the time I reached Ben... Ben was down on the ice,
bleeding. I helped him to the house. So much blood—"

“But he’s all right now? You stayed in Princeton to make sure—"

“Yes, yes, of course. He’s recovering; it was a bad wound.” He pointed
awkwardly to his back and side. “Luckily it didn’t touch any of the crucial
organs... and his father is recovering, too, but he’s an old man, it’s harder.”

She met his eyes staring determinedly into hers when she looked up. Something
about his emotions lay close to the surface, as if the touch of a fingertip might
cause him a kind of paralyzing agony. What was he seeking in her eyes? What was
he leaving unspoken? She remembered again what Ben Driskill had said: he loves
you.

“So it was a priest who stabbed him?”

“l can only repeat what Driskill said. I wasn’t close enough to see. He said it was
the priest, the silver-haired man who was seen at the Helmsley Palace. Driskill
says it has to be the “same man.” He shrugged. A Vespa snarled nearby and sped
away into the traffic. The white-jacketed waiters moved elegantly among the
tables, above it all.

“But you didn’t see the priest for yourself?”

“How could I, Sister? I was too far away at first and then I was trying to keep
from falling down getting to Driskill—"

Sister Elizabeth sighed and put her cutlery aside. The delicate slices of veal lay
almost undisturbed on her plate. She sipped the Orvieto, keeping her eyes
disengaged. He had a way of holding you with his eyes. Martyr’s eyes, suffering.

“The whole thing grows more and more insane,” she said. “Whose bright idea
was it to go skating in the first place? Ben told me he hates skating—"

“l admit it was my idea. It seemed—"

“l know, it seemed like a good idea at the time. But aside from that, Mrs.
Lincoln, how did you like the play?”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“Forget it. Bad joke. So it was your idea.”

“l thought it would be good exercise. A way to clear our heads. How could
anyone know this could happen?”

“What bothers me, Monsignor, is how did the priest know that Ben Driskill was
going to be out there skating?”

“Surely he couldn’t have known, Sister. No, I've thought about that. He must
have meant to attack Driskill in the house... Then he saw him, the golden chance,
and he took it. Getting the skates was a simple matter—they were just inside the
back door to the house, and he had been that way before, after all.” The sun had



moved, was striking the top of his head, polishing his thick black hair, making a
triangle across his forehead like a birthmark.

“When he broke in and stole Val’s briefcase—yes. That must have been what
happened. But, God, the luck!”

“Good or bad?” Sandanato mused, “Well, maybe there’s a silver lining. It was a
bad wound. He might have died, but he didn’t. Maybe surviving will change his
mind.”

“Change his mind?”

“About going after the killer himself—that’s the real insanity.”

“Is that what you think, Monsignor?”

“He wouldn’t stand a chance. Only another killer might have any chance at all.
Maybe a close call will change his mind.”

“l wonder...”

“Well, I would certainly think again if someone stuck a knife in my back.”

“l wonder if that’s the effect it will have on him. He’s a stubborn man, very
determined. Have you thought that it might just strengthen his resolve?”

“My God, I hope not. He'll die and he’ll never know why or who killed him. He’ll
never know if there was a reason—"

“What kind of reason could there be? For murder—”

“And the way it is now,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “his father’s going
to need him at home. He told me you tried to convince him to give up the idea of
going after the killer, to leave it to the authorities.”

“I tried—with highly counterproductive results.”

Sandanato shrugged, resigned to the madness of others. “I hope he thinks it
over.”

“Look, the authorities in Princeton and New York aren’t going to unravel all
this—it’s just not going to happen. They’re not going to be able to get inside the
Church to find this man—~

“You’re assuming he is a priest, then—"

“Just listen to me. The Church is going to get the wagons in a circle and keep
them there. It won’t let the cops inside if the killer is a priest. So what’s going to
happen? We both know that. The Church is going to do its own investigation its
own way, and if the evil ones are inside the Church we could have a case where
the evil ones are investigating themselves.” She sat back and took a long drink of
iced mineral water. The pollution had dried out her tongue and settled in her
throat. The autumn wind was growing cool in the piazza.

“You are needlessly cynical,” he said.

“Oh, I am, am I? Well, you’re on the inside. What kind of investigation are they
going to conduct?”

“Wait a moment, Sister. I cannot simply assume a real priest, someone within
the Church, is doing the killing—”

“But maybe that assumption is right. Then where are you? Who is this priest?
Who knows his identity? Who gives him his orders? Or does he act alone, pick out
his own victims? The questions are terrifying—"

“You can’t believe that, Sister! The Church is the victim here, our people are
being killed!”



“Next you'll be telling me that Cardinal D’Ambrizzi isn’t all that interested in
what’s happened—”

“Believe me, he’s busy enough with everything else. We’re not likely to run short
of scandals these days.”

“That,” she said, smiling, “qualifies as very, very old news.”

Sandanato cleared his throat. She knew what was coming. “And speaking of
news, you aren’t planning to write about any of this in your magazine—"

“l can’t pretend Val’s alive and well, can I? She’s one of our official heroines,
Monsignor.” She watched him shift uncomfortably in the white metal chair. “But I
don’t know anything. So what could I write?” She watched him relax. She was
enjoying the opportunity to toy with him. “But I do have a question. It’s from Val,
really.”

“And what could it be?”

“What did Val mean when she was talking about the death of a prominent
layman, I believe it was a layman, the name just won’t come back to me... but Val
said, That makes five in a year.” What does that mean to you? Five deaths? What
kind of deaths? Five Catholics? Which five? What did she mean?”

“Sister, I have no idea.”

He answered quickly, interrupting her, giving himself no chance to think. She’d
seen it all before. He didn’t need or want to think. His eyes clouded over, erasing
her once she passed a certain point. As a woman she would always be an outsider
when it came to certain kinds of things, serious things, things within the Church.

His Holiness Pope Callistus IV was still capable of having good mornings. He
knew the supply was running low so when one came he tried to enjoy it, so far as
enjoyment mattered anymore, but more important he tried to get something done.
He might have only an hour or two before the pain began, either in his chest or in
his head. Then more pills, eventually the loss of consciousness. So he had to make
time count. This morning was one of the good ones. He had summoned the men
he wanted to see and now he waited, tried to relax.

Standing at his office window on the third floor of the Apostolic Palace, he
watched the sun rise over the hills of the Holy City, over the swirling currents of
the Tiber, cresting the dusty mounds at the horizon. He had often in years past
wondered what a pope thought about as he surveyed the world from his pinnacle,
but never had he imagined the state of mind in which he found himself. He was
not a particularly emotional man: he had never chosen engagement when the role
of observer was available. Which was probably why he’d emerged from the pack to
become il papa. He had for many, many years been immune to confusion, fear,
passion, ambition, and even the more extreme encroachments of faithlessness. All
that was different now, in the last act of his life. Watching the beauty of the
sunrise, he wondered if any pope before him had ever been so scared of what lay
beyond his window. Of course he knew it was an idiotic question. He knew
perfectly well that he was merely the latest in a lengthy procession of terrified
pontiffs.

He was dumbfounded by the killings. Murders. This latest horror in New
York... and the troublesome, irritating nun. Where the hell would it stop? Where
was it leading?



He sighed and poured a cup of thick black coffee from a silver pot. A plate of
rolls sat untouched on the desk. From his window he was able to see the section
of Rome where he’d lived as a young student. It was unsettling to realize that from
one of those anonymous hillside buildings a man with a rifle decked out with all
the accoutrements of modern technology could sight in through the window, wait
for Callistus IV, Bishop of Rome, to stop his pacing and stand still, mesmerized by
the view of the rising sun, and blow his brains all over the office.

But he was being melodramatic. Nobody was shooting anyone with rifles. Not
yet.

He finished the coffee just as the alarm on his custom-made Piaget wristwatch—
a gift from a famous movie star—went off, reminding him that his first visitor
would be waiting in the anteroom.

He took an antique cloisonné pillbox from his pocket, musing on the ironies of
men’s behavior. He was always contemplating ambiguities, ironies, absurdities: it
went with the job. Not for the first time he supposed he’d have been better off—
more resigned to the unexpectedly absurd nature of his role as pope—were he a
pious man. Piety, however, was not a requirement in the pope’s job description in
this latter part of the twentieth century.

The coffee was a stimulant, tended to exacerbate any anxiety he might be
feeling. The pills in the exquisite little box were propranolol, a beta-blocker. They
slowed down his heartbeat, kept his hands from sweating and trembling, kept his
voice steady and authoritative. They arrested any stage fright that might assail
him at crucial moments. He took a pill, washed it down with cold water from a
cut-glass tumbler on his breakfast tray, and made a check mark on a list he kept
in his pocket. He'd taken his heart pill, his blood pressure pill, and his beta-
blocker.

He reflected that, had he been granted a slightly longer lifespan, he might have
become the first synthetic pope.

He picked up his telephone and said to the secretary, “Have His Eminence come
in now.”

Manfredi Cardinal Indelicato always intimidated the little man who had been
simple Father di Mona when Indelicato had already been moving up the Vatican
ladder back in the forties and the austere figure of Pius had perched atop it. Some
people thought he had modeled himself on Pius, but they were mistaken.
Indelicato was of truly noble birth, a family that must have gone back to the Ice
Age; he was immensely wealthy with the full run of a spectacular villa and staff; he
lived, however, the life of an ascetic. Intellectually, morally, genealogically,
physically: he seemed the better man. Better than Pius, better than di Mona. But
Sal di Mona was the pope, so nothing else mattered. If only the pope could keep
that in mind.

He looked up at Indelicato’s pale white face, the black hair which he probably
dyed, the eyes like those of a patiently, waiting bird of prey. A long-legged bird,
waiting, watching, ready to dig its beak and spear something small and furry and
fearful. “Holiness,” he said softly, making the word sound somehow threatening.
He could make anything sound threatening. In a way it was part of his job.

“Sit down, Manfredi. Don’t loom so.” Callistus always tried to establish their
relationship by using his first name, by gently belittling him. Indelicato sat down,



crossed his immensely long, thin legs. “Your friend Saint Jack will be here in a few
minutes. You've been doing as I asked?”

The long, narrow head inclined slightly, as if the question hardly needed to be
asked.

“Then I would hear your report.” The pope leaned back, folded his hands in his
lap. He wondered if it was too late now to train Manfredi Indelicato, the most
feared man in the Vatican, the Chief of Vatican Intelligence and Security, to kiss
his ring from time to time. Of course, it was too late. But it would have been
amusing. So seldom was it given to one to bully the Bogey Man.

“l have kept the individuals in question under surveillance, Holiness. Dr.
Cassoni is a paragon of discretion, of course, in all ways... but one. Yesterday
morning he arose in the middle of the night and drove to a spectacularly
unfashionable hospital in the depths of a slum. There he kept an appointment,
and I am afraid it is reasonable to assume that you were the subject of the
conversation.”

It was important that the status of the pontiff’s health not be revealed except in
the exact manner the Vatican—Callistus and the curia—chose. It was Cardinal
Indelicato who had suggested a watch be kept on the private physician.

“l am not seeking suspense here, Manfredi. I want information. With whom did
he keep his appointment?”

“Let me ask you, Holiness, how did Cassoni come to be your physician?”

“D’Ambrizzi recommended him.”

“I should have expected that,” Indelicato murmured, a faint self-reproach.

“Not even you can be expected to know everything.”

“Perhaps not, but it was with Cardinal D’Ambrizzi that the good doctor had his
meeting.”

The pope could think of nothing to say, but when he looked up from his cold
coffee he wondered if he’d seen what passed for a smile in Indelicato’s repertoire
flicker at the corners of the wide, thin mouth.

Cardinal D’Ambrizzi came in, and after greeting the pope he turned to
Indelicato. “Fredi, Fredi, why the long face? You think you’ve got troubles... ha!
What I could tell you!” He stood back and looked at the tall, thin man in the
immaculately tailored suit of an ordinary priest. D’Ambrizzi grinned, reached out,
and rolled the lapel between his fat fingers. “Nice suit, very nice. Your usual tailor?
Me, I don’t have the figure for it. A good tailor would be wasted on me. The more
voluminous the garment, the better I look, eh, Fredi?”

Indelicato looked down from his great height. “Giacomo. We must see more of
each other. I miss your fabled wit.” He turned. “And Monsignor Sandanato, how
good of you to join us this morning.”

More coffee and rolls were brought in while the pope waited for the two
cardinals to stop pissing on each other’s shoes. It was like watching Don Quixote
and Sancho Panza, unless you knew them. Indelicato sat barely sipping his black
coffee while D’Ambrizzi filled his with sugar and cream. Sandanato merely stared
into his. All through the years Indelicato and D’Ambrizzi had been linked in the
minds of the Vatican watchers—opposites, adversaries, colleagues with but one
aim ... to serve the Church.



“Eight,” the pope said in the silence, and watched all the eyes turn toward him.
“We are faced with eight murders. Eight murders within our Church. We don’t
know why. We don’t know who is doing the killing. We don’t even have a
pattern... we cannot predict the next killing. But we may be sure there are bound
to be more.” He paused. “We have considered the possible killers... our friends, the
Mafia. Extremists... Opus Dei. Propaganda Due.”

Indelicato was shaking his head. “My investigators have uncovered nothing to
indicate the involvement of any of these organizations. They say no, there’s
nothing there for us.”

“No one teaching us a lesson?”

“No, Holiness. Not among these groups.”

“The fact is,” D’Ambrizzi growled, “all these people are always angry about
something. The Jesuits are angry because they think you, Holiness, are slighting
them in favor of Opus Dei. Opus Dei is fed up because they wanted autonomy
from the bishops and control of Vatican Radio and you, Holiness, won’t give them
either one. The Marxists look upon us as capitalist tyrants operating out of the
Vatican. And the conservatives look upon us as a hotbed of commie bastards
destroying the Church. God only knows what Propaganda Due thinks, but He
should be ashamed of Himself—they scare even me. But when it comes to
murdering people within the Church...” He shook his head. “For one thing, they
seem to kill indiscriminately, regardless of philosophical orientation. Have I left
anybody out, Holiness?”

Callistus made a gesture of resignation. “Put three priests together on a street
corner and you've got a new faction that’s unhappy about something. But killers?
No... but tell me, what is this I hear about a priest killing the three in America?”

D’Ambrizzi’s eyes widened beneath the deep furrows carved across his forehead.
“May I ask, Holiness, where you heard such a thing?”

“Giacomo, please. I am the pope...”

D’Ambrizzi nodded. “Point taken.”

“Well? Is it true?”

D’Ambrizzi said, “Pietro?”

Sandanato recounted what he knew, and when he was finished Callistus
thanked him with a noncommittal grunt. “We must get to the bottom of this. It
must be stopped.”

“Of course, Holiness,” D’Ambrizzi said. “But it presents problems.”

“But, but, but...” Indelicato appeared to be working up a contradiction but
finally proved unequal to the task. “He’s right. We can but try—"

“l want it stopped. If it’s coming from somewhere inside the Church, it must be
stopped, and every trace eradicated. I'm not overly concerned about exposing the
killers... we will deal with them at the proper time.” He was squinting, fighting the
pain that had begun in his head. “More than anything, I want to know why.” He
took a deep breath. “And there must be no outside authorities turned loose inside
the Church... here in Rome, in America, not anywhere. Do you understand? This
is a Church matter!” He winced uncontrollably, clutched his head.

“Holiness,” D’Ambrizzi said, getting up, going to him.

“I'm suddenly very tired, Giacomo. That’s all. I must rest.”



Leaning on D’Ambrizzi’s great bulk, with Indelicato at his side, Callistus stood
and slowly allowed himself to be led away.

Sister Elizabeth cursed herself for being too busy to have thought things
through properly. Ideas kept coming to her that should have occurred to her days
before. Now she’d thought of Mother Superior, the nun in late middle age who was
the chief executive officer of the Order. She lived and worked in the peach-tinted
gray building, part Church, part convent, part castle, at the top of the Spanish
Steps. She was French. She had been fond of Sister Valentine. Elizabeth had
known her reasonably well for nearly ten years. The mother superior could show
warmth and affection, but she always reverted to protocol if you returned it in
kind. She controlled the show, the world in which she lived, and you could raise
hell all over the world if you were a lady when you presented yourself at the home
office.

The mother superior’s office was decorated in peach and cream and a soft art
deco pearl-gray. There was a very modern crucifix that seemed to float two inches
from one wall, casting a dramatic shadow, lit by a recessed spotlight. It looked like
a wall in a small private museum. The bowls of flowers and shiny green leaves
were the perfect complement. Beyond the window people moved in the sunshine
on the steps themselves. The mother superior stood with her hands folded, looking
out the window, then turned to face Elizabeth. She bore a striking resemblance to
the actress Jane Wyman who had once been Mrs. Ronald Reagan. “You want to
talk about dear Valentine?”

“I should have come days ago,” Elizabeth said, “but there’s so much going on at
the moment, I get caught up in details. But I just wondered if you saw much of her
during the past six months?”

“Why, yes, of course I did. She was living here, my dear.”

“But she was mainly in Paris.”

“l don’t know about mainly. She seemed to be dividing her time. She was her
usual rather ebullient but secretive self.” She smiled fondly at the memory. She
was rearranging the flowers in a cut-glass vase. “I gave her one of the big
bedrooms here and we moved a desk in. She was working hard. As always.”

“Have you emptied the room yet?”

“Not yet, Sister. It is such an unhappy task, I haven’t had the heart for it. In
fact, I've been intending to call you about the disposition of her things... the
papers, books, she always collected quite a jumble, didn’t she?”

“l had no idea she was staying here,” Elizabeth mused.

“Well, you mustn’t feel left out. She was so wrapped up in what she was doing.
She was always so single-minded, wasn’t she? She spent a lot of time in the Secret
Archives. She still had so much influence—what is the American expression?”

“Clout?”

“Of course, clout. She still had clout in high places.”

“You mean?”

“Cardinal D’Ambrizzi, of course. He greased the skids—an Americanism,
right?—so the Secret Archives became her personal preserve.”

“Might I see her room?”

“Of course. Now that I've got you here, I wouldn’t let you leave otherwise. I'll
take you up myself, my dear.”



The mother superior left her alone in the sunny room. There was a lavish splash
of bougainvillea outside the two narrow windows. For half an hour Elizabeth sat in
an overstuffed chair sifting through notebooks, folders, loose papers. Everything
seemed to relate to previous books, articles, even speeches Val had made. She
sighed despondently and picked up a stack of folders and notebooks held together
by three rubber bands.

The folder on top was marked with a felt-tip pen. Two words.

THE MURDERS.

Chapter 2

- Driskill -

I flew New York/Paris/Cairo popping pain pills and drinking champagne
and losing track of time, closing my eyes and seeing that nightmare with the silver
hair and the gleaming blade in his hand and so much for sleep. I was counting not
in terms of hours but in days, and it had been nine days since my sister’s funeral.
I’d been in the hospital getting a hundred stitches sewn into my back and side and
somehow it seemed, fast forward, the next thing I knew I was in the airport in
Cairo waiting to connect to the Egyptair shuttle to Alexandria. It was hot and
crowded and the jostling didn’t do my back any good. Then, a pain pill and a sliver
of bad dream later, I was dropping out of a clear sky toward Alexandria’s
undersized airport which they’d had to rebuild after the altercation with Israel in
1973. On one side of the aircraft I'd seen the desert stretching away into an
infinity of burning sand, on the other the flat blue Mediterranean, and now the
desert was sliding away out of sight and I saw the long thin string of the city,
narrow, greenish, arcing around the curves of the two huge harbors on the north
and Lake Maryut on the south.

I took one of the busy little red and black taxis which squirmed its way through
the traffic on the Delta Road. Four hours on that same road in the other direction
lay Cairo. Four hours past Alexandria to the west lay El Alamein, then Matruh,
then Libya and Tobruk, the ghost of World War II. The sense of timelessness—not
simply history, but the utter timelessness of the shifting dunes and rolling surface
of sea, so impervious to man and his cities and empires and momentary cultural
blips—was overwhelming, even in the throbbing traffic and the comparative
newness of the city of four million people.

My driver swung onto Suez Canal Street, then onto the scenic Corniche circling
the Eastern Harbor, the old harbor, where the cooling breeze kept the city
temperate and relieved the light-headedness I was feeling. He dropped me at Sa’d
Zaghlul Square before the Cecil Hotel. Across the street, by a patch of green grass
in the glaring sunshine, the Cairo-bound bus was loading up. Emerging from the
cab, I was again revived by the gentle sea breeze. The hotel faced the Eastern
Harbor across the gently curving sweep of the wide Corniche. Beyond that the
Mediterranean sparkled. Just then, for a few moments, suspended between what
had already happened and what was going to happen, it seemed like heaven.



Alexander the Great had taken Egypt from the Persians three and a half
centuries before the birth of Christ. Having enjoyed a tumultuous reception at
Memphis, he was proceeding along the coast toward the Siwa oasis to visit the
Oracle of Amun. He had the notion that the oracle might inform him that he was
the son of the god Wiwa. He stopped for rest at a charming fishing village with an
exquisite natural harbor. As he did on many such occasions in his brief lifetime,
he ordered a city to be built around the harbor. As was his habit, he ordered the
city named for himself. Leaving a team of architects behind, he went on to chat up
the oracle. He never saw the new city of Alexandria.

He died nine years later. His body, according to his last wishes, was on its way
to Siwa for burial when his great general Ptolemy waylaid the procession and
instead, with fantastic ceremony, buried the great man’s remains at the new city’s
main square. Now, of course, all of Ptolemy’s work is obliterated, buried
somewhere beneath the modern Alexandria, beneath all those scurrying red and
black taxis.

Euclid invented geometry in Alexandria. Ptolemy built the nearly unimaginable
Lighthouse of Paros Island, four hundred feet high, one of the wonders of the
ancient world. Later the Romans couldn’t resist the lure of what had become the
economic center of the East and along came Julius Caesar, Cleopatra, Marc
Antony, and Octavian, who became Augustus Caesar. And later still St. Mark
brought Christianity to Egypt and founded what eventually became the Coptic
Church. And later still the Persians returned as conquerors. And then the Arabs.
It was a long, long story and in the twentieth century the Brits with Lawrence
Durrell and E. M. Forster had their say, and then the Egyptians themselves...

And then my sister had come to Alexandria. I had to find out why.

The floor of my room was polished hardwood, gleaming dully as if it had been
endlessly massaged with beeswax. The furniture was old, slightly shabby in the
genteel, aristocratic manner. A balcony jutted out with a view of the Corniche and
the harbor. Breezes filled the room, cooling my burning, jet-lagged eyes. There was
a telephone but I wasn’t ready for that yet. There was a television, but I couldn’t
cope with the idea of Dallas or, more likely, an ancient Wagon Train in Arabic. And
there was a refrigerator with a plentiful supply of ice. I ordered a bottle of gin and
several bottles of tonic and limes from the bar. I got the prescription bottle of
Tylenol and codeine out of my briefcase. I was loaded with painkillers and aspirin.
My doctor in Princeton had told me not to count on finding aspirin in Egypt.

I went to the bathroom and peeled off my shirt. Gingerly I checked the dressing
on my wound. It was hopeless, so I gritted my teeth, pulled it off, and built a fresh
one. Damned awkward. I hated looking at the wound. The same doctor told me it
reminded him of an old-fashioned kidney-removal incision. The flesh puckered
along the two flaps that were sewn together. He told me I was crazy, asking for
trouble, setting off on so long a voyage with it so fresh. He was probably right. One
of the problems was that it always felt as if it were leaking buckets of blood,
spilling blood down my back. It was an illusion, but it was disconcerting.

I made a gin and tonic that was mostly tonic and carefully lay down on the bed,
my head propped against two hugely puffy pillows. I could see the pale blue pane
of sea stretching away to the milky horizon. It looked as if a stone thrown from my



balcony might crack it. I was terribly, awesomely tired. It occurred to me that I
was a very long way from home.

The ice on my face had kept me from going all the way out.

Sandanato hadn’t known what the hell to do. At first he hadn’t realized what
had happened, then he saw blood seeping out of me like motor oil from an old
clunker. I could barely hear him muttering, partly to himself, partly to me, should
he leave me there and go to the house and call for help, or should he start yelling
and hope Sam Turner’s cop on guard heard him, or should he try to get me up
and help me back. Then I must have said something and he knelt down and I
grabbed him and began pulling myself to my feet. I wasn’t in much pain but I was
losing a fair amount of blood. I was edging into shock but I knew for sure I didn’t
want to pass out on the ice, in the cold.

Finally, with my arm over his shoulder, he helped me up and we staggered the
hundred yards to the house which seemed to take hours. Turner’s man on duty
helped get the skates off; it just went on and on and on. He called the hospital and
Sandanato sat on the floor beside where I lay on the couch and kept talking,
which was the last thing I remembered until the late afternoon of the following
day.

The next several days produced a good deal of pain and passed in a kind of blur,
mainly a blur of people telling me I had to put the idea of going to Egypt entirely
out of my mind. It was amazing to me how they’d missed the point.

The silver-haired priest who’d been killing people, who had murdered my sister
while she prayed, had come out of nowhere, out of the dark and cold, and tried to
kill me. He’d gotten a lot of knife into me and another inch or two would have
finished the job. The doctors kept telling me how lucky I was. Luck, I supposed,
was a relative thing.

Peaches came to see me every day. His face always wore the same expression of
puzzled innocence, as if each succeeding disaster struck him with greater force.
His faith was being tested. The attack on me seemed to convince him that we were
deep in the twilight zone without a map, with only God for a friend. When I was up
and around he shook his head as if expecting me to come apart. He said that for
himself he was doing everything he could to stay busy, anything to avoid dwelling
on what had happened to Val and me. He wanted me to stick around once I got
out of the hospital. He was for the first time since arriving at St. Mary’s in New Pru
beginning to go through the contents of the parish house attic and storage rooms,
sifting through the accumulated junk of fifty or sixty years. He thought I could
come watch, talk, keep him company. But I told him I couldn’t do it.

Father Dunn stopped in at the hospital several times. The last time he was on
his way to the airport. He was going to Los Angeles to meet with a producer who
was making a film from one of his novels. “I make Klammer nervous as a cat,” he
said. “He’s glad to get me out of his hair. As for you, Driskill, what can I say?” He
tried a spoonful of my luncheon tapioca. “I suggest you take it easy. It’s a miracle
you’re alive. Take that as a warning. You’re not a supercop. Youre neither James
Bond nor Superman. You are lacking what you need most... a stunt double. Go to
Antigua or St. Thomas or Hobe Sound, where you will frolic with others rich as
yourself; they will teach you the blessed joys of indolence. You will not be
murdered... you’re a fool to pursue this, a fool to give your life. And you surely will



if you persist. Do you understand, Driskill? Something horrible is going on, far
worse than anything in my books... you must let the authorities do what they can.
And the Church is bound to look into it. Try to understand—this is a Church
matter.” His pale eyes had gathered fire, like frozen jewels with heat at the center.
“Stay out of it, Ben. You’re no good to anyone if you’re dead. And you can’t bring
Val back to life.”

I smiled at him. “I'm going to make someone pay. They can’t do this, to me, to
my family. It’s simple, really.”

“You are growing very tiresome, Ben. You are not a hero. Believe me.”

“Ah, Artie, remember Driskill’s Law. Desperate times make heroes of desperate
men.”

Father Dunn was not impressed. “Youre wrong to pursue this. Monsignor
Sandanato agrees with me—"

“And Sister Elizabeth, don’t leave her out. Can you imagine where I rank the
warnings of two priests and a nun?”

He laughed aloud. “Well, since I can’t dissuade you, I'll wish you well.” As he
was leaving my room he turned back and gave me one of his leprechaun looks.
“Incidentally, I've been stopping to see your father these past few days. He’s had a
rough time, Ben. He won't last forever—”

“Yes, that’s exactly what he’ll do.”

“I've dropped off a couple of my books and dared him to read them. They’ll get
his adrenaline going.” Then he told me to think twice about my plans and put on
his hat, gave a salute, and left.

Sandanato pleaded with me to remove myself from the whole ungodly mess.
“You saw what they can do, they can strike at you from nowhere.” His dark eyes
were sunk deep in the purple sockets and he smoked incessantly. “You've given a
sister—”

“Nobody gave her. Somebody took her—”

“Your father’s on the critical list and you'’ve been laid open like a rabbit—basta!
It’s not your battle. You’re not even a Catholic!” Finally he left for Paris, where
Curtis Lockhardt was being buried because of some family connection. He was so
burdened by the outbreak of murder and the attack on me that he seemed much
closer to breaking than I. But I'd seen his type before. They could take an almost
infinite amount of stress. They fed on it. As it was, he told me at least to wait until
he found out what Rome was doing about the killings. I told him I didn’t care what
Rome was doing. Rome was the problem.

My father was something of a surprise. He wasn’t bouncing back the way I'd
expected him to. The doctors told me he took a turn for the worse when he got the
news of my misfortune, as if it had been the last straw. They said it seemed to
draw the incentive to recover right out of him.

His reaction puzzled me: it would have been different had he gone under with
the grief of Val’s death weighting him down. But me? And anyway, I was still
alive...

But when I saw him I knew the doctors were right. He was parchment-pale,
quiet, and Father Dunn’s novels stood untouched on the table by his bed. When I
got him to talking I wished I hadn’t. “Sometimes I think I'm going to die after all,
Ben. I feel lonely all of a sudden, out of step—”



“Dad, that’s ridiculous and you know it. Besides the army of friends waiting for
your call, you've got faith—remember? Isn’t now the sort of time when faith is
supposed to do the job?”

He didn’t seem to hear me. “You’re wrong. Loneliness isn’t a matter of people.
They don’t matter... I'm tired, I don’t have control of things the way I used to, I
don’t understand what’s going on—oh, I don’t really know what [ mean. I'm trying
to convey something intangible but so damned real. I've never felt this way before.”
He didn’t say a word about faith. Maybe he didn’t want to discuss it with his son
the infidel.

“Look, you've had some rough shocks. You can’t just expect to sail through.”

“Well, Ben, I hope you’re right, I hope I make it. Ill be mighty glad to have you
around. We can recuperate together. I’d like to have you stay out at the house for
a while, just hang around, welcome me home. The firm can give you a leave of
absence for six months... maybe we could take a cruise or go to London and settle
in for a bit once I'm fit again...” Just talking about it perked him up. The rest of
the conversation didn’t go so well.

He didn’t want me to go after Val’s killer, he didn’t want to know what Val had
been doing, why she’d been killed. He said I was a reckless fool, that I was not
only wasting my time but risking my neck. Didn’t I have enough sense to know I'd
been warned? Didn’t I know how lucky I was not to have been killed? Didn’t I
realize | was turning my back on him when he needed me?

I’'d never heard my father ask me a favor, let alone beg. I felt as if I'd never met
this man before. That made it easier to walk out on him. Not easy. Just easier. I
was my father’s son: I had learned how to turn my back. I saw a tear squeezed out
of his closed eye. “I'm sorry, Dad. I've got to go. But I'll be back—maybe then we
can—"

“You’re obsessed, Benjamin. You’re one step from madness and you don’t even
know it. You won’t be back, Ben.” He swallowed hard, looked away. “You won’t be
back,” he said again.

The tears were running down his gray cheeks. Who was he crying for? Himself?
Or Val? Maybe even for his black-sheep son? But no, that was impossible. I'd
given in to sentiment for just an instant.

In the welter of religions you find in Egypt, the Muslims, naturally, are vastly
predominant, and of course the Copts are the main Christian denomination. But,
as everywhere, there was in Alexandria a Roman presence. There were the Jesuits
and the Order, priests and nuns, caring for a small but determined enclave of
Catholics.

After a sixteen-hour sleep interrupted by two plaintive calls to Muslim prayer,
sounds audible in every corner of the city as well as strong enough to seep into my
benumbed brain, I telephoned the Order’s office, which turned out to be a school
they operated. I was referred to a Sister Lorraine, the mother superior, who
quickly acknowledged that she’d seen Sister Valentine during her visit to
Alexandria. Indeed, my sister had stayed at the Order’s guesthouse. There was a
quick competence as well as a smile in Sister Lorraine’s French-accented English,
and she said she’d be glad to see me as soon as I could get to her.

I grabbed a cab outside the hotel and fifteen minutes later I was shown into her
office. Through her windows there was a view across a playing field swarming with



uniformed children whose cries and laughter floated upward, happy
accompaniment to her day. The playing field was ringed with palm trees.

Sister Lorraine was a small, dark-haired woman, fiftyish, petite, with huge eyes
and beaky French nose. She wore a blue suit with a boxy open jacket like those
Chanel made famous and a cream silk blouse with a bow at the neck. On the way
in I had noticed some nuns wearing the traditional habit. The boss, however, was
clearly a modern administrator. Like all the Frenchwomen I'd ever known, she was
attractive by some kind of alchemical reaction, an instinct. The whole was so
much more appealing than the individual features.

She had read about Val’s murder and been particularly shocked because of
their recent meeting. She leaned across the desk, toying with a gold pen, and
listened while I told her that I was simply trying to reconstruct my sister’s last
weeks.

She nodded her small, dark head knowingly, before I was finished. “Yes, yes, I
understand. I only wish I could tell you everything that was in her mind but, alas,
one can never know that, is it not so? But I was drawn to your sister, I admired
the work she’d done, I was very sympathetic. She, this dear sister of yours, was
obviously preoccupied when I met her. She was tense, wary... there is a phrase I've
heard—she was watching her back. Do you understand my meaning? Watching
her back?”

“She was afraid?”

“Oui. She had a... specific fear. Of something, or someone. Understand, please,
this is my observation. Your sister did not speak of fear. I observed, I thought to
myself, yes, she is watching her back. As if she expected to turn and see a
follower. My curiosity was piqued, you know?”

“What did she want from you? Only a place to stay?”

“Ah, more than a bed. She had come here to find a man named Klaus Richter.
She gave me no reason beyond mentioning some research she was doing. For a
book. Finding Herr Richter was no problem. I know the man myself. A good
German Catholic, a regular churchgoer.” She allowed a mocking smile to wrap
itself around the description of the German. “He owns an import-export firm, a
large warehouse down on the western harbor front—very different from your
harbor at the Cecil. He’s a well-known businessman, well liked from what I've
heard. An avid golfer, getting his picture in the press. And of course he’s tres, tres
German, a slap on the back, a foaming stein, all that. He’s quite prominent in the
German Old Guard—veterans of the Afrika Korps who came back to live in Egypt.
They visit the cemeteries out in the desert, lay wreaths on the graves of both their
fallen comrades and their brave enemies. Richter is much admired by the Egyptian
government going all the way back to Nasser. I believe Richter was helpful to him
as a go-between in some armament deals years and years ago.”

“And Val came all the way to Egypt to see him.”

“So it would seem.” She looked at her watch. “I must attend to an appointment,
Mr. Driskill. But if you have any other questions—” She gave a small Gallic shrug.
“Or if you just want to talk, please, call me.”

She gave me the address of Richter’s office. As soon as I'd left her office I missed
her. I found myself hoping I’d come up with a question or two.



The dingy gray warehouse of Global Egypt Import Export squatted among others
of its ilk, one in a flotilla of froglike structures minus any indications of lilypads,
jammed against the commercial harbor. Cargo ships, scruffy and nondescript, sat
pierside amid the rusty shafts of motorized cranes. Loading, unloading, shrieking
gears, belching smokestacks, the smell of oil and gasoline, dissonant Arabic
shouts, the sounds of German and English and French, all yelling. If you closed
your eyes it might have been any industrial waterfront in the world. And then
someone would begin screaming in Arabic and it would all come back into focus.

Klaus Richter must have been in his early sixties but was built like a
Mercedes—to last. He wore his thick white hair in a brush cut probably no
different from the old days in the Afrika Korps. He had a dark golfer’s tan,
bleached-out yellowish eyebrows, a gold Breitling wristwatch that told everything
but the World Series scores, and on his feet Clark’s desert boots. He wore an old,
immaculately laundered bush coat and a pale blue chambray shirt open at the
neck with wiry white hair poking over the top button. His khaki slacks had a
sharp crease. When his secretary showed me in he was lining up a putt on his
green carpet. She and I stopped short, he sank the putt into the little tin device.
When he hit it there was a clicking ping sound I'd heard before.

“Julius Boros putter,” I said.

He looked up, smiling broadly. “Julie gave me the putter twenty years ago. I
bought him in an auction, some tournament or other. He won, gave me one of his
putters. Best I've ever owned.” He was still smiling but his eyes were growing
inquisitive. “Do we have business, my friend? Or shall we just talk golf?” He had a
German accent but I'd have bet he spoke several languages. I introduced myself,
said my call was personal, and he nodded to the secretary to leave us.

He crossed the large paneled office to his golf bag and slid the putter into its
tube. “I've played golf everywhere, even at Augusta and Pebble Beach. All the great
links in Scotland. And where do I live? The world’s biggest sandtrap!” It was a well-
practiced line and he smiled at it. He looked out the window for a moment at the
ships and the cranes and the forklifts and the workmen, then turned back to me.
“What may I do for you, Mr. Driskill?”

“l understand my sister came to see you not long ago. A nun called Sister
Valentine—"

“Oh, my God! She was your sister! Oh, my dear fellow, I read about her death—”

“Murder,” I corrected him.

“Yes, yes, of course. What a tragedy—simply unspeakable! I had seen her, right
here in this office, only a week or so before and then, there she was on television
and in the papers. A remarkable woman. You must be proud of her.” He sat down
behind his desk which was stacked with sales slips, bills of lading, catalogues, golf
tees, golf scorecards, colored brochures. His office walls held hundreds of
photographs as if memorializing each of his life’s events. I quickly picked out large
shots of a very boyish Klaus Richter standing in the brilliant sunshine with his
tank in the desert, another with a pyramid in the background, another holding up
a silver tray at a golf club. There was a gold frame on his desk that contained a
shot of what I assumed were two sons.

“My heart goes out to you, Mr. Driskill. Truly. The sands of time are always
running, are they not?” As if to illustrate his point, he picked up an hourglass



nearly a foot high from the corner of the desk, turned it over, and watched the
sand begin sifting to the bottom. “I have seen my share of death. Out there in the
Western Desert. Valorous men cut down in their youth. On both sides. We die
soon enough in the best of times, don’t we? This sand, it is sand from the Western
Desert, Mr. Driskill. Always here so I will never forget the fallen.” He looked up
from the hourglass. “Yes, I saw your sister.”

“Why did she come to see you?”

He raised his eyebrows, wrinkling his forehead. His sunburned scalp shone
through the close-cropped white hair. “Well, let me think back.” He sank into his
high-backed leather chair and stroked his rocklike chin. “Yes, it was my dear
friend Sister Lorraine who called me about her, then sent her over. I must say I
was surprised—and yes, flattered, to be frank—by your sister’s interest in this very
ordinary old soldier. Did you know she was writing a book about the Church
during those trying years of the war?”

“She had mentioned it to me,” I said. The sound of a jackhammer began outside
along the docks. It sounded like a heavy machine gun. “Did she come to interview
you? Was that it?”

“Yes, but I got it all wrong to begin with. I was an aide to Rommel, you see, very
junior but still close to the great man. Naturally I thought she had Rommel on her
mind—the field marshal, my claim to fame. But no, she wasn’t interested in the
desert war, not at all. It was Paris! Paris. When I think of my war, I never think of
Paris. Paris wasn’t like a war, you see. No one was shooting at me! We were an
army of occupation, Paris was ours, not a city in flames... at least not for a long
time. It was what you Yanks called good duty—I could have been sent to the
eastern front! But your sister was collecting material about the Church in Paris
during our occupation. She was using Bishop Torricelli as a central character. And
I had known him during the course of my administrative duties—the Church and
the Occupation HQ had need of normal liaison, just doing daily business. Trying
to keep the churches free of Resistance cells.” He shrugged.

I remembered Torricelli, the old man with the candies Val had loved. 1
remembered his story about my father emerging from a coal cellar somewhere—
probably a church—looking like a minstrel. It was odd, at a distance of forty years,
imagining a man like Torricelli trying to maneuver his way through the middle
ground between Nazis and the Resistance, knowing both Klaus Richter and Hugh
Driskill. Well, no one better than a Catholic bishop to do the maneuvering. If my
father were to meet Herr Richter now, would they sit in club chairs and trade war
stories?

I was watching Richter as he reminisced about the old days and then my eyes
were refocusing on a photograph behind him on the wall: the youthful but by then
battle-hardened Klaus Richter standing with a couple of buddies on a gray Paris
day with the Eiffel Tower behind them. The face leapt out at me. Turned slightly to
look at the landmark, shadows filling in his eye sockets. The face.

“Tell me,” I said, “did you ever run into a priest in Paris called D’Ambrizzi?
Swarthy fellow, big nose, strong as an ox. He is a cardinal now—"

He interrupted me with a note of surprise in his voice. “Really, Mr. Driskill, I am
a Catholic—there’s no need to tell me who Cardinal D’Ambrizzi is! He is one of the
most influential men in the Church today... yes, I know who he is. And I would



surely remember if I'd ever met him. But no, I never did. How does he come into
this? Is this significant?”

“Not at all. Just curiosity. My sister mentioned him to me once. I wondered if
you’d been in Paris at the same time.”

He spread his hands inclusively. “We might have been, of course. There were a
good many clerics and a hell of a lot of German soldiers. It sounds strange now,
but we tried not to make a nuisance of ourselves. No more than was absolutely
necessary. We understood how they loved their Paris. We loved it, too. Had we won
the war, I can tell you one thing. Paris would have changed us, we would not have
changed Paris. But the Boche was stuffed back into his cage and the result? We've
all been Americanized!” His laughter cracked, his eyes waiting for a response.

“Sometimes I think that’s an all-purpose excuse for the rest of the world.”

“Perhaps.” He nodded. “Well, to return to your sister—I’'m afraid I was a great
disappointment to her. I knew Torricelli but only in passing and I never kept any
journals or diaries or letters, all the things historians love—"

An intercom on his desk buzzed and his secretary said someone was in the
outer office to see him. He looked up at me, said, “Will you excuse me for just a
moment? My dock foreman needs a word with me. Please, stay right where you
are. Try out my putter if you like, I'll be with you in just a second.” He grabbed a
stack of yellow sheets and went out to the secretary’s office.

I went to look at the photographs more closely. The walls contained an
incredibly detailed account of his life. I followed them from one wall to the next,
and in the darkest corner of the room there was a gap, just a small space where a
picture was missing. In the corner—with a long library table covered with manuals
and notebooks and price lists and dictionaries in half a dozen languages and file
folders and a couple of withering plants tied to stakes, with this cluttered table
drawing your attention away from the photos above—the gap could have gone
unnoticed for months, years. You’d have had to be looking at the photographs
closely to notice it. And I was looking. And there it was. Something missing from
the story of Klaus Richter’s life. And I knew where it was.

I was admiring the Julius Boros putter when he came back. He sat down on the
edge of his desk, holding a stack of white sheets, said something about the endless
technicalities of running an import-export operation. He was watching the sand
running through the hourglass. “Where were we?”

“Paris.”

“Yes, yes. Well, I was no help to your sister. She came so far...”

“Maybe you were more help to her than you thought.”

“Dear old Torricelli, now, there was a man the historians dream about. He was a
pack rat. He kept everything, every menu and every laundry list, every memo. I
would bring him papers, he’d file them. Organized, alphabetized, utterly amazing. I
always thought it took a tremendous ego, don’t you agree? A man would have to
believe in his own importance to preserve everything.” He sighed at the thought. It
seemed to me that a man who turned his entire workplace into a photographic
history of his own life had an ego of his own. But it was always easy to judge
others. I thought I could find my sister’s killers. Ego was everywhere. “Your sister
was so patient with me that day. I was running in and out, carrying on a



telephone negotiation—she was so understanding but I'm afraid I was a great
disappointment to her.”

We went on for a few more minutes but I'd mined the vein for all | was going to
get. He said he had a golf date and I thanked him for his time and left.

I nodded to the secretary. She was receiving a package from a delivery man. It
was small and flat and wrapped in brown paper, tied with string. Outside in the
crowded street I saw a blue and white truck standing with the motor running.
There was blue lettering in several languages on the side panel. In English it said:
The Galleries of E. LeBecq.

The banana-nose profile. D’Ambrizzi leaning forward as if listening to
what someone was whispering, the bandit’s mustache drooping darkly. A young,
hard-faced man next to D’Ambrizzi: was he wearing a uniform? Something
Wehrmacht about the stiff collar... The man next to him, thin-faced, harsh lines
slicing his face vertically and shadows filling them in, a face of a man who passed
harsh judgments, an eyebrow like a crowbar, a single thick smudge over his
eyes... Then the fourth man, who had at first looked to be out of focus,
indistinct... but there was something, something about him... two candles on the
table, wine bottles, the picture taken with a flash attachment, casting odd
shadows on the wall of painted brick behind them...

I was sitting in a fly-specked, grimy little cantina where workmen were drinking
coffee and Cokes and I was trying to keep an eye on the front and side doors of the
Global Egypt warehouse. I was drinking thick hot coffee and glancing back and
forth from the warehouse to the photograph Val had left for me in the drum. I
smoothed it flat and thought about those four men. And I could hear Sister
Elizabeth saying no, five, five men.

Klaus Richter seemed to be a mighty swell guy. He undoubtedly played to a very
low handicap and damned if he hadn’t understood how much the Parisians loved
Paris. He loved all those snapshots of himself, a life of which he was proud. And
Julie Boros gave him one of his customized putters. Sister Lorraine said he was a
pillar of the Catholic community. Nice sense of humor, called Egypt the world’s
biggest sandtrap... Helluva swell fella.

And a liar.

He knew D’Ambrizzi in Paris and he’d lied to me about it.

I knew he was a liar because I'd found a picture of him in my sister’s toy drum.
He was sitting next to D’Ambrizzi in the snapshot. Young, expressionless, a face
that had already seen too much by the time he got to Paris. And I was pretty sure
where my sister had gotten the picture.

Val had come to Alexandria looking for a man in the picture and she’d found
him. And then the man with the silvery hair had killed her.

Klaus Richter...

Sitting in the canteen with the sun shining bright as a new half dollar, I realized
for the first time since it had begun that I was truly afraid. I was alone, thinking
my own thoughts, no Sister Elizabeth or Father Dunn or Monsignor Sandanato to
share them with me. The sun was shining and I was drinking a cup of high octane
java and nobody had tried to kill me all day. And I was having chills because I was
so damned scared. It just came over me all of a sudden. When I realized Klaus



Richter was one of the men in the snapshot... and it was important enough to lie
to me about. The chills made my flesh crawl. The fear was making me feel like my
back was leaking, like I was soaked with blood.

I just hated that.

I hated being afraid. Val had been afraid...

Klaus Richter came out of the side door an hour later. He was carrying his golf
bag. He put it in the trunk of a black Mercedes four-door parked in the alleyway,
got in, and drove away with the wind swirling dust and sand in his wake.

I put the snapshot into my pocket and walked back across the street. I found
the secretary away from her desk and the door to Richter’s office open. Somebody
was pounding up a storm in his office. I went to the doorway. The secretary had a
hammer and was leaning over the library table flailing at the wall.

I knocked on the door and said, “Excuse me.” She jumped back, turned around
with the hammer in her hand, mouth open in surprise. “Didn’t mean to scare
you,” I said.

“I hit my finger,” she said, shaking her hand. “But”—she smiled with wide, dark
red lips in a dark face—“l would have hit it even without your help.” She
recognized me. “You just missed Herr Richter. He won’t be back now until
tomorrow.”

“Golf, I'll bet.”

“Of course. Is there anything I can do for you?”

“It’s not so important, but I thought I might have left my pen behind me.” It was
weak but what the hell? “Here, let me do that hammering for you.”

She held out the hammer and pointed to the nail. It was right where I'd hoped it
would be. “What kind of pen?”

“Fountain pen. Big old Mont Blanc.” I leaned over the table and pulled the bent
nail from the wall, steadied another one, and drove it in with two quick blows.
“And the picture?”

She was unwrapping the brown paper package. She folded the paper back and
held up the small framed photo. It was a twin of the one in my pocket. I took it
from her and she smiled again, shyly. “I'm so glad you weren’t Herr Richter,” she
said. “He’s very particular about his photographs, and I wanted to get this one
replaced before he noticed it was gone. I put plants and stacks of things over here
hoping he wouldn’t see—”"

“What happened to the original?” I'd hung it on the nail and straightened it,
filling the empty space. I knew Val had taken it, I could see her spotting it and
while Richter had been running out of the room conducting his negotiation
slipping it into her Vuitton briefcase. But why? What was so damned important
about that picture?

“I'd never say this to Herr Richter,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper,
“but I'm sure the woman who comes in and cleans the office knocked it down
while dusting. The glass was cracked, probably, and instead of admitting it, she
threw it away—She claims to know nothing, of course. Fortunately Herr Richter
had another copy in his photo files. So it’s been a race to get it framed and back
on the wall before he noticed.” She was following me around as I pretended to look
for my pen. Finally I got down on my knees, slipped it out of my pocket, and
“found” it under the desk.



She saw me out, thanking me for the help. I told her I'd enjoyed every minute of
it. I could almost feel Val beside me, patting my shoulder, calling me a goof.

But what was the big deal about the snapshot?

It tied Klaus Richter, a legitimate businessman in Alexandria, to D’Ambrizzi
forty years before in Paris. During the Occupation. But what made that so
important? Why did he lie about it? And why had Val left it for me? What did it
have to do with murdering her?

Back at the Cecil a message was waiting. Sister Lorraine had called, wanted me
to call her back. I went up to my room, washed my face, inspected the dressing on
my back, and made a gin and tonic, light on the gin. I washed down a couple of
pain pills. Stood at the window watching late afternoon settle over the water and
the square with the huge statue in the center. The sound of the trams and the
buses at Ramli Station, the cool wind blowing steadily off the sea. I finished my
drink, staring out over the harbor, watching the shadows lengthen and the lights
come on along the Corniche. To my left a yacht club glowed like the promised land
where we could all go and have a wonderful, perfect night. So why did Richter have
to lie to me? A simple truth and I might have shaken my head at the mystery of
Val’s quest and maybe, maybe I might have given up ...

I was way out at the edge of the circle. I was still out there where it was gray
and the lights of safety beckoned. I could still say the hell with it and go home. I
had one lying German and nowhere else to turn. Egypt wasn’t yielding up much. I
supposed I could go back to Richter, confront him about the photo... I could keep
pushing toward the darkness at the center of the circle, the black hole that had
swallowed my sister... That’s where the secrets were, where the answers were.
How much did I want to know the answers... would they bring me happiness and
peace? And a gentle eternity for my little sister?

I called Sister Lorraine.

She asked how my researches were going. | allowed as how I seemed to have
fetched up against a wall and was beginning to watch my back. She gave a Gallic
laugh, rather on the world-weary side, and said she’d remembered something else
I might be interested in hearing. I interrupted her. “Sister, could I prevail upon you
for the name of a restaurant?” She began to speak but I went on. “And might you
be the guest of this poor stranded wayfarer? Without your help I'd have come a
long way for nothing.” It seemed to me I'd done just that anyway, but I was in no
mood to spend an evening alone with a bottle of Bombay gin and memories of the
silvery hair and the blade in the moonlight. Thanks be to God, she said she’d be
delighted, so I thanked God again for small favors, for the Order, and the modern
age of the sisterhood. Brave new world. She gave me the name of a restaurant, told
me how to get there, and said she’d meet me.

The Tikka Grill was situated next to the El Kashafa el Baharia Yacht Club,
whose lights I'd seen from my balcony. The dining room was on the second floor.
Our table looked across the harbor at the white yachts with the glow from their
deck parties. It was like a scene from a Humphrey Bogart movie. The music was
playing softly and my nun was smiling at me through the candlelight. I had the
feeling that the only women I knew anymore were nuns. I mentioned it to Sister
Lorraine and she tilted her small, sleek head to one side, her eyes wide. “God’s
way of saving you from your base self, do you think?”



“I wish God weren’t quite so worried about my base self.”

“Shame on you,” she said. “God is everywhere, concerned with everything.
Alexandria is no exception.” She sipped a French white and recommended the fish
kebab. As we ate we talked and I felt myself letting down, relaxing. The walls were
white stucco. The room was pleasantly crowded. The tablecloths and napkins were
a gentle pink, the wine dry and cold, the fish superb. A soothing oasis of reality
where I was at least for the moment safe. I told her that Richter had been pleasant
enough but hadn’t really told me anything about Val I didn’t know.

She put her silverware down. “Mr. Driskill, I can’t believe you came so far
without a real reason. I'm not a detective, but the whole world knows your sister
was murdered. You've come here because your sister was here... [ have the feeling
you have decided to—what do you say in English? Take the bull into your own
hands?”

“Matters, not bull. Or by the horns, not into your own hands—”

“Whatever. May I be frank?”

“Everyone else seems to be when it comes to this.”

“I think you are being a little foolhardy. I have thought about it since yesterday
and I nearly decided to put you and whatever you’re up to out of my mind ... but
then I thought about your coming so far. And your sister was so—so significant a
woman. Such a credit to the Order. And”—she made a small dismissive gesture—“I
couldn’t stop you from doing whatever you intend. I am correct, am I not?”

“Tell me what you remembered, Sister.”

“Sister Valentine saw another man while she was here. Or, rather, she intended
to. She mentioned it to Sister Beatrice, who mentioned it to me—it had slipped my
mind, then I thought of it last night.” She sighed expressively, as if she knew she
ought to have kept the name hidden forever. Sister Lorraine was a natural flirt.

“Give me the name,” I said.

“If I do, will you tell me what you’re doing?”

“Sister—” My back was killing me. It had come out of nowhere, like the man
with the knife. “I... don’t know what I'm doing.”

“Are you all right?” She leaned forward, her huge eyes narrowing. “You are so
pale...”

“l can’t tell you.” I was thinking as Val had when Sister Elizabeth asked her
what was going on. [ was protecting Sister Lorraine from what I didn’t know. “But I
need that name, Sister.”

“LeBecq. Etienne LeBecq. He owns a gallery. Trés chic. Cairo and Alexandria.
He’s the sort of man who has his own plane. One of my countrymen, I'm afraid.
His family has been in the art business for generations. In Paris. With people like
Wittgenstein and Duveen Gobelin, the tapestry people. LeBecq apparently came to
Egypt after the war, a young man...” She made a face. “The LeBecqs were, you
know... Vichy, I believe.”

“Do you know him?” I needed a pain pill. | needed a new life and a day without
fear. The chills were shaking me.

She shook her head. “No Catholic nun, not even of the Order, can move in
Monsieur LeBecq’s circles.”

“Is he one of Richter’s pals?”



“l don’t know. A Frenchman with a Vichy background and a soldier of the
Occupation?” She shrugged. “Why do you ask?”

“My sister connects them. And one of LeBecq’s trucks was delivering a package
to Richter’s office this afternoon.” I moved gingerly in the chair, trying to ease the
pain. My back felt wet.

“What’s the matter? Mr. Driskill? Do you need a doctor?”

“No, no, please. I've got a bad back. And maybe a lingering touch of jet lag.”

“I think it’s time to get you to bed.” She called for the check. She was trying to
pay the damn thing, but I managed to force my credit card into the waiter’s hand.

She was driving a Volkswagen convertible and the cold air off the water revived
me. I got out at the Cecil, reassured her that I was all right, thanked her for her
help, and tottered up to my room.

In one of Father Dunn’s novels the bad guys would have searched the room or
been waiting for me with guns, or the gorgeous blonde who’d sat next to me on the
flight from Cairo would be naked in my bed, but the room was quiet and
undisturbed and I was very much alone. The bed was turned down, the curtains
were furling slowly in the breeze.

I got to the bottle of pills, checked my back, which was fine, lay down wondering
if I'd better start saying my prayers.

The LeBecq Galleries faced the sea, plate glass windows on two floors with palm
trees swaying in front, reflected above and below. The gallery was sterile, chrome
and Plexiglas and glass and white walls, some huge paintings alone on vast
stretches of whiteness. I spotted a Rauschenberg, a Noland, a Diebenkorn looking
pale and cool and exquisite. In the ground floor windows, flanking the doorway,
were two large Hockneys on chrome tripods, lots of water and sunshine and flat
reflecting surfaces and inviting shadows. A couple of well-dressed customers
strolled before the pictures inside, then climbed the open stairway which seemed
to float like a dream of great wealth just above the floor.

I called from a restaurant five minutes away and said I'd like to see Monsieur
LeBecq personally about the Hockneys that afternoon. The girl had a soft, limpid,
soothing voice and wondered if she might be of assistance. A couple of minutes
later I had an appointment with LeBecq for three o’clock. I ate my lunch and sat
on a bench outside and read Leave It to Psmith by Wodehouse, which I'd picked up
in the lobby of the Cecil. I showed up at the gallery a few minutes early and had a
look around. It was all very spare, remote, cool, airy, devoid of any of the richer
emotions. Art for the summer homes ranged along the beaches where the rich
from Cairo maintained their retreats from the heat of the Nile delta.

The woman who showed me into LeBecq’s office was short, compact, precise,
with a face of sharp edges and rounded, female shoulders and hips. She was the
one with the voice. She wore a tobacco-colored pleated skirt that swung from her
hips when she walked. She had a deep tan, an oval face, a slightly tilted nose,
rakish cheekbones, and a lot of gold against her flesh. She reminded me of just
how long it had been since I'd truly wanted to touch a woman: you could always
be driven to some kind of need, but wanting was something else again. She
murmured something and left the office and Monsieur LeBecq entered a few
seconds later. There was a soundproof double-paned glass wall overlooking the
main two-story gallery. When I'd climbed the steps to LeBecq’s aerie the damn



things had swayed like a rope bridge over a chasm with the answers on the other
side. I turned back from the view when LeBecq made a polite little cough, and
when I saw him [ had to do a quick double take.

He was pale, as if he’d just climbed out of a coffin full of earth from his native
land, and he wore a black suit, a white shirt with French cuffs and onyx and gold
cuff links, a black and gray figured tie. He was oldish but indeterminately so, tall,
thin as a mop handle. His face was narrow and lean. He had an Old Testament
look, a hanging judge, all severity. It was hard to imagine him sucking up to the
rich and filling their need for something with pale green in it to match the stripe in
the couch. He wore heavy black glasses and his eyes swam like huge waterlogged
beetles behind the thick lenses.

“You were calling about the Hockneys, I believe,” he said. “They are, of course,
choice pieces, Mr. Driskill.”

“I lied. I own two Hockneys and while I like them very much, two is a lifetime
supply.”

“l don’t understand, m’sieur. You called about the Hockneys in the window—"

“So I did. I just wanted to make sure I saw you personally. I saw Klaus Richter
yesterday. He didn’t call you by any chance, did he? A word of warning, perhaps?”

“Herr Richter? No, he didn’t call me.” He was standing with his back to that big
glass wall. His suit was cut tight, making him look like a stork in mourning. “Now
I must ask you to state your business, if any... or—” He pointed to the door. I
heard some Vivaldi start up, coming through hidden speakers.

“My sister came to see you and a few days later someone killed her. I want to
know why she came—"

“What are you talking about? I know of no sister of yours!”

“Her name was Sister Valentine. She came to Alexandria to see you and Richter.
I'm here to find out why.”

He looked as if someone had snipped the wires holding him together. His limbs
gave a nervous jerk, he ducked his head. He was wearing a black hairpiece that
jutted away from the nape of his neck when he leaned forward. He stalked
awkwardly to his desk, fumbled with the back of his chair, spun it into position,
and sat down. He seemed to have gone whiter still. He steadied his hands on the
desktop.

“Sister Valentine,” he said tonelessly. “Yes, I read about her murder...” He was
talking to himself. “What do you want of me? What do you expect—"

“Why did she come to see you?”

“Oh...” He brushed his hand weakly across his face. “Nothing. She was digging
up the past. I couldn’t help her.”

“What was your connection to the Church?”

“The Catholic Church? I had nothing to do with the Church. You see me—I am
an art dealer. I have always been, my family has always been.” He was struggling
to get a grip on what he remembered about composure. He reached out and
straightened a framed photograph on his desk. In it he was standing on a runway,
one arm on the wing of a light plane. He wore a black suit then as well. “I have
nothing for you, m’sieur. Please leave me, I have much to do.” The beetles were
darting restlessly behind the lenses.



“I’'m not leaving without some answers.” I leaned on his desk, staring down at
him. “I've got a picture of you, LeBecq.” I slapped the worn snapshot down on his
desk. He jumped at the sound, drew back. I was scaring him but I didn’t know
why. “Take a look,” I said. He turned away. I reached out, grabbed his arm,
yanked him back in his swivel chair. “Look at the goddamn picture!”

He slipped his spectacles off and cautiously leaned forward as if he thought I
might smash him facedown on the desk. I held the photograph flat on the desk
and he blinked at it, then lowered his head farther, squinting. It was hard to
imagine him flying the plane with eyes that bad.

“D’Ambrizzi, Richter... and you,” I said. The thin man, cadaverous, the single
black eyebrow. Forty years ago, but it was the same man. “Tell me about that
picture. Tell me who was the fourth man.” I paused. “And who took the picture.” I
waited. “Talk to me!”

“How can I help you?” He was muttering, plaintive. “How do I know who you
are?”

My fist came down on the desk. The framed picture toppled over.

LeBecq shrank back. His lips were moving but nothing was coming out. Then he
croaked: “Maybe you killed her... No, no, don’t hit me! Don’t touch me!”

“Tell me about the meeting in that picture. You, Richter, and D’Ambrizzi... You
are going to tell me. The sooner the better.”

“Maybe you've come to kill me,” he said hopelessly, finally staring up at me as if
he were contemplating his cruel fate. Those big wet eyes were speaking to me.
They were saying I wasn’t the only one having a bad day. “Maybe you’ll kill all of
us...”

“What are you talking about?” I eased up on him. I had to get him talking. “Kill
all of you? Who?”

“She came here, your sister, she was asking about those old days... I knew it
would come to this sooner or later. The past always catches up with you... Who
sent you?” The eyes swam up in search of mine. His hand was feeling for his heavy
black-framed glasses.

“I told you why I've come.”

“Was it Simon? Did Simon send you?”

“Who the hell is Simon? The fourth man? Or the man with the camera?”

He slowly shook his head. He was having a lot of trouble coping with what was
happening to him. “Have you come from Rome? Is that it?” He licked his dry,
cracked lips. “For God’s sake, don’t kill me now... not after all these years... Your
sister is dead... my brother is dead... that’s enough, isn’t it?”

“Your brother? What’s your brother got to do with this?”

“Your photograph,” he said. He cleared his throat, trying to dislodge the fear. He
was growing drastically older before my eyes. “That’s not me in your little picture.
It is my brother... Guy LeBecq. Father Guy LeBecq. Ten years older than I. A
priest. I know nothing of this photograph... Please, you must believe me.” His
personality kept shifting. Now he was morose, not fearful. “Like your sister, Mr.
Driskill, he, too, was murdered... a long time ago in Paris. During the war.
Murdered in a church graveyard, he was found propped against a gravestone... his
back broken, the life crushed from his body...”



I took a step back from the desk, still holding the snapshot, bumped into a
chair, and sat down. “I'm sorry,” I said at last. “How could I know?” He was
breathing heavily while the Vivaldi played on. “What do you mean about my
coming to kill you? Who’s Simon? Why would Rome send me? I don’t understand
what’s happening here—"

“Listen to me,” he said slowly. He fitted his glasses into place, gripped the arms
of his chair. “They will kill you, too. Have no doubt of that. You are far from home
and you’re meddling in something that is no concern of yours. It’s the past, you’ll
never understand any of it... so go home, Mr. Driskill, forget us, for the love of
God, forget us... and maybe they’ll let you live—do you understand what I am
saying to you? Go home, mourn for your sister—survive. You are an innocent—
and your innocence is your only protection! Wrap yourself in it, hide within your
innocence. Now, please leave me. There is nothing more I can tell you. Nothing!”

He sat silently staring at his hands while I left.

On my way down the floating stairway the beautiful girl who had shown me in
passed me going up. She smiled and asked me if all had gone well. I shrugged and
felt her eyes on me as [ went on down.

When I got to the main large gallery I looked back up at the thick glass wall of
Etienne LeBecq’s office. He wasn’t visible, but I saw the girl go in.

I left, walked slowly back to the Cecil.

His brother?

Jesus H. Christ. Everybody’s a comic and there’s always an extra little spin you
didn’t expect. I made a straight line through the lobby of the hotel toward the bar.
The lobby had seen better days but those days must have been something. Now
the opulence was faded and getting on but the memory, like that of an old rake,
was keen. The bar looked out on the Corniche and the water. The rays of the
lowering sun were turning the vista gold.

I eased my back into a comfortable position and downed a gin and tonic,
signaled for another. I'd blown off some steam with LeBecq and had begun feeling
a little better about things when he said the guy in the picture was his brother.
And his brother was dead. So what was so upsetting? He had me coming from
Rome, being sent by Simon Somebody, coming to kill him... to kill all of us. He
must have told Val some of it. Your innocence is your only protection. Did that
mean he could tell that Val had known things I obviously didn’t? Somehow I
couldn’t have remained in his office hammering at him. But I was going to have to
see him again. He was all I had and he was going to have to explain himself. Of
course, there was Richter, but he was a much tougher customer.

I asked myself why I hadn’t bugged Richter about the snapshot—and the
answer was that I'd realized Val had stolen it from him. No point in opening that
mess to view unless you knew what you were going to see.

Why hadn’t I mentioned to either of them the silvery-haired man, the priest,
who had killed Val and tried to kill me? I didn’t have an answer to that, not one I
was proud of. Maybe I was afraid they were all part of the same terrible
conspiracy... maybe I was afraid he would come for me again.

“Mr. Driskill, telephone for Mr. Driskill.” A bellhop was moving through the bar
calling my name. I waved to him and he told me to take the call at cabin one in the
lobby.



When I said hello I was hoping it was Sister Lorraine taking me under her wing
for another dinner. But it wasn’t. It was a woman but she was whispering. I
couldn’t tell if she was trying to disguise her voice or simply ensuring privacy at
her end.

“Mr. Driskill, I must see you this evening.”

“Who are you?”

“Later. Meet me at—"

“I only meet strangers in nice safe places, lady.”

“At the statue of Sa’d Zaghlul in the square. Just outside your hotel. Safe
enough?”

“How will I know you?”

“I'll know you. Eight o’clock.”

She hung up before I could answer with any more dazzling repartee. I went back
to the bar and took two pain pills with a third gin and tonic. Then I went up to my
room, took a very careful bath, changed the dressing on my wound, sat by the
window trying to make notes about what I’'d learned in Egypt. It wasn’t a bad list
but when you started adding it up it was a disappointment. Just an accumulation
of what might be truths without enough connective tissue. Maybe my mysterious
caller could provide some.

A few minutes before eight I put on a pair of soft corduroys and a heavy sweater
and went outside into the chilly, steady wind. The massive statue dominated the
square. She must have been watching for me because she intercepted me right
away as I crossed the street. She was still wearing the tobacco-colored skirt with
all the pleats, the matching suede pumps, and a leather jacket. I told her she was
a pleasant surprise but she found my attempt at charm immensely resistible. She
was very pretty but her face was a solemn mask. The wind couldn’t mess her cap
of dark hair. She wore a gold necklace with a heavy amulet.

“Why all the mystery? How did you find me?”

“The Cecil was the first hotel I called.” She shrugged. “I was afraid you wouldn’t
come if you knew who I was.”

“So, who are you? You work at the gallery and you’re the prettiest girl in
Alexandria—what else?”

“Gabrielle LeBecq. It is my father’s gallery.” She stopped with the statue looming
over us. She must have had a very beautiful mother.

“At least you’re not a nun,” I said.

“What is that supposed to mean?” She walked on with her hands jammed into
her jacket pockets. “I am not even Catholic. I am Coptic.”

“That’s fine.”

“l don’t understand.” She gave me a perplexed, sidelong look.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“l am Egyptian. My mother was a Copt.”

“All right. It really doesn’t matter.” Her mouth was finely formed, delicate little
ridges edging up and forming her lips. Gold earrings. “What are we doing here?”

“I must speak seriously with you. Come, have coffee.”

We went across to the Trianon Coffee Shop.

She was quiet, watching me, unsmiling. She didn’t say a word until we had our
coffee.



“You must leave my father alone. You must. You must not torment him. He is
not well.” She watched me sip the hot, powerful brew. “Say something.”

“l came here to see two men. Your father is one of them. I'm sorry for upsetting
him but—~"

“l don’t understand what you want from him. He was... sobbing when I got to
his office. He’s had one heart attack. He must not have another. He told me who
you are. He swore to me that he told your sister everything he could—"

“And what was that, Miss LeBecq?”

“l don’t know. He told me he did what he could.”

“My sister was murdered after she talked to your father. I want to know what he
told her.”

She was shaking her head. “My father is a decent man. Her questions had
something to do with—I don’t know, forty years ago. What could it matter now?”

“Something mattered enough to somebody that my sister died because she
knew. The bottom line is I can’t worry about your father.”

“But my father was an art dealer, he had nothing to do with the war, you must
understand.” She bit her lip, near tears. “His brother, the priest, he was older. He
died a hero’s death in the war. He was in the Resistance, I think. Something like
that.” She brushed at her eyes, long lashes. “My father and his father operated the
LeBecq Galleries. My father left France and settled here once that war was over—”

“Why? Why didn’t he stay in Paris?”

“What difference does it make, Mr. Driskill? He came here, eventually he
married my mother, and I was born in 1952. He’s a respected man, and you have
no right to hound him!”

“What’s his connection to Richter?”

She stiffened. “They are friends, they have done business together, they are
good Catholics—but this is not relevant. No, not relevant at all. First your sister
comes, then you—"

“Listen to me carefully, Miss LeBecq. Think—how could something irrelevant
upset your father so dramatically? Why would he ask me if someone called Simon
has sent me to kill him? Why would he ask me if I've come to kill us all? Those are
his words. Doesn’t sound irrelevant to me. Honestly, does it to you? My sister’s
dead and your father is scared out of his wits... Why is your father so afraid?”

“l don’t know. All I know is that he is afraid of... of you! We do know that, don’t
we?”

She stood up abruptly.

“Look—"

“Please, I'm begging you,” she said. “Leave him alone. Just go back where you
came from and leave our lives as they were.”

She was gone before I could really protest. By the time I'd paid for the coffee and
gone outside there was no sign of Gabrielle LeBecq.

I woke the next morning groggy from a handful of sleeping pills. I was funning a
fever, nothing terribly dangerous I told myself, and my back didn’t seem any
different. But I kept checking it as the afternoon wore on. It was slightly inflamed
along the stitching, draining a bit. I had the right pills for that, so [ added them to
the mix and put the gin on hold.



It was an empty, pointless day, wasted. I tried not to think about the scattershot
information I'd picked up from Etienne LeBecq. He was obviously a crucial source,
but how was I going to get anything out of him if he didn’t want to talk? I had hit
another wall and I wasn’t thinking very creatively but, as they say, even a blind pig
occasionally finds a truffle.

I put in a call to Margaret Korder in Princeton. She told me that the story of the
murders at the Helmsley Palace and Val’s murder were falling out of the news. No
headway was being made by the police and there just wasn’t any news to report.
She said that my father was depressed, slept a good deal, and didn’t respond
much when people tried to speak with him. He seemed to miss me, and the fact
that I’'d set off on my quest was the one thing that could get a rise of anger or
frustration out of him. I took all that in and placed a call to the hospital. But my
father was resting and they didn’t think he should be wakened. I told them to let
him know that I called, that I was fine, and that he shouldn’t worry.

As night was falling across Egypt and the cold wind was getting a little uppity
outside my window, the telephone rang. It was Gabrielle LeBecq and she wasn’t
playing any games with her voice this time. She was upset and it showed in her
breathlessness. She said she’d thought a long time about calling me but then
realized | was part of her problems and therefore the person to call. I told her to
slow down, keep it all in English since my French was pretty rudimentary, and
explain what she was talking about.

She said her father was missing, hadn’t been seen by anyone since he’d left the
gallery shortly after he’d spoken with me. He hadn’t come home, had left no
message for her. “I'm afraid something very bad has happened to him. He was so
distraught after his talk with you.” She took a deep breath. “You’re the reason he’s
gone... I only hope that’s all he’s done... if he’s done away with himself—" She
choked back a cry of anguish. “Why did you come here? What is all this about—
really?”

“That’s what I'm trying to understand... why my sister had to die—”

“Then I must speak with you again. Come here ... I'm at home. There are things
[ must tell you, show you... you are, I'm very much afraid, what my father has
been waiting for all these years. Please hurry, Mr. Driskill, before it’s all too late.”

She gave me the address and I went downstairs, my fever and back forgotten for
the moment, got a cab, and took off. I didn’t know what the hell she was talking
about, did I? The fact was, it was something to do, to create the illusion of getting
somewhere.

The house was low and off-white in the moonlight. It looked as if it had grown
out of the crest of the dune with a nod to Frank Lloyd Wright. I walked up the long
stretch of driveway from the gates, past lots of palm trees and shrubbery and
flowers. The house was dark when I reached it. I looked behind me, thought I
heard a noise which wasn’t part of nature. Sister Lorraine was a prophet: I'd
started watching my back and that made me think of Val, who hadn’t watched her
back quite closely enough there at the end. I listened, watching for moonlight on
silvery hair or the knife blade, but I heard only the surf on the beach behind the
house and the wind shaking the palms, and I saw no signs of life at all.

The front door was actually two doors, an inner slab of wood, then a separate
layer of filigreed black ironwork. I was staring at the doors looking for a buzzer



when the wooden slab swung open and I levitated about a foot and felt like I was
going to be sick. The iron filigree opened and Gabrielle said, “I didn’t mean to
startle you.”

“Well, you made a damn good job of it.”

There was a dim overhead light shining down on her face. When she looked up
at me [ saw that her eyes were red from crying. “Please come in.” She stepped back
and for just that fractional instant I had the feeling I was being set up. Then it
passed.

She led me through the dark rooms toward a light at the end of the long, wide
hallway. In the shadows we’d passed through I saw a Rouault, a Byzantine icon, a
pair of Monets with a wall to themselves. There were mounds of low, heavy
furniture, potted plants, some tapestries on the walls, thick rugs: everything
subtle, understated, made more so by the dim light which came only from the
moon at the windows.

“In here,” she said. “I've been trying to understand what my father has been
thinking. I've made a mess.” She looked around his study at piles of papers. The
drawers of the desk were open. Three table lamps were turned on. There was a
Degas on the wall opposite his desk, which was a heavy, carved affair with gilded
corner figures and an inlaid leather top. She straightened a couple of the piles,
then leaned her hips against a library table, brushed her dark hair back from her
forehead, and lit a cigarette with a heavy table lighter. “Tell me everything you said
to my father—there had to be a reason for his... his going away.” The cigarette
trembled between her fingers.

“l showed him a photograph taken a long time ago in Paris. During the German
Occupation. Then he just seemed to crack up, started talking about my coming to
kill him. It made no sense. He was afraid of someone he called Simon and asked
me if Rome had sent me... I agree with you, he was afraid, scared to death. But
then he clammed up, asked me to leave.”

“This picture,” she said. She wore a V-necked cashmere sweater and skirt. The
sleeves were pushed up on her forearms, gold bracelets clinking. Her face was
drawn, tired, faint circles etched beneath her shiny dark eyes. She was close to
cracking: it was more than her father being missing for twenty-four hours, it had
to be more than that. She was thirty, a grown-up, but there was something going
on now she couldn’t handle. “May I see this picture of yours?”

I stood beside her, put it on the table in a pool of light, and she bent over to
study it. A pair of glasses hung on a chain around her neck. She put them on to
study the picture. “Richter,” she murmured. “And is this my father? I don’t think—

“He said it was his brother Guy. A priest.”

“Yes, yes, it isn’t my father but there’s a strong resemblance.” She pointed at
one of the figures and looked at me inquiringly.

“D’Ambrizzi. He’s a cardinal now. He could become pope soon.”

“And this one? He looks like Shylock—"

“That’s it!” I was whispering because it was so quiet in the house. “I knew there
was something about that profile... it’s Torricelli! Bishop Torricelli. It was right at
the edge of my mind—he was a very big man among Catholics in Paris during the
war. | met him once when I was a boy. Father took us all to Paris after the war.



He’d known Torricelli... I remember someone calling him Shylock, a nickname,
and my little sister asked what Skylock meant. Torricelli laughed and turned his
profile to her and pointed to his nose, an incredibly hooked nose—more like
Punch, to my way of thinking. Like the dancing man Lautrec painted.” I stared at
the photograph. “My God,” I thought aloud, “now I know them all... Monsignor
D’Ambrizzi, Klaus Richter of the Wehrmacht, Father Guy LeBecq, and now Bishop
Torricelli.”

“Is there some point to this picture?” She let her glasses fall to her breasts.
“Why show it to my father?”

“l thought he was in it. My sister had this photograph with her when she was
killed. It’s all I have to go on... I've got to find out what it meant to her. Why did it
set your father off and running?”

She was quiet for a long time. I stood looking out at the Mediterranean washing
up the shingle of sand. My mind was racing, getting nowhere. I needed help,
someone with a mind clearer and more agile than mine. When I turned back to her
she hadn’t moved, stood smoking the last of her cigarette, staring at me.

I nodded toward all the papers she’d been going through. “What’s all this?”

She went to the desk. She moved gracefully, swaying elegantly on her high
heels. She looked tired and tense and beautiful. I wanted to smash the moment to
bits, reconstruct it as something romantic. I wanted to touch her. I tried to force
the idea out of my mind. It was a hell of a time to lose my concentration.

“I've been going through whatever papers I could find. I've been looking for
something that would tell me why your sister upset my father so... he hasn’t
behaved normally since she saw him.” She pushed some of the debris to one side.
“l found his diary. He came home yesterday when he left the gallery—I didn’t know
that until I found the diary... when I got home he was gone. He made some
notations—this was after he talked to you. Here, see for yourself.”

It was a spiral-bound datebook and agenda. He’d written something in French. I
wanted to get it exactly right. “Translate,” I said.

“ ‘What will become of us? Where will it all end? In helll’” Her voice cracked.
She bit her lip, turning to me. There were tears on her cheeks and her mascara
was smeared. “My uncle died a hero’s death... now my father forty years later... I
know something terrible has happened... I know you didn’t mean it to happen—~

“No, Gabrielle, I didn’t. I'm just wandering in the dark.” I put my hands on her
shoulders, felt the softness of the cashmere slide against her skin, and she came
to me, her head buried on my chest. I held her, felt her quaking against me. She
was small, her bones made her feel breakable, and she clung to me, a stranger, in
her time of fear, and I kissed her sleek hair, inhaled her scent. [ wanted to tell her
that it would all be all right, that her father was safe, but I couldn’t. Too many
people had died. So I held her and let her cry it out. Maybe her father was right.
Maybe he was in hell already. There was no comfort in false reassurance now.

With her head still on my chest, she said, “Why do I trust you?”

“What have you got to lose? You know damn well I'm not here to kill anybody.
And I'm cute for an older man, maybe?”

She grinned and sniffed.



Then I took a shot in the dark. “Because maybe you know things you haven’t
told me... things you know I should know. You trust me because you want to trust
me.”

She pulled slowly away. “Here, there’s something else in his diary.” She was
flipping through the pages, then stopped. “Here’s the day he saw your sister. He
makes no mention at all of her by name... but here, you see, he has written a list
of names.”

Simon.

Gregory.

Paul.

Christos.

Archduke!

She looked at me as I read the names aloud, then she said, “Are they real
names, Mr. Driskill? Or are they some kind of code names? Archduke...”

I nodded. “And what does that big exclamation point mean? What makes
Archduke so important?”

She said, “There are four men in your little photograph—”

“And I am reasonably sure my sister showed this same picture to your father.
He sees the picture, he doesn’t make a note about my sister—but he writes down
these names—”

“But it doesn’t match, don’t you see? There’s one name too many!”

“No, it fits. The fifth man took the picture.”

We stood staring at each other, confusion registering. She said, “Mr. Driskill,
would you like to walk on the beach? Maybe the fresh air will clear our heads.”

“Why don’t you call me Ben?”

She was picking up a suede jacket from the back of a chair. “Then you must call
me Gaby. Okay?” I smiled, nodded. “Come.” She slid a glass door open and the
cold air and the smell of salt filled the room. She kicked off her high heels.

We walked down a wooden stairway to the firmly packed sand. The surf rolled
in, shining silvery in the moonlight. The lights of Alexandria glowed off to the east.
We reached the point where the sand was damp and packed hard, then set off
walking just out of the surf’s reach. For a time we spoke of personal things, my life
as a lawyer in New York, the death of the man she was planning to marry in the
1973 war with Israel, my own failure to cope with the Church and the Jesuits, her
life as an only child with her father after her mother died. She had known only a
couple of American men and she laughed when I said I'd never known an Egyptian
girl.

“Everyone expects Cleopatra,” she said softly, putting her arm through mine.
The wind was blowing salty spray across our faces when we turned and began the
walk back to the house.

I asked her if she thought her father might have called his pal Richter if he’d
needed someone to talk with after I'd left him yesterday.

She laughed harshly, a bitter sound in contrast to her normal tone. “Richter?
Believe me, he is not my father’s pal... he is my father’s jailer!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Let’s go inside. I'm cold. I'll make coffee and tell you all about Herr Richter and
the LeBecq family.”



When we were settled in a room with wall hangings and old Persian carpets and
low couches and bowls of flowers and heavy, squat lamps casting gentle pools of
light, she told me a remarkable tale she said she’d pieced together over the years
and never told anyone else.

Jean-Paul LeBecq, the father of Guy and Etienne, had been a very conservative
Catholic and a sympathizer with the Nazi puppet government set up at Vichy with
Marshal Pétain as its figurehead. Guy was a priest. Etienne was working at the
gallery, heir to his father’s business. Under the elder LeBecq’s gaze, he had no
choice but to echo his father’s political sentiments. Early in the war Jean-Paul was
incapacitated by a stroke and Etienne, in his mid-twenties, took over the gallery
completely. And discovered that the old man had been acting as a kind of diplomat
without portfolio moving to smooth the relationship between the Nazi force of
occupation and the Catholic Church in Paris. It was important to keep the
channels of communication open because each of the great monoliths needed the
other. It was during this time that Etienne had met Klaus Richter, who was
working the same side of the street, connecting the army of occupation with the
Church. Everything she said was fitting with the tidbits of information Richter had
given me. She knew very little of Father Guy LeBecq’s involvement in any of this
during the war years, only that she’d always been told he died a hero’s death—that
phrase again—during the war. Nothing more.

By keeping her ears open while working as her father’s closest assistant, and
while hearing him out when he slipped into one of his fits of depression, Gabrielle
learned that old Jean-Paul had been handling the art treasures looted by the Nazis
from private art collections, most of which were owned by Jews. Once Jean-Paul’s
health removed him from an active role in the business, his tasks feel to young
Etienne.

“But what did the Nazis need a dealer for?” I asked. “They were simply taking
what they wanted.”

“Yes,” she said, “but don’t forget the Church. They wanted their share of the
loot... in return for their cooperation with the Nazis.”

“But what did this cooperation really amount to?”

She shook her head. “In time of war—who knows?”

“But the rest of this you’re telling me, you know it to be fact?”

“Don’t be such a lawyer! I wasn’t there, if that’s what you mean. But I'm sure of
it, yes.” She was impatient with me. “It’s been eating at my father all these years—
why would he make it up? Yes, that’s the way it was—"

“But how can you be sure?”

“Because of what came later—because of what I saw my father go through! I've
tried to put it out of my mind, but first your sister and now you, you’ve brought it
all back to life. I'm ashamed of what my father has done...”

“Gaby, the Church and the Nazis in bed together during the war isn’t a very
pretty picture, but it’s not exactly a scoop either. The Church did a lot of things
during the war it couldn’t be proud of. Your father, you can’t be too hard on him.
It sounds to me like he was caught in the middle, the agent moving looted art from
the Nazis to the Church—Gaby, there was a war on, who knows what pressures
they put on him... he was a young man, following in his father’s footsteps.”



But I was thinking: was this it? Was this what Val had discovered? No, it was
just too much a part of the past, the distant past. One point in an old indictment.
Who would care now? How could anyone be hurt by accusations forty years old?

“But it didn’t stop when the war ended,” she said. “That’s the point! That’s the
worst part. My father became their creature! They set him up with the galleries in
Cairo and Alexandria after the war so he could continue to ship artworks without
anyone taking notice... they kept the whole thing going!”

“They? Who? The war was over—”

“It is so simple for an American to be naive! Not us, not here, we can’t afford
your view of the world—not when Germans with newly minted past lives began
showing up in Cairo, rich, powerful, advising the government. The Nazis, Ben, the
Nazis—they’d hidden away millions and millions of dollars worth of art treasures,
of gold and jewelry and precious stones of every imaginable kind ... but all the loot
was useless to them. What could they do with it? They had to have money—some
way of converting it into money. There were Nazi survivors everywhere—the
Condor Legion in Madrid, Die Spinne, all the old SS men who were getting out of
Europe to Africa, to Egypt, to South America, to your precious righteous United
States, the old guard who dreamed of a Fourth Reich—it wasn’t just Mengele and
Barbie and Bormann, there were hundreds and hundreds of men we’ve never
heard of, and they all needed money. One way of funding them, setting them up in
businesses and fat investment portfolios, was by selling off the art. But it wasn'’t
easy finding a buyer they could trust—so they had to turn it into a kind of
blackmail, too, don’t you see?”

“You're telling me they sold the stuff to the Church? And that’s how they’ve been
funding themselves—"

“The surviving Nazis had the Church in a tight spot. Buy this stuff from us or
else...” She watched me, waiting for the penny to drop.

“Buy it or we tell the world how we supplied you with looted treasure during the
war! There’s the blackmail... but they were actually giving the Church something
for its money!” I sighed, sank back on the low couch, careful of my back. “I will be
goddamned. The Church had made a pact with the devil.”

“It was—is—a delicate balance,” she said. “The Church isn’t powerless—they
could reveal the hiding places of a lot of men who were once war criminals. So the
Nazi survivors fear the Church, too—it’s a compact of mutual fear. And my father
was caught between them... and he, too, got something out of it. He got rich for
his complicity, for his sins. I don’t know the mechanics, but they used my father
to sell, buy, smuggle, and distribute out of Europe and eventually into the
Church’s possession. And he funneled the payments to the Nazis—”

“By way of Klaus Richter,” I said.

She nodded. “I think that’s the way it worked. I can’t prove it, but my father told
me enough so I could fill in the rest of the picture. That’s what my father has been
afraid of all these years—that he would be found out. My father is a weak man. He
has no stomach for these games. Richter looks on him as a weak link. So Richter
is the man who held my father’s leash. Richter was the watcher... and now I'm
afraid my father has cracked under the pressure of his own... guilt...” She was
crying softly.



I went to her, knelt beside her. She reached out to me and I held her. She
couldn’t seem to stop crying, and she was trying to talk but the words were
mulffled. Then she looked up at me, her face glistening, and she kissed me. A little
later she led me to the bedroom. We made love in the hungry ways strangers do,
each of us doubtless searching out the momentary hiding places we needed. When
she was asleep I got up, put some clothing back on, and went to stand at the top
of the wooden stairway leading down to the beach. The cold wind dried the sweat
on my face. I couldn’t quite remember if the exertion of the past couple of hours
had hurt my back. The dressing still seemed to be in place and I was none the
worse for wear.

I watched the moonlight on the water and in the stillness, with only the throb of
the waves against the shore, I tried to reach my sister, Val, tried to ask her if this
was it... if this was all...

Perhaps she’d stumbled on this ring of art thieves dating back to the war in the
way that I had: some clergy, some old, unrepentant Nazi rogues stuck away in odd
corners of the globe with their ill-gotten paintings and statuary and Fabergé eggs,
with their tattered dreams of a world in their hands. Not nice, but not enough to
bear upon the choice of a new pope, not enough to kill Val and Lockhardt and
Heffernan for: it didn’t compute. No. I'd found an ugly detail in the corner of the
huge tapestry that was the Church... but that was all.

But there was the photograph. And Richter had dealt with the Church, and
there sat three clerics, two of whom were dead and one who just might be elevated
to the Throne of Peter very soon. And I had Gabrielle’s word that this was all still
going on—this flow of artworks and money. And if she was right, then there were
men within the Church today who were involved in continuing the old game of
mutual blackmail... There would be someone within the Church who was the Nazi
master—

Maybe someone from long ago. Or someone new, carrying on the tradition.

D’Ambrizzi was the surviving link on the Church side.

How could I be sure that a revelation now might not destroy Cardinal
D’Ambrizzi’s chances at getting that top job? D’Ambrizzi, my marvelous playmate
that summer and fall of 1945...

Val had been close to him. Sister Elizabeth knew him well.

The facts bounced around in my head, and I couldn’t seem to hold them still.
Where did Paris in the present day fit in? Val had spent much of the last several
months of her life in Paris digging at something buried there... but what? And
Paris then? Hell, everybody had been in Paris back then!

I was wondering where Etienne LeBecq might have gone, thinking of how much
I wished I could ask him a few questions, when I heard something behind me.
Gaby had wrapped herself in a heavy robe and was standing in the doorway.

“I think I know where my father is,” she said. “He and Richter used to talk about
a place, a Catholic place, where they could go if they ever wanted to get away from
it all. They’d laugh about it. Richter said it wasn’t necessarily the end of the world
but you could see it from there...”

“A Catholic place? What does that mean? A church? Or a monastery? A retreat
house?”

“l don’t know. But I know what they called it.”



“What, Gaby?”
“L’inferno.”

Chapter 3

1. Claude Gilbert 2-81

2. Sebastien Arroyo 8-81

3. Hans Ludwig Mueller 1-82
4. Pryce Badell-Fowler 5-82
5. Geoffrey Strachan 8-82

6. Erich Kessler

The folder Elizabeth found among Val’s belongings had been disappointing
because it derived its thickness from twenty-odd blank pages. Only the top sheet
contained the list of names followed by dates. All but Erich Kessler, for whom
there was no date. Whatever background information she’d gathered was gone.
Probably she’d carried the lot with her in the Vuitton briefcase which had been
taken when she was killed.

One other sheet in the folder was just short of utter blankness. There was a
mixture of capital letters that conveyed nothing to Elizabeth. A code of Val’s
impervious to interpretation. It didn’t look breakable. But she took it with her
anyway.

At the office, madness reigned, but she found a moment the next day to take
Sister Bernadine aside over two cans of Coke and give her the list.

“Here’s a special task, Sister,” she said. Sister Bernadine was having a cigarette,
the one she allowed herself in the afternoon, and she always looked more grown-
up and intelligent when she smoked. It was all an illusion since she was admirably
grown-up and intelligent whether smoking or not. Elizabeth handed her a Xerox
copy of the sheet with the names. “You will recognize one or two of these names,
as I did. 'm betting they are all dead, probably died on these dates. Covers roughly
the past eighteen months. What I want is the obituary data as it appeared in their
hometown papers, as it were. And render it in English for me, just so I won’t
make, some dumb mistake. Okay?”

“Good as done, Sis. But it could take a bit of time—"

“Well, bring the mighty jackboot of the Mother Church down on any necks that
require it. It’s important. And keep it to yourself.”

Sister Elizabeth knew that there was nothing else in the world like the Secret
Archives of the Vatican.

Twenty-five miles of shelving. Thousands upon thousands of volumes too heavy
for one person to lift.

She knew that it was nicknamed “the Key of St. Peter” by historians. Without
that key there would have been no meaningful history of the Middle Ages.

Somewhere within the Archives were the answers to questions that have
perplexed scholars through the ages.

Did the Orsini prince strangle his wife Isabella on her marriage bed in the
sixteenth century... or did he hire someone else to do it?



Who was St. Catherine? With her long blond hair was she, in fact, Lucrezia
Borgia?

What secrets are hidden in the seven thousand weighty volumes of indulgences?
What was the payment required for the absolution of sin? For the necessary
exemptions from ecclesiastical law? Money and treasure of all kinds, yes. But what
in the way of personal services to the pope and his princes?

What was the plot behind the theft of the Petrarch manuscripts? Was it a last-
minute improvisation because the golden seals themselves were out of reach?

And was the answer to the question perplexing the twentieth-century nun Sister
Elizabeth also somewhere in the Archives? What had Val been working on? And
why did she have to die?

Perhaps the answer lay in one of the nearly five thousand papal registers,
beginning with Innocent Ill’s letters in 1198, all bound in volumes the size of world
atlases with the ink having turned golden with the passing centuries...

Of all the fondi, as each collection of documents was called—and no one even
knew how many fondi there truly were—there is one fondo, called the Miscellanea,
which alone fills fifteen rooms. Its contents remain uncatalogued, a grab bag.

It had been said countless times and with good reason, God only knows what
reposes within the Secret Archives.

All the records of Galileo’s trial.

The correspondence of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn.

The personal letters of Pope Alexander Borgia and the women who loved him—
Lucrezia, Vannozza dei Cattanei, and Julia Farnese.

The records of the Sacred Rota involving the most intimate testimony relating to
annulments.

The archives of the Congregation of Rites, the deliberations leading to
beatification and canonization, including all the reports of the Devil’s Advocates.

The complete records of the trial of Monaca di Monza, which revealed the most
intimate details of the life of the Nun of Monza and the others of the convent.

The fondo relating to the nunciature of Venice which came to the Archives in
1835 following the fall of the Republic of Venice and contained the stories of three
religious institutions suppressed rigorously in the seventeenth century.

It was all part of Sister Elizabeth’s—and even more particularly, of Val’s—
background, knowing what kinds of material could be found in the Archives. And
Elizabeth had heard all the stories from Val about the near impossibility of finding,
by plan, what you wanted to find in the vastness of books, parchments, buste, or
folders.

She knew about the tiny room opening off the Meridian Chamber in the Tower
of the Winds. In that square room was a bookcase which contained nine thousand
buste. Uncatalogued, unstudied, unknown. To inventory those nine thousand
folders would require two scholars working on nothing else but their contents for
nearly two centuries. One bookcase.

The only meaningful index to the Secret Archives was devised long ago by
Cardinal Garampi and collected in many volumes. It is incomplete, inexact, and
altogether frustrating. He also wrote it in his own code.

She also knew about the gambler’s chance. It was what made the Secret
Archives worth the effort.



She knew about the hundred-years rule—that the archives relating to the past
century are closed. Absolutely closed.

And she remembered Curtis Lockhardt talking to them about the hundred-years
rule. “Without the rule,” he had said, “half of the men who run the world would
have to kill themselves. Thank God for the hundred-years rule. We Catholics know
how to handle these things. Saints be praised.”

The Secret Archives of the Vatican were served by a total staff of seven men,
overseen by one of their own number who is called the prefect.

Elizabeth was meeting Monsignor Petrella in half an hour in the Court of the
Belvedere, home of the Secret Archives. Monsignor Petrella was the prefect.
Monsignor Sandanato, who had spoken with him on her behalf, was the closest
thing to a friend Petrella had, but even Sandanato did not know what she was
going there for.

In half an hour she would begin trying to learn what in the Secret Archives had
so fascinated Sister Val during the final months of her lifetime.

St. Peter’s Square lay in cool, bright early morning sun and shade as she
crossed it, passed along the Leonine walls, and entered Vatican City through the
Gate of St. Anne, strode purposefully past the Osservatore Romano building to the
Court of the Belvedere next to the Vatican Library.

All her papers were in order, including the letter from the pope that had come
with her job and her identification card with her photograph. But it was
Sandanato’s emphasis on the Curtis Lockhardt connection that had speeded
everything up, smoothed the way. And because of him she was also given browsing
privileges in certain areas, and browsing was never allowed. Curtis Lockhardt had
personally raised millions to aid the Secret Archives in preservation technology.
“Someday,” he had joked, “I'm going to walk in and find that Petrella has named
the Xerox room after me.”

Monsignor Sandanato was waiting just inside the door, in the jarringly modern
room with the floors of light marble and a big table where she would sign in.

“l was in here about a month ago to have a look at Michelangelo’s letters,” he
said as they walked to the reception room. “Petrella’s an arrogant man, but he’d
met his match. He told me I couldn’t see them just now and I wanted to know why
not. Turned out the Holy Father had checked them out a while back and Petrella
was afraid to nag him about returning them. Of course, no one else gets to check
anything out. Ah, there he is. Tonio, my friend!”

The large reception room was furnished with antiques Callistus had sent over
from the papal apartments. On a low table there was a tapestry of St. Peter sailing
on stormy seas, not a bad warning for anyone about to begin working in the Secret
Archives.

Monsignor Petrella looked like an elegant courtier with an invulnerable duchy of
his own. He was tall and blond, wore a long black cassock, and his face was well
preserved, vain, disturbingly unlined for a man in his fifties. He welcomed her with
a thin smile and a firm handshake. Having delivered her, Sandanato excused
himself to get back to the cardinal, and Elizabeth was alone with Petrella.

“As you are well aware, Sister,” Petrella said in silky English, “there are certain
problems of organization here. The fact of the matter is simply this—the contents
of the Archives will never be successfully catalogued, There is too much now and it



is growing too quickly. Life has cast me in the role of Sisyphus and I can only do
my humble best. I hope you are prepared.”

“I think I know the fondi I'm most interested in, but you can probably help me—
that is, I'm finishing up some researches that Sister Valentine was working on—"

“Such a tragedy.” He sighed. “Such a mystery.” He raked her with his gossip’s
eyes, eager for a clue.

“Do you by any chance recall where she was doing most of her work? It would
be a help—”

“Ah. Yes. The Borgias, I believe. Very popular always, the Borgias. The
nunciature of Venice... she spent many days in the Miscellanea. Some of the buste
in the Tower of the Winds.” He made an openhanded gesture, as if to say, there is
so much.

“I think I need to get a feel of the place. I know what a long shot it really is. But I
owe it to her to try to find some footnote material.”

Petrella nodded. “Good. A realistic approach devoid of impatience is the key to
retaining your sanity. This is all terra incognita. Come with me and I will show you
just a bit of what you’re getting into. But you’ve been here before, have you not?”

“Only in a very limited way when we ran a piece in the magazine about the
Archives. I was a tourist, you might say. Today I'm a worker.”

He smiled, nodding, leading the way.

They began in the study room with its huge black desks and bookracks for
volumes too heavy to hold, the great clock, the throne on which the prefect
nominally sat overseeing the room. He was usually too busy to be there. “But it’s
the idea that matters,” Petrella explained. Through windows she could see the
patio and the glorious red oleanders, orange trees, some students already taking a
break for a smoke.

She followed along through darkened corridors lined by huge metal shelves two
stories high, where the lights are timed and go off automatically as you proceed
along your way, moving always in a bubble of light upon a sea of darkness. She
saw the Hall of Parchments, where the ancient documents have been turned
vaguely purple by a fungus that will eventually destroy them. In the oldest part of
the Archives she saw the poplar cabinets built by the greatest cabinetmakers of
the seventeenth century for Paul V Borghese, still bearing the coat of arms of the
Borghese pope. Within those cabinets, the papal registers.

They climbed the narrow dark stairs to the top of the Tower of the Winds. Far
below, the gardens of the Vatican lay like a miniature green map. The Room of the
Meridian at the top was empty. Two of the walls were covered with frescoes
depicting the winds as gods with wind-whipped robes. The room was designed as
an astronomical observatory—“One can’t help hoping that Galileo, whose signed
confession is stored downstairs, draws some consolation from this fact,” Petrella
remarked—and the floor was laid out in a zodiacal diagram oriented to the rays of
the sun coming through a narrow aperture in the frescoed wall. From the ceiling
above hung a wind indicator, moving gently.

“The Gregorian calendar was created here,” Petrella said. “There are no lights in
the tower for a very good reason. Since no artificial light is ever seen here, the
presence of even the slightest flicker would indicate either fire or intruders.
Clever.” He laughed softly.



In the afternoon Val settled down into the incredibly uncomfortable chair at her
huge desk in the study room and sent for her first materials. She began with the
fondo relating to the nunciature of Venice.

She hated everything that intruded on her time in the Archives but the fact was
she had her job to do. For the next few days she could at best spend three hours a
day in the study room and even that meant that Bernadine had to take up the
slack at the office. Which meant her researches into the six names slowed down.
But finally Bernadine had enough to warrant a report. Elizabeth, growing punchy
from all her searching combined with the magazine work, decided to reward them
both with a lunch out at a favorite trattoria near the office.

Even though she’d discovered nothing she could connect to Val, she’d begun to
lose herself in the Archives. She had come across some fascinating things in the
nunciature of Venice fondo and some rather juicy bits from the Borgia material,
hints of this and that, sex and violence and treachery—all the hallmarks of the
period. She had read notes on the backs of letters and seen tiny obscene drawings
in the margins of documents, put there as doodles by impertinent copiers dead
these three and four and five hundred years. She spent her days holding the
history of the Church and the civilization in her hands, felt herself being drawn
seductively down paths she oughtn’t to have spent time on... and she couldn’t
help it. And now, having been truly bitten by the archival bug, by the past, she
had to bring herself back to the twentieth century and go to lunch.

Bernadine had found an isolated table in a corner and was waiting for her. They
quickly ordered lunch and Bernadine opened her attaché case. “Preliminary
report,” she said, “with real biographies to follow. But I've tracked them all down
and you were right, those were death dates. What we seem to have here—if it’s a
pattern you’re after—is some very unlucky Catholics. I'll run through them
chronologically.

“First, Father Claude Gilbert. A French country priest, seventy-three years old.
He was what you might call an underachiever, spent his entire life in the Church
in a village not far from the coast of Brittany. A champion of the preservation of
the Breton language. One supposes, a good and harmless man... in the fifties he
even wrote a couple of books, diaries of a country cleric in Breton, you know the
kind of thing—”

“He must have been in France all through the war,” Elizabeth said.

Sister Bernadine nodded. “Yes, I suppose he would have been. Right age for it.
Well, he was killed in Brittany, walking along a country road, hit-and-run in a
rainstorm. The driver didn’t stop and was never located. A couple of farmers saw
it, said the driver never slowed down...”

Elizabeth nodded, dipping a piece of bread in her hot, newly arrived soup.
“Next?”

“Sebastien Arroyo. Spanish industrialist, retired but served on several boards,
seventy-eight years old. Big playboy before the war, liked to race fast cars, very big
art collector. Became a major fund-raiser for the Church ... very devout, lots of
good works, same wife for nearly forty years. Lived in Madrid and on his yacht. He
and his wife were shot down on a dark street in Biarritz with his yacht in the
harbor. Nobody saw it happen, nobody heard anything... very professional job and



the general feeling was it must have been Basque terrorists though they didn’t
actually claim it.

“Hans Ludwig Mueller was a German scholar and amateur theologian. Seventy-
four years old. Fit the mold of the conservative Catholic intellectual. He fought for
the Reich during the war but was implicated in an anti-Hitler plot at one time,
survived some Gestapo torture. Clean bill of health from the War Crimes
Commission people after the war. Confined to a wheelchair in his later years with
a bad heart. On a visit to his brother’s home in Bavaria he came to grief—
everybody else went out one evening to the theater, when they got back to the
house there he still sat in his wheelchair... but someone had cut his throat.”

By this time Elizabeth had lost interest in her food, was picking at it without
tasting it. “A nice, quiet killing,” she said. A knife like the knife in Ben Driskill’s
back. “Go on.”

“Pryce Badell-Fowler, an English Catholic, historian, seventy-nine years old,
widower, had a couple of strokes, lived in the country near Bath. Still working,
writing, but not all that spry anymore. Working on some magnum opus, but then
something very unpleasant happened that last night at the farm. He worked in a
barn that had been converted to a library and office. Fire got started, the whole
building went up, the old man, too. But when they found his body, thinking he’d
been overcome by smoke, they got a surprise... bullet in the back of the head.
Nice? Nice.” Sister Bernadine stopped to take a bite of her lunch and sipped red
wine.

“So the fire had nothing to do with killing him.” Sister Elizabeth nibbled at a
thumbnail. “Therefore the fire was intended to destroy something ...”

“Mmm.” Sister Bernadine looked up. “That’s good. How did you think of that?
Detective stories?”

“I just have a nasty mind. What about the next one?”

“Geoffrey Strachan, pronounced strawn. He was eighty-one years old, visiting
his castle in Scotland. Career civil servant and a Catholic, too. Sir Geoffrey.
Knighted in the fifties for his wartime career. British Intelligence during the war,
MI-5 or MI-6, I never can remember those. He always drove his own Bentley,
patrolling the perimeters of his land, apparently knew his killer—people in the
village swear they saw him driving one Sunday morning with another man in the
car, but when the Bentley was found pulled off to the side of the road he was
slumped over the wheel—”

“With a bullet in the back of his head,” Elizabeth concluded for her.

“Guessed in one!”

“It was no guess, Sister,” Elizabeth said.

Sister Bernadine sighed, looked up in surprise. “Oh-oh.”

“And what about Erich Kessler?”

“There was no date.” She shrugged. “Maybe he’s still alive. I'm still looking for
him.”

“Sister, I have a feeling you’d better hurry.”

Elizabeth had trouble sleeping that night. She lay in the huge bed hearing the
whine and rumble of Rome from the street below and the impressions of the day
tumbled through her mind at a dizzying pace. She had returned to the Archives
after lunch but her thoughts had kept returning to the list of the dead, to the one



who presumably wasn’t. Val had pieced together the five violent deaths and the
pattern had been sufficiently persuasive for her to predict a sixth. But who was
Kessler? Why would he be next? What tied him to the other five? Indeed, what did
those five have in common that got them killed? Inevitably, why were Val and
Lockhardt and Heffernan added to the list? Val knew about the five already
dead... Curtis Lockhardt knew Val... Heffernan was with Curtis... was that it?

Unable to sleep, she threw on a robe and went outside onto the balcony
overlooking the busy street below. Rome glittered at her feet. The breeze was
chilly. She pulled the robe tighter, conscious of the loneliness she couldn’t shake,
the memory of the little girl on the plane, all her memories of Val... My God, how
she missed her! What, she wondered, watching the lights making patterns far
below, would Ben Driskill say to the list of names and what they implied? He was
the only one she felt she could talk to about any of it, and he was almost as
distant as Val. Once again she wished to God she hadn’t been such an ass with
Ben. How to undo the damage? Or would she never get the chance? She wondered
if he knew what he was getting into... and would he have gone after the killer if
he’d known about Val’s list of the dead?

For the next few days she shut out the problems of her relationship with Ben
Driskill, her sense of desolation and isolation at the loss of Val, and tried to keep
her mind on business. She went back to digging through the nunciature of Venice
fondo, trying to find something she’d seen earlier, in her first day or two in the
Archives. It was infuriating to search through the bits and pieces, looking for it,
trying to remember just what it had been. It hadn’t seemed of any particular
interest at the time, her eyes had just flickered across it, but something about it
had stuck in her mind. Dammit! Once she’d lunched with Sister Bernadine it had
begun to seem important to find it again. But she was lost in the maze of paper.

Fed up, she went to the curiously modern Coke machine and took the can out
into the courtyard. Two priests were chatting in one corner on a bench, smoking,
letting the warm sunshine stroke their pale faces. She was wearing slacks. No way
they could know she was a nun. They watched her, smiled, she nodded back. She
had not seen another woman in the Secret Archives since she’d begun her work. A
man’s world. Still, one of the murder victims was a nun—one of eight. She
wondered if the two comfortably fleshy, middle-aged priests across the courtyard
could imagine the things filling her mind, the things going on within their Church.

Back on the trail, searching for hints of what Val had been after, she knew she
was on the verge of losing it entirely. She had nearly decided to give it up by
midafternoon.

And then she found it.

The bell rang. The penny dropped. It kept her going.

A single word.

Assassini.

By some small trick of the nervous system she had registered the written word
without knowing it, without realizing she’d seen it. But it had been there. And
somewhere in her cortex the connection had been made.

Assassini.

She found it scribbled on the back of a menu. A very grand menu, for a dinner
given by a very grand personage, no doubt. But there was no clue to the host’s



name, nothing to give it away. In fact, the menu might have been something other
than an official menu, perhaps a note for a chef. In any case, what she had been
searching for was scribbled in Italian on the back of the menu. The word had leapt
out, stuck.

She set to jotting down a translation.

Cardinal S. has applied for permission to engage Claudio Tricino, of the Tuscan
assassini, to resolve the matter of Massaro’s violation of his daughter Beatrice who
is the cardinal’s mistress. Granted.

Thus, Tricino had doubtless pushed a blade into Massaro, who had apparently
made two big mistakes. He had committed incest with his daughter and cuckolded
the cardinal, all in one stroke, as it were.

The scribbled, faded note certainly had nothing to do with any of the material in
which it was embedded, nor did the obscure menu. No references in the
surrounding material to Cardinal S., no Massaro, no Tricino. Yet she had noticed
it. Now she wondered, had Val?

0Odd, how the word triggered her memory. Assassini.

Assassins. Thugs. A casual word for a fact of life in the Middle Ages and
Renaissance. Anyone with enough power and money could hire them to do what
needed to be done... to protect the power and the money. A nobleman set upon by
his enemies, a prince with a rival, a rich man with a faithless wife or a mistress
who was making trouble... a brother with a sister who knew too much... the hints
found in letters and documents of the time were endless. But always just hints.

And when it came to the Church... well, the Church had specialized in spilling
blood. Some said the assassini did the pope’s killing for him. But it needn’t have
been a pope. A cardinal, a rich priest, you paid up and somebody died. It had been
a fact of life.

Elizabeth had even asked one of her Georgetown professors about the assassini.
Father Davenant had smiled and shaken his head, as if to say, what does a pretty
girl want with such information? She had held her tongue. And he had said, “Of
course they existed, they were commonplace whenever life was comparatively
cheap. Which accounts for the paucity of commentary about them. Crime was not
much studied then, it was simply one of the dark parts of life. Unsavory.
Unglamorous. My grandfather came from Italy at the turn of the century. He
always referred to all villains as assassini. He used to tell me that it was with the
first assassini, hired out of Sicily, that the Mafia was born. And then of course
there are all the other legends...”

Father Davenant had taken a dim view of the legends but not such a dim view
of Elizabeth. She had persisted. What legends?

“Sister, are we not historians? What are we talking about here?”

“Look, you’re the historian. I'm just taking the class. A lot of things started out
as legends—~

“That sounds good but is not quite accurate.”

“Humor me, then, Father.”

“Just old legends. The hidden monasteries, the pope’s own army of
assassini... you can imagine the kind of rubbish people dream up. The Church
has always been an inviting target—"

“But surely this is verifiable rubbish—I mean, either it was true or not.”



“There were such people. But beyond that, where would you propose to do the
research?”

“The Secret Archives, obviously.”

Father Davenant had laughed. “You are very young, Sister. You cannot imagine
the confusion in the Archives. You simply cannot imagine. They have a special way
of hiding things in the Archives. You know how archivists are, they can’t throw
anything away. So when they find things of, shall we say, a sensitive nature, they
can’t bring themselves to throw it away... so they hide it. In plain sight. It’s really
quite diabolical.”

Father Davenant had never bothered to discuss the assassini with her again.
But he had explained how the archivists hid things. He was quite right. It was
diabolical.

She might have spent a year looking. Or she might have turned to the next of
the seventeen thousand parchments and documents in the fondo and found what
she was after. But in fact some organization had been done and the next day she
located the documents relating to the suppression of monasteries ordered by the
pope, carried out through the offices of the nuncio of Venice. The fate of the
monastery of San Lorenzo made chilling reading.

The suppression of this Tuscan monastery in the mid-fifteenth century involved
a story that might have served as a subject for one of the period’s infernal
tapestries, which have remained hidden in private collections ever since. It
featured witchcraft, incest, desecration of the Church, murder, torture, carnal
possession of an entire convent of nuns, the worship of pagan idols, tyranny of
every imaginable kind, treachery, arson, and politics. The tapestry, had it existed,
would have been rich in detail, if not actually cluttered with horrors.

It would have had at its center a Florentine nobleman, Vespasiano Ranaldi
Sebastiano, who had himself made a bishop of the Church, paying a wagonful of
ducats for the honor. The pope’s family needed money, it was that simple, and no
one particularly cared where the money came from.

As a bishop, Sebastiano chose to mock the Church, despoil in every way its
dignity, its mission, its holiness. As an officer in Sigismondo Malatesta’s private
army, he laid waste to Church lands, raped nuns, pillaged and plundered Church
treasure. He took to wearing his bishop’s vestments and regaling his flock with
obscene jests concerning the unlikelihood of the virgin birth. In his castle he
practiced the oldest kinds of witchcraft with modern twists of his own devising. He
turned a nearby convent into a personal brothel for himself and his hired guard.
Examples of torture and degradation were commonplace, but the tales of the
occasional escapee were discounted as ravings of the mad.

Sebastiano also provided a haven for assassini at his castle. When their number
grew too large—he hired them out at a considerable profit, a kind of death
league—he turned his attention to the monastery of San Lorenzo, only a day’s ride
from Castel Sebastiani, to house them. It was a logical idea, since many of his
assassini had been recruited from among the monks: after all, Sebastiano was
charming, profligate with his hospitality, extraordinarily well educated, possessed
of considerable wit and debating skill, and was as well a bishop. His views on the
Church were not to be blithely ignored. While little of his writings on the state of
the Church survived his own destruction, it was recorded that his arguments were



viewed by the Tuscan nobility, the priests and nuns and monks and learned
observers, as well reasoned and persuasive, if utterly heretical.

Concluding that what the Church needed most was a cadre of dependable
killers, he took over the monastery, murdered those who chose not to be included
in his plans, and set up his own Tuscan assassini, loyal to Bishop Duke
Sebastiano but, nevertheless, available for hire.

The pope knew of the bishop duke’s activities but had no particular desire to
take him on. The pope believed that it was simply more prudent to let him make
his own bed: one of the assassini was bound to put an end to him sooner or later.
What had Sebastiano actually done? was the question raised at court. He had
taken over a run-down, primitive monastery; he’d murdered a few illiterate monks,
raped a few nuns who were of little consequence. He practiced some witchcraft,
but that was probably just’ to add spice to his sex life. And he commanded his
own army of mercenaries as well as his own jealous assassini. Better to leave him
alone.

However, such an overweening megalomaniac as Sebastiano was bound to
overstep the perimeters of the pope’s noblesse oblige. Sebastiano took umbrage at
a remark made by the cardinal-nephew at the time, a twenty-nine-year-old bon
vivant posted to Florence, who was reported rather widely to have made an
improper suggestion to Sebastiano’s sister Celestina... a suggestion which she had
accepted with alacrity.

Being a highly practical maniac, the duke demanded a fitting tribute in return
for whatever of his sister’s often shredded honor might have remained at the time
of her capitulation. He suggested possibly an equestrian statue of himself cast in
gold. The cardinal-nephew declined the opportunity and the duke dispatched
Brother Scipione, his most expert and trusted killer, to make a point. The
cardinal-nephew was slain in his bedchamber, in his bed, in fact, which he was
sharing with Celestina, who unhappily tasted the good monk’s blade as well.

Now that Sebastiano’s evil had struck within his own family, the pope had no
choice but to exercise harsh measures. First, he named another nephew, twenty-
one years old, cardinal. Second, he raised an army of his own mercenaries,
nominally in the employ of the new cardinal-nephew, who sought to avenge the
murder of his brother, and sent them to Castel Sebastiani. The monastery was
attacked first. All but nine of the assassini were put to the knife. The duke, bereft
of his most trusted friends and defenders, tried to make a deal. He proved to be as
unsuccessful at diplomacy as he had been successful at debauchery. The
inhabitants of the castle, less the duke, were herded into a dungeon and burned
alive.

The duke himself had his limbs ceremoniously removed. The still-living torso
and head were left to die alone in a stretch of sandy, flyblown wasteland.

The pope was pleased at the outcome of the campaign but for the matter of the
nine assassini who escaped. They were said to have fled toward Spain. Rumors
abounded that they had taken refuge in a mountain monastery that had been long
deserted, its exact location unknown. In any case, it was just a story.

The pope troubled himself no further.

The story of Sebastiano and the Tuscan assassini left Elizabeth exhausted and
depressed. But she couldn’t stop wondering.



What was the difference between what had gone on in the fifteenth century and
what was going on now?

She walked back to the flat that night, the horrors of the assassini and their
masters too vivid in her mind. She had a hellish headache and went to bed early,
worn out, confused, bedeviled by the fact that she had no one to discuss it all with
over midnight snacks and cups of coffee.

Was there any real point to her researches? She felt as if she’d forgotten why
she’d delved into the Secret Archives in the first place. She’d been warned about
their power. But no one had warned her about the assassini who hovered in the
darkness of her room, the ghost of Val, the remembered hurt and anger in Ben
Driskill’s face. It was a familiar litany by now. Soon she would have to tell
someone.

Soon...

Father Peaches O’Neale of St. Mary’s in New Prudence got along as best he
could following the death of Sister Val, the only woman he’d ever loved. He wore
his habitually smiling mask as he made his way through the bright, brittle days of
an early winter. It was getting dark early, and in the evening, when the winds
whined in the eaves of the old parish house and the fire had burned low in the
grate, Peaches would occasionally wake up in his easy chair, his brain numbed
from good single-malt scotch and David Letterman grinning sourly at a stupid pet
trick on the television screen. The scotch was one way of coping with Val’s death,
but he was determined not to overdo it. Too many parish priests had gone missing
down that lonely road.

So he stayed busy with the youth groups at the church. He worked with the
ladies’ aid group. He accepted every dinner invitation and stayed in touch with
Father Dunn. He visited Hugh Driskill in the hospital every day. He watched the
old man’s strength fighting to reassert itself. He watched the awesome will exerting
itself on the huge, uncooperative body. Undoubtedly Hugh Driskill was slowly but
surely coming around. In a way Peaches came to feel that he was becoming a
substitute son, a stand-in for Ben, who’d taken off for God only knew where. He
knew he wasn’t what the old man wanted, but he was better than no one, nothing.
Peaches was someone to talk to about Ben and Val, too, for that matter. Peaches
saw the old man thinking, deep in concentration, going over Val and Ben in his
mind, but what he was thinking remained a mystery. Another man might have
been helpless, but not Hugh Driskill. He’d had no experience at impotency. He was
keeping his own counsel while he chatted superficially with Peaches and
remembered better days.

Peaches also visited Val’s grave in the little cemetery, mourning not only for her
but for what his own life might have been. Sometimes he went outside the fence
and stared for a while at Father Governeau’s grave, wondering about that story,
thinking how Edna Hanrahan and her girlfriends had had such crushes on the
handsome, doomed priest. Peaches tried hard to draw on his faith to survive this
period of his life. It was a hell of a test.

Nothing, however, kept him busier than cleaning out the basement, the attic,
and a variety of storage cupboards that contained the accumulated junk of his
predecessors’ very long lifetimes at St. Mary’s. The men had been hopeless pack
rats.



Boxes of letters going back to the thirties. Diocesan reports, financial
statements, dozens of scrapbooks crammed with clippings, both pasted in and
loose. Enormously heavy boxes of books. Religious tomes, inspirational treatises,
best-sellers, travel books, the classics bound in leatherette. Even heavier boxes
containing thousands of magazines. Life, Time, National Geographic, The Saturday
Evening Post, Collier’s, Harper’s, The Atlantic, The Saturday Review, on and on and
on. Golf clubs, tennis racquets, croquet mallets and balls, badminton gear
including nets and moth-eaten shuttlecocks. Reams of paper, notebooks, pads,
pencils, pens, stamps from a time when two cents bought you a first-class
delivery. It was unbelievable. Edna Hanrahan spent hours helping him. There was
enough old clothing to stock a rummage sale. Or clothe a club of thespians. They
couldn’t throw it away. There was nothing to do but prepare a rummage sale, in
fact, and Edna got into the spirit of it.

One evening Peaches settled down in front of his fireplace and his television, a
bottle of Glenfiddich at hand, and began digging through a box of scrapbooks
dating back to the end of the Second World War. Beneath the top two scrapbooks,
however, he came upon a manila envelope, sealed with electrician’s tape, tied with
stout twine. The temptation was irresistible. With a Swiss Army knife he cut it
open and withdrew some forty-odd pages, handwritten in ink that had faded on
the brittle lined paper.

He began reading. He read it through twice and during that time got up twice to
pace the room. He also consumed half the Glenfiddich and sat staring at the
television while trying to calm himself down. What to do?

He laboriously read it through a third time.

All the times he’d heard the story from Ben and Val, how Hugh Driskill had
brought the Italian priest, Giacomo D’Ambrizzi, home from the war, how
D’Ambrizzi had locked himself in Hugh’s study doing some kind of work or other
that the children were absolutely forbidden to interrupt ... Now he, Peaches
O’Neale, for God’s sake, knew what had been going on in the study.

He held in his shaking hands the testament of Giacomo D’Ambrizzi, who might
any day now become the leader of the Roman Catholic Church... Here it had lain
all through the years, secure in its hiding place, forgotten. Forgotten? He turned
back to the first page, the title. The Facts in the Matter of Simon Verginius. He
turned to the last page, looked at the faded signature, the date.

Then, well past midnight, he picked up his telephone and gave Father Artie
Dunn a very big surprise.

Father Dunn had spent several days sequestered in his apartment in one
of the mid-Manhattan towers, high above the city, sealed off from the aftereffects
of the murders. He ignored Archbishop Cardinal Klammer’s occasional bleats from
the general vicinity of St. Patrick’s. He ignored calls from his agent and from his
publisher. He worked on the murders as if they lay at the center of one of his
novels: he plotted backward, forward, and sideways, trying to capture the story
line in just the right light—so that it was visible in its entirety. Of course he failed,
but it was not time wasted. He thought about Val and Lockhardt and Sister
Elizabeth and Ben and Hugh and Peaches and D’Ambrizzi and Sandanato and the
pope, and he made some notes, tracked down a variety of unknowns, hoping that



familiarity would breed understanding. He thought about Val’s travels. What the
living hell had the girl been on to? Well, whatever it was, the Driskill family
seemed to be involved no matter where you looked...

The murdered Father Governeau hanging from a tree in the orchard and it was
their orchard...

World War II and who was dashing about Europe for Wild Bill Donovan’s OSS
but Hugh Driskill...

The war is over then, and who should turn up in Princeton but D’Ambrizzi,
brought home by Hugh Driskill... but does anybody know why? Artie Dunn
wanted to know why. Hell’s bells, the man could become pope anytime now...

Sister Val had been making trouble this past year, scaring hell out of
somebody ... and somebody finally killed her to stop whatever she was doing. But
what had she been doing?

And Ben Driskill simply wouldn’t give up. His approach wasn’t to go off and
think about it until it made some kind of sense. He was more of a bull-in-the-
china-shop type. It wasn’t the behavior of a lawyer showing through: it was a
throwback to the football player...

What a bunch!

Finally Dunn settled on an approach that wouldn’t have occurred to many other
men. Having looked at his notes and found them too complex, too confusing, he
decided to go back to the start, back to the orchard, as it were, with Father
Governeau swinging in the cold wintry gale.

He left Manhattan on a sunny windy morning and drove to a convent located off
the main road between Princeton and Trenton. It was a gray stone building, once a
mansion, surrounded by a green lawn going brown with frost. All the snow was
gone but the freeze of the early winter ran deep. He was used to the unearthly
stillness. It came with religious installations. He’d felt it a thousand times before.

He waited in the reception area while the old nun at the desk went to fetch
Sister Mary Angelina. She came at last with a warm, welcoming smile. But it
wasn’t a smile that gave anything away. Sister Mary Angelina came forward, shook
hands, and led him into the sitting room which was hung with several
reproductions of religious paintings. The room was dry and cheerless, but the
nun’s beautiful face, bright and alert, lit it up.

She had retired to the convent after teaching at the elementary school where
Ben and Val and Peaches had been students; eventually she’d become principal.
She had met Dunn at Val’s funeral.

“And you knew Hugh Driskill and his wife, Mary, back in the old days, isn’t that
right?”

“Of course | knew them. Seems like yesterday.”

“You must have known just about every Catholic in the area in those days.”

“Why yes, I expect I did. It comes with being a teacher, don’t you think?”

“So you must have known Father Vincent Governeau, too.”

“Yes, I did. I was here for all of that. Youngish, I was, in those days.”

“I just wonder... what do you remember about Father Governeau?”

Another nun arrived with a silver tea service and set it on the table before the
couch where they sat. Sister Mary Angelina moved forward, her habit rustling, and



poured. Father Dunn took milk and two lumps. She turned the angelic
professional smile—which Ben Driskill had once found so seductive—on him.

“Is that why you’ve come to see me, Father Dunn?”

“Yes, it is, Sister. Father Governeau.”

“Well, I must say I've been expecting you.”

“l don’t understand. How could that be?”

“Well, you or someone like you.”

“You don'’t say.”

“It has been my experience that we, most of us, always have to pay the piper.
Don’t you agree? I didn’t have the character to pay when the bill was presented—I
speak metaphorically, you see? But I've been waiting nearly half a century for
some man who would come to ask me about Father Governeau—"

“So I'm that man. Why is it you’ve been waiting?”

“Because I know why he died as he did. Once she died, I was the only one ...”

“She?”

“Mary Driskill. She knew, too...”

“Why he killed himself?”

She smiled again, full wattage. “Please have a cookie, Father Dunn. Settle back,
drink your tea, and I'll tell you the whole story about Father Governeau, God rest
his soul...”

Chapter 4

- Driskill -

The rented Dodge gave up the battle after three hundred hot, dusty,
windy, sandy miles, some of it along the Mediterranean and the long rest of it
striking inland toward this place called The Inferno. I pulled in at a wide place in
the road where a couple of gasoline pumps stood like the remnants of the Lost
Legion, forgotten, but still on guard. There were a couple of sand-colored hounds,
one watering a pump, four Egyptians who seemed to be just hanging out, and an
attendant who said my transmission sounded like shit to him. He wore a New York
Yankees baseball cap and a blue Ford coverall. Behind him was a building like a
mirage if you don’t expect too much from a mirage, a hotel of sorts baking like a
big biscuit in the sun. Two stories, drooping shutters, no name.

While the man in the Yankees hat took a look at the source of the noise and the
smoke, I went into the cooler darkness of the hotel. The desk was unmanned, the
lobby was empty but for a couple of ancient overstuffed chairs and three-legged
tables. Shabby with a patina of sand on the floor. A stairway led up to a balcony
and a few rooms. A radio was playing music I didn’t understand. A tin Coke sign
with Arabic lettering was nailed to a wall. It was late in the afternoon. My car was
mortally wounded. I was out in the middle of nowhere looking for a man who
might not be there even if I managed against all reason to get where I was going. I
was hungry, thirsty, and the wound in my back was killing me. Maybe it was time
to go home.



What, I wondered, would Val or Sister Elizabeth say in my place? Sister
Elizabeth, damn her and her two-faced phony camaraderie, doubtless having
cocktails at the Hassler with a papal nuncio up to his collar in intrigue... I, too,
was sunbaked, a little mad with the heat and discomfort. Well short of my best.

The dogs were barking and the guys standing around the Dodge were laughing
at something. A woman in a second Ford coverall came out from a doorway under
the stairs and looked me over. In English she asked me what I wanted. I pointed at
the Coke sign and said I wanted some with lots of ice. And something to eat. She
went away and came back ten minutes later with two hamburgers and a glass of
Coke with ice. And so it was that my life and sanity were saved and I didn’t pack it
in, didn’t go home.

The transmission was indeed shot. It would be two or three days before they
could get the car going again. I discovered that they knew where the ancient
monastery called The Inferno was, though they all seemed to feel that going there
was an act of lunacy. But, if | was determined, a trucker called Abdul would be
coming through in the morning and for a price would doubtless deliver me. For the
night I could have a room upstairs. I didn’t have the energy to stay up chatting
with my new friends. They weren’t interested in discussing my itinerary so I had a
couple more Cokes and went to bed.

Sleep was slow in coming. I did what I could for my back, cleaned up, and lay
down on the narrow bed, feeling gritty sand between me and the mattress. I pulled
a blanket up to my chin as the desert cooled down. But I couldn’t quite get to
sleep.

I went over and over what Gabrielle LeBecq had told me about her father, the
Nazi loot, the men in the picture—all the hopeless jumble of lives lived over four or
five decades. It was all too complicated. I couldn’t make it come together and
result in the murder of my sister. Which was why I was trying to find LeBecq. I felt
deep in my weary bones that he was a man on the edge and that I could crack
him, push him over, and then dash around and catch him... and make him tell me
more. Someone had to tell me more. Somewhere along the line I would have heard
enough and I would know why my sister had been murdered. LeBecq was what I
had to work with. If he hadn’t run to the desert I might have written him off. Might
have. But once he ran, I had to go after him.

The road had been built during the North African campaign forty-odd years
before, had lain in the sun and wind ever since, and every year’s hardness was
being driven like stakes into my wound. I clamped my jaw, left my fingerprints in
the rusty, dusty dashboard, and prayed for deliverance. Abdul’s truck had been
left behind by the retreating Italians. They knew what they were doing then and
age had done nothing to improve the old heap. The ride reminded me of something
that had made me throw up all over my uncle at a county fair once. But it was the
only way to get to the monastery of St. Christopher unless you wanted to walk. As
the man said, I might be dumb, but I'm not crazy. The back of my shirt was sticky.
I hoped to God it wasn’t blood.

“How much farther?” I screamed over the clanging, but Abdul merely hunched
over the steering wheel, grunted, and chewed on his soggy, long-deceased cigar. I
squinted through the flies mashed on the cracked windshield, but the road was
hidden by blowing dust and sand. Even behind dark glasses I felt my eyeballs



getting sunburned. Windburned. Sandburned. I picked up the canteen from the
bench seat between us, burned my fingers on the shiny aluminum, sipped the
scalding water to keep my lips from splitting. I'd been trapped in the truck for
seven hours. I wasn’t quite sure how much longer I could last. And I wondered
what kind of men came to a place like this of their own free will.

The fenders up ahead flapped at each swerve and bump, at each chasm in the
road and each time the bald tires slipped off into the sand and had to be yanked
and wrestled back. The truck was so pitted by sand whipped off the dunes that it
looked like a testament to a Chicago gangland war. If it made it to the monastery
and came apart for the last time, how would I get back? Or would I have to join
up, once in and never out? Or maybe the silver-haired priest was waiting for me
with his blade and I wouldn’t have to worry about getting back.

And then I saw it, like Brigadoon gone horribly awry, taking shape behind the
blowing curtain of sand. It loomed, squat, close to the earth, jagged-edged, the
color of the dunes beyond, gray and dirty brown. And then it was gone again.

As the truck ground on, Abdul pointed ahead, grunted some more, then applied
the remnants of his brakes, metal screeching on metal, and the bouncing and
slamming stopped. Very slowly I let go of the dash, wiped my eyes with an oily rag
he picked up from the floor, and put my glasses back on.

“Road ends here,” Abdul observed, peeling a wet brown tobacco leaf from the
corner of his mouth. “You walk now, buster.” He laughed enigmatically and spit
through a hole in the truck where there should have been a window. “I be back
tomorrow. I don’t wait. You be ready, buster. You pay now for me to come back.
Abdul born long time ago, not yesterday.” He laughed again at his display of
quick-wittedness, and I gave him a handful of money.

“Abdul,” I said, “you’re a hell of a buster yourself.”

“You can say it one more time.” He fired up the truck. I grabbed my bag and
looked back up the faint pathway. His wheels spit more sand and dust all over me
when he took off, but it didn’t make a damn bit of difference. I'd arrived at the
absolute asshole of the world and I was perfectly attired for the occasion.

The monastery was a ruin. Guarded by the ghost of a tank.

It sat, sand over the bottom treads, at an angle to the main gate leading into the
compound. It bore the markings of Rommel’s Afrika Korps, faded, paint-chipped,
the long cannon commanding a wide arc of the road as if it bore one last shell, one
last hurrah, like an ancient veteran of the Kasserine Pass waiting to greet Patton
with one last, deadly muzzle flash. It was like a dream, a bad dream, with the
stench of guns and blood clinging to it. But the cannon commanded an emptiness,
a desolation of sand and weary, lank, windblown palms. The enemy was long gone.
History and time had claimed them all, leaving this old derelict sadder than the
last Christmas tree on the lot.

An exhausted dog hauled his bones out of the shadows of the low wall
surrounding the monastery buildings. He wobbled to a halt, looked at me with a
doleful expression of disappointment, and went back to the shadows. He sat down
like a folding chair, slowly shaking his head at the buzzing flies. They were as big
as my thumb and thought he was playing a game with them. They sounded as if
they might eat him then and there, or just possibly carry him back to the wife and
kids as a treat, but a few dozen peeled off and followed me into the grounds of the



monastery, sensing bigger game. With the flies bouncing off my head and the fiery
red heat billowing at me from all sides, I felt like I’d taken a long, mean ride to find
refuge inside a light bulb.

There wasn’t a soul in sight. A palm tree drooped over a puddle of muddy,
sandy water where another dog lapped between deep breaths. Through the gritty
sound of sand sifting against the walls of the main building, past the steady whine
of the flies, I could just hear something else. A low rumble, voices, caught on the
wind and blown this way and that. I walked toward the rumble and came to the
back wall. It was louder, some kind of chanting that stopped as I came to another
weathered gate hanging limply from a hinge of rope. I went on through, stopped
short, stood in the shade watching the monks.

They were burying somebody.

I stayed in the shade, squinting, watching the shapes being distorted by the
shimmering heat waves. I tried to snake my arm around to touch my back, to feel
for blood. I knew it was all in my mind. I knew it was just sweat. But I couldn’t
reach it. It was too stiff, too tight, and it was hurting like hell. And it was sticky.
So I leaned against the wall, watching the monks, trying to make them out clearly,
one at a time. I was looking for a tall monk with silver hair and eyes like the
business end of that tank cannon.

But, of course, he wasn’t there. They all seemed small and skinny or potbellied
or shrunken or stooped. There was one off to the side, bearded, harsh-featured
like someone from the Old Testament who believed in fighting fire with fire. He had
a ramrod up his tail and I caught him, alone of the assemblage, taking notice of
me. The guest of honor was reclining in a sealed wooden box beside a hole
yawning in the spongy, sandy earth. The little graveyard was punctuated by plain
wooden crosses, sticking up at irregular angles, speaking for the past, marking the
closings of chapters. While I watched, the bearded firebringer went to the grave
and began speaking. I was too far away to hear what he was saying, which was
just the way I wanted it.

Funerals. The dead passed before me, mirages in my heat and pain. My
sister... Lockhardt... I felt the sweat drying on my face, the winds drying it, leaving
a salty crust that cracked again and again. I felt myself cracking all over, like
something very new or very old thrusting out of its cocoon, being born or emerging
from a crypt.

When the casket had been lowered into the grave and the monks had covered it
over, | watched them come toward me. They came slowly, like extraterrestrials in a
movie. They wore rough robes, a couple in patched trousers, one in jeans faded
almost white. Ageless, deeply tanned, or sepulchrally gray, bearded, smelling of
sweat and sand, which has its own peculiar scent.

The harsh one who had spoken last passed close to me and stopped. “I am the
abbot here,” he said softly, surprising me with a voice that didn’t go with the
forbidding face. I tried to speak but my mouth was too dry. “You’re bleeding,” he
said. He was looking past me.

I turned. The wall where I'd been leaning was smeared with blood. I wanted to
swear but my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth.

“Come with me,” he said. I followed him into the dim halls of the monastery of
St. Christopher, the saint who wasn’t anymore.



A big, lumbering monk I hadn’t noticed at the grave-site got me down on my
belly on a table in the abbot’s rough-hewn office which was cool and dark, slashes
of light entering through narrow windows in walls three feet thick. His name was
Brother Timothy and he had about a seven-day stubble, the bloodshot eyes and
wrecked nose of a lifelong boozer, and the touch of an angel of mercy. He peeled
the stiff, sticky shirt and bandage away, bathed the wound, and said he’d seen
worse. Then he laughed under his breath: “But they was dead!” The abbot was
standing near the table, watching. “Brother Timothy,” he said, “is a great wit. He
brightens our days.” I lay still, wishing I could take a nap, while a new bandage
was fashioned and set in place with thick bands of adhesive. Brother Timothy
surveyed his handiwork. He helped me into a sitting position, then busied himself
with putting his medical supplies back into a cracked leather doctor’s satchel. He
blew his nose on the sleeve of his faded cassock.

The abbot sat down in a wooden chair upholstered with a frayed, thick cushion,
laid his hands palm down on the plank table. “Water for our guest, Timothy.”

The big monk shuffled off and the abbot’s eyes came to rest on me like the twin
searchlights of curiosity and wariness. “No one ever comes here by chance,” he
said, “so I must assume you have some reason for this visit. You've come a long
way. It shows in your face. You have been the victim of a murder attempt, judging
by the looks of your back. And the fact that you’re here at all proves you are a very
determined man. What do you seek at the monastery of St. Christopher?”

“A man.”

“l am not surprised. Only a manhunter is likely to overcome the obstacles
you've faced. What sort of man? And why?”

“A man called Etienne LeBecq. You may know him simply as a man who comes
here on retreat...”

“If I know him at all.”

I took the snapshot from my bag, handed it to him. His face showed nothing. I
pointed out Guy LeBecq, hoping the resemblance might trigger something in the
abbot’s mind. Brother Timothy came back with a pitcher of water and a bottle of
aspirin. I gulped down four of them, swilled the cool water around my teeth,
washing the sand away.

The abbot stared at the face in the snapshot, carefully smoothed the sheet flat
on the table. The only sound was the sand scraping the walls outside and the
strange singing that came from the desert, wind whistling in the sand. He leaned
back in the chair and regarded me steadily. “I wonder who you are,” he said
obliquely.

He was as unyielding as the landscape. I couldn’t avoid the sense I had that he
was suddenly the most important man in my life. I was helpless in such a
godforsaken place without his sufferance. All the flesh had tightened back against
the underlay of bone: his face looked as if the surroundings had sandblasted it a
long time before. He was waiting for me to fill in the blanks, so I did. He took it in,
my name, the flight to Egypt. But how had I known where to come? He wasn’t
going to let me stonewall him. It was his monastery and his attitude was one of a
commandant, though maybe that was what an abbot always was, in the end. I told
him about my sister’s murder. I told him LeBecq was someone she had seen



shortly before her death. I told him I didn’t have a hell of a lot to go on but LeBecq
was something.

“This man, you say he talked with her before she was murdered.” He seemed to
have a Belgian accent, if I knew what that was. Maybe French. “What will you do if
you find him?”

“Talk to him.” I shrugged, felt the calm, distant eyes regarding me with an
almost academic interest, as if nothing were meaningful enough to truly engage
his attention. “Can you help me?”

“l hardly know the answer to that, Mr. Driskill. Help is not something we deal in
here. Help and hope, abandoned within these walls. Let me tell you who we are, let
me talk to you, Mr. Driskill, so that you will know what you have found here at St.
Christopher.” He drummed his fingers preparatory to an explanation I knew better
than to interrupt, “We are a kind of foreign legion of monks, only nineteen of us,
who never leave, who will... never... leave this place, and a few who come and go
from time to time. We pray, we wait to die, we are ignored by Rome. Sometimes a
man like your Etienne LeBecq will come here on retreat, to purge the evil he
senses in himself. All of us here have faced the evil in ourselves, perhaps like the
man you seek. Many of us are dying—incurable illnesses of one kind or another,
illnesses we choose not to treat... maybe of pure despair at man’s condition. I am
the abbot of the dead, Mr. Driskill, and of the forgotten.”

The monastery had been founded during the twelfth century, or so the story
went, and in the abbot’s view it might well have been so. Founded by the
Cistercians, or more accurately by a radical bishop who felt that the Cistercian
reaction against the lords of Europe—the monks of Cluny—had not gone far
enough. As the Cluniacs had grown more and more worldly, had seen their
political and economic power multiply, the Cistercians had sought to flee that
world of privilege. A monk pledged to poverty was not intended to live in a world of
riches, so the Cistercians withdrew. But their credo—to work—frustrated the need
to remain impoverished. Under their tillage, remote and barren valleys and
hillsides flourished. The conundrum was impenetrable. Work and poverty seemed
incompatible. In 1075 Brother Robert and seven monks from the monastery of St.
Michele de Tonnere fled to the forest of Molesme. But by 1098 their efforts had
produced a kind of earthly success that frustrated his hope to create a true
monastery. Shortly thereafter another group made the perilous journey to Africa,
into the silence of the northern desert, where no crops would grow, no wealth and
power could possibly accrue, and built this monastery, calling it St. Bernard. Why
it had become St. Christopher, and when, the abbot did not know.

There in the heat and the rankest poverty, far from any of Europe’s worldliness,
the asceticism of the monks flourished. Fanaticism, self-denial, an almost
unprecedented zeal for the rejection of the flesh, became the rule by which they
lived. And they did not live long. Seldom did one reach the age of thirty. More often
they failed quickly, were dead in their mid-twenties. “Leave your bodies without
these gates,” they importuned the young. “Only souls enter here. The flesh is good
for nothing.” Likewise, nothing that was welcomed in the world was welcomed
within these walls. No knowledge, no art, no literature, nothing that might
normally give a man’s life meaning. No work. Nothing. Nothingness. They waited in
the desert for the world to end, believing that only through their own sublime



goodness, prayer, and irreducible emptiness might the world of man possibly
endure.

“In the end—it was less than half a century, not a long time, Mr. Driskill, in the
end they were all gone, dead, bleaching in the sun, not mourned, not even noticed
by the Europeans. After all, there was no one left to carry back the tale... it was
generations before anyone from Europe came here again and found what bits of
record-keeping survived.” The abbot swatted at a fly. Brother Timothy seemed to
have fallen into a doze on a stool in the corner. The abbot had been talking for a
long time, as if he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to communicate with someone
from the outside world. Beyond his initial questions he seemed devoid of curiosity
about my life: he was far more intrigued with recounting his own story, savoring it,
taking its measure, evaluating its madness as he spoke.

“The monastery stood empty then, preserved by the heat and the lack of
humidity, for hundreds of years. Think of it, Mr. Driskill... centuries without a
prayer, without a single monk, cleansed of all humanity by the passage of time
and God’s own elements.” He smiled thinly, wet his lips, went on, a born
storyteller trapped in a world without an audience.

Finally the lost monastery—Hell’s Monastery, or, The Inferno it had become in
legend—came under control of the papacy. It was used as a remote place where
inconvenient monks or priests might be sent with the relative certainty that they
would die in the attempt to get there. In any case, they would never come back.
Some of them—the real hermits who wanted the supreme test, who wanted the
satisfaction of renouncing everything—begged to come here, came on their own,
just wandered off in hopes of reaching the place somehow. They came to die in a
kind of ultimate spasm of arrogance, a complete, contemptuous rejection of the
world.

The darkness was seeping in at the narrow windows, along with the chill of the
desert evening that seemed to come rolling across the wastes like a cloud of mist.
The abbot had stopped talking. I wasn’t sure how long we sat in silence. He was
watching me as if expecting a reaction. But he was prepared to wait a long time.

“So why did you come here?” I asked.

I thought he hadn’t heard me, until he leaned forward, braced his elbows on the
table, and made a basket of his fingers. He watched his hands as if proving to
himself that they were steady, without a tremor. Still in control.

“The only discipline we have here,” he said almost in a whisper, “is that we
impose on ourselves. We have a few hermits who stay in the desert much of the
time. Most of us speak, a few don’t. But the fact is, we’re a very thin strain, weak
links, we are all hiding from something here, we have no illusions about perfecting
our relationship with God. We have no illusions about the states of grace. No
questions about being justified. We have just stopped short of the one last sin of
murdering ourselves. Why? Mainly, I suspect, because we are afraid of what
awaits us on the other side... or wherever. We hide, we hide in fear and shame
because that is what we have become, creatures of fear and shame.”

His tone lacked any emotion that might have laden the words he spoke. The
chill I felt made my flesh crawl and my back hurt, and it had nothing to do with
the dropping temperature. I felt as if I had found the geographical equivalent of the
emptiness I saw yawning in the silver-haired priest’s eyes.



“l came here,” he said gently, “because I deserve this place. I earned it. I saw evil
in my monastery, years ago in the Dordogne, sodomy and corruption of all kinds,
so I took God’s sword into these hands. I had a vision in my cell ... I watched them
from the corner of my eye when we were in the chapter house reading the Rule.
They befouled the place. I went to their cells in the middle of the night, found them
locked together, and I put an end to their corruption with my own hands. My
cassock was stiff with blood... I left on foot—in a daze—and no one came after
me... Two years later | had made my way to this place... Unaccountably, years
later, Pius XII took notice of me, letters were sent and received, and I was named
abbot.”

He didn’t say a word about LeBecq until we had concluded a sparse dinner in
the dining hall. I was too tired to press the issue or even to notice much of my
surroundings. The aspirin on an empty stomach had provided me with at best a
fuzzy perspective. But my back pain had eased and the hole in the dike had not
come unplugged, thanks to Brother Timothy.

“Come,” the abbot said, “the night air will do you good. Then an early bed. If you
don’t mind sleeping on a dead man’s pallet.” He almost winked at me.

“What is that supposed—” But he had stood up and was leaving the table. I
followed him.

It was cold outside. We walked in silence beneath the pop-art moon in a black
sky. It looked like a hole seen from the inside of a great metallic orb.

“l know your Etienne LeBecq, of course,” he said.

“I thought you might.”

“He’s come to us from time to time for many years, a rather reclusive man, but
I've spoken with him in reflective moments. A strong faith, made me feel a
weakling. We would speak of the Church and its role, how each of us has a job
however unexpected it might be. He never knew it, but he was a great comfort to
me when I have questioned my faith... his belief in our Church abided, Mr.
Driskill. But somewhere deep inside himself he carried a terrible secret. What? He
never told me.” One of the dogs had followed us out into the night and had begun
to sniff and dig at the sand in the valley between two of the rolling dunes. “He was
here a few months ago, only for a night or two—I forget. Time means nothing here.
He came and went, he didn’t ask questions. Sometimes he seemed to try to hide
from his soul... As for information, I cannot help you, Mr. Driskill. If he had a past
or future, I know nothing of them. We have no worldly goods here, nothing to call
our own ... nothing, that is, but our individual pasts. Most of us have no future
but what you can see. But our pasts, we guard them most jealously. If a man’s
past has been a happy one, then why would he be in this place? And if it has been
unhappy or wicked... no one wants to speak of it.”

The dog had dug with increasing fervor, had gotten below the top layer of sand.

“He smells death,” the abbot said, going to the dog, gently shoving him away
with his foot. He saw my quizzical expression. “Here is where we found the body of
one of our older men. I spoke with him only briefly, but he was a talkative man, a
bit of an old woman. Then one morning he was nowhere to be seen. A few days
passed, I'd known he was near the end, I wanted to give him time to die as he
chose... alone in the desert. He was babbling of green fields the last time we spoke.
I'm sure in his mind that’s where he died, in those green fields. Then the dog



found him... apparently he had walked over the dune, composed himself, and just
let go. His choice. We respect a man’s choice. The dog found him half covered with
sand, his hand sticking up, looking like a tiny gravestone. So we buried him today,
as you arrived.” He scratched the dog’s floppy ears, rubbed his thin, moth-eaten
hide. “Why did he die as he did? God’s will, that’s all we’ll ever know... he was the
lucky one, he had a good death, Mr. Driskill.”

As he led me to the cell where I would sleep, where the late monk, fleeing from
whatever secrets lay in the darkness of his past, had slept, he lit a candle. The
shadows flickered against the walls of the tiny cell. A wooden cross above the
narrow bed, the pervasive smell of sand and night. A blanket lay folded at the end
of the bed. He surveyed the bare room. “Serviceable, if not luxurious, Mr. Driskill.”

When he turned to leave, I said, “One more question. Just a stray thought.
About another man who may have come here and then gone. Maybe returning
from time to time—"

“Yes?”

“l don’t know his name. I don’t know if he’s a priest or a monk or even a layman
like LeBecq. But you would remember him... tall, very fit but in his seventies I
suspect, round gold-framed glasses, silver hair combed straight back from a point
in front... remarkable eyes, no bottom to them...”

The abbot stood in the doorway, the shadows playing across his harsh features.
He shared some of the fitness I'd just described and he must have been as old. But
he, too, was timeless. I waited, watching him, watching a spider make its way up
the wall and stop, as if to listen.

“Yes,” he said at last. “I know such a man. Brother August... but I know nothing
of him. If he is the same man, he lived here for a long time, two or three years,
impervious to the toll this place takes. Said very little. Attended to his prayers.
Then—it was quite astonishing—the bandit who drives the truck to bring us
supplies, this scoundrel brought a letter for Brother August... this is an unheard-
of event, do you understand? A letter from Rome... and then the next day he was
gone, rode away with the bandit in the truck.” He shrugged.

“I wonder, do we have the same man in mind—"

“Striking to look at,” the abbot said. “How can I say this? He was not like the
others here. He wasn’t punishing himself, he was simply going about his business,
as if he were conditioning himself for something. Amazingly strong man but with
very gentle manners. An educated man. Sometimes he would go into the desert for
days at a time, then return, without discussion, fit as ever ... sometimes he
seemed indestructible... no human frailty...”

“Yes. Brother August,” I said. “He is the man, I feel sure.” The abbot had the
effect of making me talk in an unnatural manner. I couldn’t help it. I felt like a
man reading lines. The news of Brother August had caught me unawares. I was
struggling with the idea. Now I knew something about this man and it had come
from out of nowhere. “When did he leave here?”

“Time,” the abbot mused. “Two years ago. That would be my guess.” He
shrugged again at the idea of time and its measurement.

I lay awake for hours, thinking, now [ know something about him. The
mystery is not quite so deep and dark. Brother August. Two years in this hell, then



someone in Rome had summoned him... sent him on his mission. Two years later
my sister and Lockhardt and Heffernan are dead. A two-year journey from The
Inferno to New York and Princeton. I was bone-tired but I kept turning over bits of
information, looking up from the heavy work and seeing a glitter of the knife blade,
a clue, a bit of unforeseen evidence. I was too tired and too amazed at the threads
of the story, too curious as to what the threads would result in, what kind of
tapestry—I was too weary and too excited to sleep but too weary to sort through
the mountain of facts and implications that had been accumulating all around me.
I finally slept an empty sleep and came awake slowly, shivering under the thin
blanket. My back was pushing uncomfortably against the wooden frame of the
bed. I twisted slowly around, trying to settle myself without pulling my bandage
loose, refusing to open my eyes and admit I was awake. First I thought I heard
something, a scuttling sound on the packed-earth floor. What kind of creatures
roam the desert at night? The nervous reaction crossed my mind: if [ had to get
up, what might I step on? The scuttling stopped as if something knew I'd sensed
its presence. It was nearly pitch-dark in the cell. A narrow slash in the wall let in a
blade of moonlight which proved inadequate once I forced my eyes open. A curtain
hung at the door with the night beyond.

Then I smelled something. Someone.

And the hair on the back of my neck began to rouse itself.

Someone was in the cell with me.

As my senses began to click in, slowly, too slowly, I heard the breathing,
someone trying not to make a sound. The man-smell of sweat-soaked garments
moved closer. The breathing quickened. He was closing in on me. The bit of
moonlight was blacked out by his shape coming closer. I saw flat on my back, I
saw in memory and nightmare, the blade plunging downward at me...

“I've got a gun on you,” I croaked, hearing my voice shake. Everything stopped:
the shuffling, the breathing, everything but the smell. I was afraid of something
nameless and faceless, but I knew it was the priest, come to finish me off. He’d
been watching me the whole time, had followed me. “Touch me, you bastard, and
you die—" [ was bluffing for my life. It was all a bad joke.

“It’s Brother Timothy.” The voice was soft and high-pitched. “I bandaged your
back... you have nothing to fear from me. Please, put down your gun. I have a
candle. May I light it? I must speak with you.”

I heard a match scrape across a striker; the flame flared a few feet from my face.
The large shape came into view. Brother Timothy smiled, his double chins
cascading like falling pastries. I took my hand from beneath the blanket, pointed a
finger at him and said, “Pa-choo, pa-choo.”

He giggled like a man trying to prove he hadn’t forgotten how, then the smile
faded. The candle glowed. I longed for the warmth of a real fire. “What can I do for
you,” I asked, “now that you've scared me half to death?”

“l had to see you alone. The abbot wouldn’t approve of my meddling, but I must.
What I have to tell you—I haven’t told even him. But I heard you telling him the
story about this man you call LeBecq and I saw his picture... and I knew I had to
tell you what [ saw...” He was panting hard, his face glistening with sweat even in
the cold. He licked his lips, went back to the doorway and stuck his head out past
the curtain, ducked back in again. “He’s everywhere,” he said apologetically,



“always noticing things. There are stories about the abbot, stories of second
sight... nonsense, of course, but I do wonder who he is,” he mused almost
dreamily, then lurched back to the present. “We must not waste time.” He wiped
his brow on his voluminous sleeve, looked at me with his bright little eyes.

“Go on,” I said, pulling the blanket tight.

“The man LeBecq, I have seen him. He is out in the desert now. You can see
him. I'll take you to him. You can see for yourself.”

I followed his immense bulk out of the monastery compound, past the
cells where the monks groaned and snored and muttered in their sleep. The
moonlight might have been coating the scene with ice. The whole thing had the
look of a road company Fort Zinderneuf. The wind kept a steady shifting of sand
nipping at you, swirling up into your eyes. Outside the gate the huge Panzer tank
loomed ghostlike, casting a strange moon-shadow with its long snout of cannon
barrel.

Timothy set off at a brisk pace, keeping to the hard-packed sand. I couldn’t
judge the distance, just kept my head tucked down and followed my guide and
tried to pretend my back didn’t hurt. We passed straggly palm trees, crossed
between rolling dunes, always making good time. After a half-hour march Timothy
stopped, plucked at my arm. “Just ahead in the flat beyond the next rise. I'll take
you straight to him.”

Next thing I knew we’d crested the ridge of sand and I was looking at the
airplane I'd seen in the photograph LeBecq had kept in his office at the gallery. It
looked frozen and silver, glistening with condensation in the moonlight. I didn’t see
LeBecq. What was he doing staying out in the desert when he could have stayed at
the monastery? Timothy had slogged down to stand beside the plane, leaning with
one hand on the wing. He beckoned to me, called something which the wind
tossed away.

On my way down the dune I saw LeBecq. He was sitting on the sand, leaning
back against the nosewheel. He wasn’t paying any attention to us. It was the
middle of the night. He was sleeping and whatever sounds we were making the
wind was blowing away.

When Timothy went to stand in front of LeBecq, pointing at him, urging me to
hurry, I realized something was wrong.

When I circled around the wingtip I saw that LeBecq’s head was angled oddly.
There was a black hole in his temple, a small inward-turned crater. A small .22-
caliber pistol lay on the sand near his hand. His mouth was open, making a tiny
circle. Sand insects were crawling in and out of his mouth. Then I saw the hole in
his temple appear to move, but it was more insects drawn to the blood. He was
beginning to swell. Sitting out in the sun for a day or two doesn’t do a corpse a bit
of good. His toupee had come slightly askew from the jolt of the slug.

I bent down, scooped up the gun, and dropped it into my jacket pocket.

Timothy had found him earlier in the day, but when he’d gotten back to the
monastery there was the other funeral and then I had wandered in and the rest of
the day had gotten away from him.

“Your friend put an end to his troubles,” Brother Timothy said. “They must have
weighed very heavily on his mind. For a good Catholic, too... It’s too bad. I must



bring him back now.” He leaned down and began to tug at the lapels of LeBecq’s
jacket.

“I'd go easy with that,” | said. “He’s pretty ripe. You'd be better off to come back
tomorrow, a couple of you, put him in a bag or something so he doesn’t sort of all
run out.”

“You're right.” He nodded his huge round head. “Then we’ll bury him.”

“What about notifying his daughter?”

“He has a daughter?” Brother Timothy looked up at the moon. “The abbot will
know what to do.”

We walked back to the monastery more slowly than when we’d been coming the
other way. One of the hounds had wakened and was wandering around sniffing
the night air. He seemed glad to see us. That was the level on which I was noticing
things. In my mind I kept seeing the hole in LeBecq’s head... the blackened, singed
hair that belonged to my sister Val...

“Brother Timothy?”

“Yes, Mr. Driskill?”

“I killed that man back there.”

“You did?”

“l murdered him just as surely as if I'd pressed the gun to his head. I was his
personal nightmare, all his sins coming back to haunt him, and I wouldn’t go
away. I was all his fears and sins wrapped up in one neat package... I was nemesis
dropping in out of the blue and he ran like a crazy man into the desert... and then
he sat down and looked his fate straight in the eye and knew there was just the
one way to get free of all of it...”

“Was he a terrible man?”

“No, not terrible at all.”

“Now he’ll burn forever in a fiery pit.”

“Do you really believe that, Timothy?”

“l was taught that.”

“But do you really believe it?”

“Do you really believe you killed him?”

“I killed him. Yes.”

“Well, I believe he’ll burn forever in a fiery pit.”

“It’s a question of faith, then?”

“Faith. That’s right. A man who kills himself burns forever.”

I may have slept later on. The night was endless. I thought about everything all
over again and no matter how I worked it out I came up with the same result. But
for me the poor bastard would still be alive. Maybe it was my Catholic conscience.
I thought about Sister Elizabeth, about how she’d betrayed my trust, but that
didn’t seem like such a deal breaker now. She hadn’t killed anybody. My last
thought that night was about her, and then my dreams, too. I wanted to tell her
what I had done.

I wanted her to hear my confession.

I was waiting for Abdul, saw his dust cloud, then heard the shrieks of his
infernal machine before I actually glimpsed the thing itself. The sun was burning
straight down, leaving no shadow where I stood with my bag, shielding my eyes
with a hand for a visor. The past twenty-four hours had taken forever. I felt like a



leper. No one had said good-bye, not even Brother Timothy. I knew it was just
their way, nothing personal, but it made for a lonely departure. I took one last look
at the forgotten place, shimmering insubstantially in the heat, looking as if it
might just evaporate one day and no one would mourn it or its company of the
damned. Then I climbed into the truck where Abdul, my deliverance, waited for
me, grinning with his uneven, sand-colored tooth stumps and the soggy cigar
jammed into the corner of his mouth.

As we parted the blowing dust and sand like a sinking tugboat in stormy seas, I
asked him if he remembered a man he’d picked up and described Brother August.
He nodded, spat, told me that nothing was free, most certainly not information. I
gave him some more money and he stuffed it into his shirt pocket, told me I was a
damn good buster. He was wearing a ratty old safari shirt and a straw hat with
what looked like a bullet hole in the crown. He laughed like the bandit he was and
scratched a wet armpit, nearly losing control of the truck.

He remembered the silver-haired man. But he’d driven him to a village on the
Mediterranean and left him there. He hadn’t seen him since. I'd paid for nothing.
But it didn’t really matter. I knew what I needed to know about Brother August.
He got his orders from Rome.

Chapter 5

Having worked her way through the horrors of the House of Vespasiano
Sebastiano and the suppression of the Tuscan monastery of the assassini, Sister
Elizabeth dreaded returning to the nunciature of Venice fondo. It was
claustrophobic, oppressive with the evil and the bloodletting. She was, therefore,
contemplating how next to approach the problem of the Secret Archives when
among her own papers she found the sheet from Val’s folder that was inscribed
with what looked like a simple, impenetrable code. She’d never really paid any
attention to it before, but now she did.

SA TW IV SW. TK. PBF.

Elizabeth doodled on another sheet, copying the cipher again and again, trying
to think with Val. What had she meant? She slept on it, woke up turning it over in
her mind. She couldn’t shake it from her memory. It was like the phone number of
a lover, imprinted on your brain, which made her smile at the memory of a long-
ago college-boy lover. He might as well have been a contemporary of those
Renaissance princes she’d been reading about. All a long time ago, long gone.
History.

She began to figure out the code during the walk to Vatican City.

Let’s say SA meant Secret Archives. Then she thought she knew what TW
meant.

She went to Monsignor Petrella, the prefect, and asked him to take her to the
Tower of the Winds.

When they’d reached the elegant room with the zodiac on the floor, Petrella cast
an anxious look about the contents. “You realize how unusual it is to leave anyone
to browse through the buste here. It is, to all intents and purposes, never done.



But for Sister Valentine an exception was made. A friend of the late Mr.
Lockhardt...” He shrugged and that said it all. “He was such a friend to us here at
the Archives. The same exemption will be made for you, Sister.”

“l am in your debt, Monsignor. Val spent a good deal of time up here, did she?”

“Yes, she seemed to have—let me see, what did she say? Ah, yes, she said she’d
struck a vein here.”

“Then I will mine it, Monsignor. If I can find it.”

Monsignor Petrella nodded, smiling thinly.

Alone she surveyed the room, trying to understand the remainder of Val’s code.
Maybe it had nothing to do with the Tower of the Winds. But then, maybe it did.

She couldn’t find a Roman numeral IV that seemed relevant. That stopped her
for a while. The fourth bookcase? Fourth from where? You had to have the location
of the first to find the fourth...

Stymied, she spent several hours searching fruitlessly through the folders,
leaving her sweaty, dusty, and discouraged. Maybe she was on the wrong track
altogether. She wondered if Driskill was having this much fun poking around
Alexandria in search of another of Val’s trails. Fun! She wondered about his
wound, then forced him out of her mind.

But she did keep pushing her way through the material, randomly searching for
something, anything. Assassini. That was her goal, had to be, it was all she had to
go on. Assassini and five dead men on Val’s list. Five dead but one still left alive.
Erich Kessler. Why had Val thought he’d be the next to die?

She continued picking through the folders aimlessly, doubtful now about the
point of what she was doing—combing endlessly through bits and pieces of
papers, hoping for another reference to assassini. In her heart she knew it was a
fool’s job. But she wasn’t ready to quit yet. She might as well get it out of her
system. A few more wasted days, so what? The world wouldn’t stop turning.

She stood up, brushed herself off, as Val must have before her, and went to the
window, gazed out over Vatican City, suddenly unsure of what day of the week it
was, uncertain as to whether she had attended mass a few hours before, or had
that been yesterday? In this unguarded moment she was disconcerted by
recognition of a quality she’d shared with Val—the special ability to submerge
herself in a job to the exclusion of the outside world. It had always been her way,
from the time she was little. Work had always taken precedence over the rest of
her life. Val, however, had been able to encompass more. She’d submerged herself
in a career even more demanding than Elizabeth’s, but she had also found a way
to cope with Curtis Lockhardt. But that was Val’s way, Val’s life. Elizabeth felt the
breeze on her face at the window, the warmth of the sun. She wasn’t Val and she
couldn’t live her life as Val had lived hers. But she had to face the limitations she’d
imposed on her life—what they had kept her from... Suddenly she thought of
another way of looking at Val’s code.

Forget IV. Go on to SW. The only SW she knew was the abbreviation for
southwest. And the tower room was based on the zodiac and the compass. She got
her directions straight and turned to the southwest corner. There, crammed
between bookcases, was a small leather-strapped trunk reminiscent of a man’s
fancy hat box of the nineteenth century. TK. Trunk. Val!

PBF.



She undid the straps and carefully lifted the hard leather lid.

There, neatly packed in its own carton, was the original typescript of Pryce
Badell-Fowler’s 1934 manuscript, Ecclesiastical Power and Policy. It had
apparently gone uncatalogued for half a century, had slipped through the nets of
the hundred-years rule, had been stuffed into the inconspicuous little trunk, left
to gather dust and be found in some distant future by a scholar or an attendant
yet unborn.

She knelt beside the trunk, picked up the manuscript, stared at the name.
Pryce Badell-Fowler. PBF. Murdered in his converted barn near Bath only six
months before. One of the five...

Clipped to the title page were two sheets of the author’s stationery, his name
simply engraved at the top, under it Bath—England.

The first sheet was dated 4 January 1931, a letter to Pope Pius XI, essentially a
bread-and-butter letter thanking His Holiness for arranging “access to certain
materials heretofore untapped by scholars.”

The second letter, dated 28 March 1948, addressed to Pope Pius XII, observed
that the author had only to take “one or two final steps before completing at long
last my second volume. As you know so well, I have had to confront the issue of
the Church’s use of professional assassins to further policy in the past. I
appreciate your reserve in discussing such matters for attribution, but I am also
grateful for your candour in our less formal conversations. I need hardly add that I
fully appreciate the sensitivity which arises when we pursue this matter into our
present century, as in the matter of the late Benito Mussolini. I can only hope that
you, Holiness, in your great wisdom, can understand equally my need to press on
in my researches.”

The letters were a window into the past. Mesmerized by the almost palpable
presence of the Englishman in the room, she began reading, skimming, fluttering
the pages, hoping. Near the end of the manuscript she found it...

Little is known, or can be fully documented, about the assassini (Badell-Fowler
wrote). They lope through the darker chapters of medieval and Renaissance sub-
history like the misshapen wild dogs who prowled the outskirts of Rome and were
known at times to feast on the flesh of the unwary, the infirm, or slow of foot, or
those whose fearlessness was born of a mistaken belief in their own invulnerability.

Some of these scoundrels and bravos were pledged until death to the popes: these
men were the pope’s assassins, according to what little written evidence has
survived the Church’s determined efforts to erase them from history. While rumors
continue to persist that documentary evidence exists hidden deep in the dank
recesses of certain remote monastery chambers, none has come to light within living
memory.

The pope’s assassini reportedly came into being during that period when the
Church, in obsessive secrecy, built and then solidified the power of the Papal States.
During the extraordinarily corrupt and bloodstained reigns of Pope Sixtus IV, Pope
Innocent VIII, and finally Pope Alexander VI, the father of Cesare Borgia, the
assassini flourished, torturing and murdering political enemies of the papacy, not
only in Rome but throughout the more far-flung city-states of Italy, as well.

They did their heinous work by means of poison, the dagger, strangulation.
Among their many victims, the Colonna and Orsini families of Rome, who sought to



undermine the Church’s authority so that their own power and influence might
grow, come most readily to mind. Both families were decimated by the assassini
and finally forced to flee before the lines were wiped out entirely—men, women, and
children.

It has been argued that a more terrible and more fanatically dedicated secret
organization has never existed within western culture. The assassini risked
everything in the service of the pope. They must not be confused with the everyday
street ruffians of the day who ran nearly unchecked throughout Rome, nor with the
killers-for-hire who were employed by all but the lowliest of families needing murder
done in their behalf. The assassini were cut from bolts quite different in quality: they
were often highborn, sometimes even dukes and members of the clergy who had
bought their offices with awesome, arrogant ease, and sometimes clerical zealots
who saw their work as the ultimate service one might render the Church.

One of the foremost of the assassini is said to have been none other than the
bastard son of Ludovico Sforza, senior statesman of Milan. As the various city-states
aligned themselves with Rome and participated financially, the list of those
contributing to the treasure of the assassini grew... always in absolute secrecy.
Very often the assassini drew from the ranks of the illegitimate sons, or the second
and third sons of a great house, and frequently they called upon members of the
clergy to carry out specific tasks. Apparently their numbers grew quickly. The Papal
States had to be protected at any cost.

Not only did Cesare Borgia roam the streets at night with his armed guards in a
kind of blood lust, carrying out vengeance in the name of the Church, but others like
him followed his example.

During the reign of Pope Julius II, a benign and unifying pope, the presence of the
assassini began to fade. They went into a kind of eclipse, slipping between the
cracks of history. For several centuries they were heard of only sporadically, then
only at times when stresses threatened to pull the Church apart.

During the Jesuit Inquisition in central Italy the assassini resurfaced, and for a
time the mere mention of the word was enough to cause fear and trembling among
the enemies of papal policy.

But then, the Inquisition having ended, they were gone. They had slipped away
again, disappeared into the pit of darkness from whence they had come, where they
lay still, in the blackness and stench, waiting.

There was nothing more about the assassini, only that brief teaser for what
Elizabeth presumed the second volume would have dealt with. Badell-Fowler’s
evaluation was certainly open to question, but then, what Church historian’s were
not? Church history was a welter of contradictions by its nature; stories were
twisted by the fires of jealousy, vengeance, and long-held familial hatreds.
Elizabeth had a tough time imagining Cesare Borgia roaming through the streets
in a drooling blood lust since, in her view, he was one of the most able and
civilized men of his time. It sounded to her as if Badell-Fowler had been badly
taken in by the bad press the Spaniard had gotten in the Italian press of the day.
Better to look at Cesare as what he was, the model for Machiavelli’s prince.

But that hardly mattered.

It was the continuing thread of the assassini that fascinated her.



Following the final page of the manuscript, she found a sheet of Badell-Fowler’s
notes, handwritten in black ink, in a firm, bold script. They were cryptic but the
subtext was there.

1949.

How many of them were there? All dead? NO!

Wartime activities.

Simon the leader?

Pius Plot...

Betrayed by...?

Elizabeth tried to sit quietly and make her heartbeat slow down. She didn’t
know what most of it meant, not specifically, but she felt as if she were somehow
among them, the assassini. Val had read this: now they were sharing it.

The trick now was to stay alive. She had been sucked into a maelstrom where
the clergy could be recruited to do murder—Dunn may have hit it right on the
button when he’d held up that piece of torn black raincoat. The man who killed
Val, who came out of the night to try to kill Ben—he could be a priest, not a man
in fancy dress! Badell-Fowler had believed that, Val must have known it, and now
Elizabeth could almost feel them beside her, urging her on, offering what help they
could. The sense of kinship was real, something almost sanctified.

She copied the handwritten list Badell-Fowler had made.

She sat quietly, listening to the soft, insistent mutterings of the ventilation
system, the ancient currents of dry air rustling the countless pieces of paper, the
pulse of the Secret Archives.

Badell-Fowler had been killed because of what he knew about the assassini.
The work of a lifetime had been destroyed in the fire. No, good sir, they were not
all dead, not in 1949, and not now. Something now had made it imperative that
this old man, survivor of so many years, must finally be killed...

Slowly a reflective smile spread across her face.

She had no idea what Ben Driskill had accomplished, wherever he might be.
But she had dragged the assassini back through the centuries where they’d been
buried. She had placed them in the twentieth century, where they had gone back
to work.

Now, dammit, she could wrap it up and present it to Ben Driskill. She could
prove to him that she wasn’t what he thought she was, that she wasn’t a disloyal,
mindless party-line papist who swallowed her nun’s theology and cared for
nothing but the Church, the Church, the Church. She’d make him understand
that she wanted to find Val’s killer as much as he did. It was her quest too,
wherever it might lead.

If it was a petty reaction, a petty feeling of triumph, then so be it. She could live
with that. So long as she could prove to him he was wrong about her.

She had to tell someone. Who better than Val’s closest ally in the hierarchy of
the Church? If Val were still alive, if she’d built her case to her own demanding
satisfaction, she would inevitably have turned to Saint Jack himself.

She had called Sandanato, told him she’d made some real headway on what Val
had been doing, and needed to discuss it with Cardinal D’Ambrizzi. He’d gotten
back to her at the office within the hour. His Eminence had cleared his evening



schedule and would be delighted if she’d join him for dinner in his private Vatican
apartment.

The intervening hours were spent going over the presentation she wanted to
make. In such a masculine world she was at a marked disadvantage: she could
wreck her case before it was half made if she didn’t watch her step. All it would
take would be a hint of female gushiness, any kind of sloppy, breathless
enthusiasm. They’d love to write her off, not because they disliked or mistrusted
her, but because it was a part of them, instinctive: she was a woman, a nun, and
therefore no one that really mattered, not in the end. The attitude didn’t even
make her angry. It was a given. She had to live with it. So she’d gathered her
findings, got her shit together, as Val would have said, and imposed a cool,
analytical order on her story.

Now the cardinal and Sandanato had heard her out and the dinner dishes had
been cleared. D’Ambrizzi had been attentive throughout her recital, watching her
quietly from beneath his heavy, wrinkled eyelids. Sandanato had been equally
quiet, barely eating any of the excellent fare provided by the cardinal’s favorite
chef. He always gave the impression of running on nerve and cigarette smoke.
When she finally came to a full stop and picked up her coffee cup, the cardinal
shifted his massive girth and spoke.

“It seems to me, Sister, that I remember a certain amount of controversy about
this Badell-Fowler of yours, long time ago. After the war.” He was slowly rolling the
cognac in the snifter, inhaling the fumes. Sandanato had lit a cigar, was rubbing
one tired eye with his knuckle. “He’d written something tying the Church to
Mussolini’s intelligence service. Hardly a secret! But what can you expect from an
Englishman? Wasnt he also critical of Pius XII’'s German connections?
Handholding with the Nazis, rumors of plundered art treasures? Some people
found it all rather explosive at the time and he became rather unpopular in these
hallowed precincts.” He chuckled deeply in his chest. “Then?” He shrugged his
heavy shoulders. “Silence. These gadfly fellows have a way of just fading away. In
any case, it all seemed such old news today. Nothing deader than an old scandal.”

Sister Elizabeth leaned forward intently. “But laying aside what people thought
and did then, Eminence, Badell-Fowler was murdered only months ago and his
work, all of what might have gone into his second book, the assassini book—it was
all burned to ashes. He was an elderly man, but they couldn’t wait for him to die.
They had to kill him now.” She took a deep breath, looking for any hint of
condescension in his face. Seeing none, she went on. “And the old scandals
become part of accepted truth sometimes. No one would deny now that some of
those less than honorable stories were quite true. The Church was up to its ears
in that stuff during the war—”

“My dear,” D’Ambrizzi said gently, “the Church has always had one foot in the
muck, along with everyone else. And has always had its great and good men.
Sometimes the good and the bad even coexist in the same man.” He looked at the
monsignor. “Nothing more interesting than such cases, don’t you agree, Pietro?
We've all known such men... and the Church is always only the sum of its men.
And women, of course.”



“No one actually knows what was lost in the fire,” Sandanato said. “Why would
he have waited so many decades if he’d had something as dramatic as you
suggest, Sister?”

“l have no idea. I'm just working with what I do know. We know that Badell-
Fowler was seeking to learn the whole story of the assassini. We know he was one
of the murder victims ... and we know his work was destroyed. I believe the work
was as much the target as the man himself. Don’t you both see this? Or am I
crazy?” She shook her head. “No, I'm not making this up... all these people
including Sister Val have definitely been killed. In less than two years. Is it
possible they are not connected?”

“It would seem on the face of it to be unlikely.” The cardinal seemed content to
continue the discussion. He wasn’t shutting her up. “It’s this assassini idea that
makes one skeptical.”

“But,” she said, “someone must have known Badell-Fowler had a barn full of
dynamite... explosive because it pointed at them. Is that so farfetched? Why else
kill him and destroy the evidence? Val was so much smarter than [ am—if I'm this
far into it, where was she? She was killed for the same reason Badell-Fowler
was... more or less. What I'd give to see whatever he’d compiled!” She pulled at the
reins of her enthusiasm, not wanting to blow it now. “If he traced the assassini
deep into this century... if he named names, names of killers within the Church—”
She sank back in her heavy, ornately carved chair. “Well, just think of it!
Murderous operations within the Church, directed from within the Church. Which
brings us to the ultimate question, doesn’t it? Directed by whom?” She put her
coffee cup down and carefully lifted her cognac to her lips, took a sip just to shut
herself up.

“The poor old assassini,” D’Ambrizzi mused, shaking his huge head. “A sturdy
old bugaboo. Whipping boy of Church history. Frankly, I admit to doubting the
existence of Badell-Fowler’s second volume. I've been around this place a long
time, I think I'd have heard of such a book—I do have my sources, too, you’ll
agree? No, Sister, it’s ancient history and rather questionable at that.”

She didn’t want to engage in an argument with the cardinal, but she was
damned if she’d just let it drop. “But what about this Simon Verginius? Who was
he? And when? Are you saying Badell-Fowler was just a fool?”

“Gullible, Sister. He was gullible. Finding what he wanted to find. It’s not an
uncommon failing among a certain kind of historian. Or journalist, for that matter.
As for this Simon... let me tell you about him. I was there, you see. Simon was a
convenient myth, a kind of Robin Hood in those Nazi days in Paris. He had a
dozen identities, hundreds of deeds attributed to him, an all-purpose hero who
couldn’t have been responsible for a tenth of what they said. He wasn’t one man,
he was many men. Some brave, some probably criminals, all anonymous... men
who did things that are sometimes done in wartime... Your Badell-Fowler came
across the stories and fell for them. Many have done so over the years. Believe me,
Sister. I was there.”

“You were there, of course,” she said meekly. “And the assassini is a myth?”

“So long ago it hardly matters.” He smiled benevolently.

She bit her lip, clasped her hands in her lap. “But there are murder victims
now,” she said softly, figuring she might as well get it off her chest since she might



not get another chance. “They’re not mythological. If, I say if, there were something
to the idea of the assassini, then wouldn’t these killings be their sort of thing?”
She sensed Sandanato looking away, studying his plume of cigar smoke, not
wanting to be associated with her irritating theory. “Doesn’t that square with the
idea that the killer in New York and Princeton was a priest? Coming from inside
the Church?”

“Yes, yes,” D’Ambrizzi barked, momentarily losing the facade of tolerant calm.
“But if it comes from inside the Church, it would be coming from so high, with so
much authority... I cannot believe it, Sister.”

“But isn’t it just as likely some kind of splinter group? Based on the old
assassini? Zealots? Someone bent on a reign of terror would simply need men
willing to kill—”

“Where, Sister?” Sandanato asked. “Where would one find such people? Why
would one ask them to kill? Why would they be willing to do it? It seems to me too
fanciful an explanation—"

“There’s nothing fanciful about the murders of eight people,” she went on
doggedly. “Somebody killed them. Somebody dressed like a priest killed at least
some of them if not every damned one—”

“But say that Badell-Fowler was killed because of his work on the assassini,”
Sandanato said. His eyes reached hers through the smoke. She felt almost as if he
were touching her. “What about the other four men? They had no assassini
connection. Why were they killed?” He frowned, stroking his lips. “You'’re
constructing an enormous plot of some kind. I ask you, what could be worth it?
What could it have to do with this Simon Verginius and the assassini forty years
ago? What could be so important?”

She sneaked a peek at the cardinal.

“Who knows?” She thought she’d risk it: “Maybe the election of a new pope...”

Silence dropped over the table like a thick fog. Dammit, now she had gone too
far! It was remarkably gauche to have made the remark with D’Ambrizzi himself,
perhaps the leading papal candidate, staring at her.

The cardinal’s face finally broke into his characteristic grin. “Just like Val,” he
said. “Sister, I must say you’re a thinker. A real Machiavelli—] mean that as a
compliment, by the way. I can see why Sister Valentine valued your friendship so
very much.”

Sandanato poured more espresso into the tiny cups. Candle flames flickered in
the drafts from the open windows. The conversation swerved away from
Elizabeth’s mission and she knew the moment had passed. She didn’t know quite
what to make of their reaction: obviously their skepticism about Church-centered
conspiracy theories was part of the drill. But to what extent had she piqued their
interest? As the conversation turned, went its own way, she viewed her
surroundings again, trying to focus clearly on something, an idea nibbling at the
back of her mind. The cardinal’s apartment in the Apostolic Palace was positively
baroque, full of priceless antiques, paintings by several of the Italian masters. A
Tintoretto which Pius had given him for his service during the war dominated the
dining room.

The tension brought on by Val’s tale from the Secret Archives had ebbed and
the cardinal dipped into history, his mind running along tracks of her laying. He



let his mind drift over some of the bloodier aspects of Church history, drawing on
a vastness of anecdote. As she listened she thought he’d been right about the
Church’s duality, always in the mud, always looking to the stars. The Janus face,
Val had called it, the Janus face of the Church of Rome.

D’Ambrizzi spoke of Cesare Borgia and the assassini he had used once, then
again, until he succeeded in having Lucrezia’s husband strangled in his bed in the
late summer of 1500. He sounded as if he’d been there, an intimate of the Borgias.
The murder had been a stroke of policy, aimed at freeing his sister from one
marriage so that she might enter into another immensely important marriage, this
with Alfonso d’Este, the heir to the dukedom of Ferrara. The alliance that ensued
was successful, and Lucrezia had been given an extraordinary going-away party at
Halloween of 1501 by dear Cesare.

“Quite a party,” the cardinal said, eyes closed, as if leafing through his
recollections. “Fifty naked courtesans dancing about, picking up chestnuts from
the floor with their teeth, while the men had them on the spot. All in all, things
worked out quite well. Except for the dead husband, of course. Cesare managed to
seize the lands of the Colonnas, slam the Orsinis into prison, and marry into the
d’Estes of Ferrara.” His eyes opened slowly. “Not a man to be taken lightly.”

Sister Elizabeth was thinking about the naked courtesans and the chestnuts
while she listened and heard that last phrase. Not a man to be taken lightly...

“The priest who killed Val and tried to kill Ben Driskill,” she interrupted,
forgetting entirely to mind her manners. “The man with the silver hair and the
glasses...”

D’Ambrizzi turned to face her, indulgent. “Yes, Sister?”

“He’s the right age—very fit but the right age. He’s one of them... He’s always
been one. I'm sure, I feel it... all this talk of Badell-Fowler and the wartime
assassini—don’t you see? It all fits... this Simon Verginius that Badell-Fowler
thought might be their leader? He’s our silver-haired priest! He’s Simon Verginius!
And that’s not all. The Pius Plot in his notes? Think about Pius—what a scoundrel
he was, or may have been, all those Germans in his life, the wrong kinds of
Germans... Well, it was Pius who was using the assassini during World War Two—
probably to aid the Nazis with what you were talking about, Eminence, the
plunder of artworks! It fits, doesn’t it? It’s worth thinking about, isn’t it?”

She sat there smiling at them, well across any boundaries of propriety she’d set
for herself and not really stopping to worry about it. Not for a minute or two,
anyway. D’Ambrizzi and Sandanato stared at her, then at each other, stymied for
the right response.

Val would have been so damned proud of her!

Callistus came out of a restless sleep well past midnight and lay in the
damp sheets, sweating, his head aching slightly, nothing he couldn’t handle,
thanks be to God. He watched the moon through the window directly before him
and realized that its white, cool remoteness, its utter lack of involvement, made
him think of death. Nowadays it was difficult not to think about death. But even
before this illness of his, death had been a constant in his life as a priest. As long
ago as he could remember he had always been going to some clerical funeral. Part
of the job.



Thirty years ago he’d been a bright, ambitious monsignor in the Vatican
Secretariat of State, right at the epicenter of the Church’s convulsion when Pius
XII finally died. Now, there was a colossal, cataclysmic death for you! In the silence
of the room, lit only by the moonglow, Callistus heard himself laughing. My God,
what a time that had been!

Pius had been the last of the old-fashioned popes: arrogant, autocratic,
contemptuous of what others might have called simple decency or the common
touch. Monsignor Salvatore di Mona had found him morally rigid, in a peculiar
way morally bankrupt, and quite possibly insane. Despicable, in light of his
behavior during World War II, which the very youthful Sal di Mona had spent
partly in the occupied city of Paris. Insane in terms of the “visions” Pius claimed to
have in his later years.

Upon the old bastard’s death Monsignor di Mona, as a rising curial presence,
was close enough to the laughable horrors of his funeral arrangements never to
forget them. It was quite enough to convince him that you never knew when you
might have to pay for your sins. In Pius’s case the bill came late, presented a few
hours after the last gasp.

Pius was well known within the Vatican to have lived beyond his normal span
due to the ministrations of the Swiss gerontologist Dr. Paul Niehans, a Protestant
for heaven’s sake, who numbered King George V and Konrad Adenauer and
Winston Churchill among his patients. All of them were treated with Niehans’s
living cell therapy which involved injections of finely pureed tissue taken from the
newly killed lambs. When Pius was in his last hours at Castel Gandolfo in the
early autumn of 1958, the Jesuits at Vatican Radio had miraculously surmounted
normally obsessive curial secrecy by actually broadcasting live the death struggle,
including the bedside prayers for the dying. Monsignor di Mona had listened in his
office that night, since everything at the Vatican had ground to a halt anyway. He
and three fellow priests had established a betting pool on the time of death, which
came at four in the morning on October ninth. Di Mona didn’t win the pool but the
departure of Pius was prize enough.

Then the theater of the absurd took over.

The corpse of the late pontiff was embalmed at Castel Gandolfo by his personal
physician, Galeazzi Lisi, and a specialist, Oreste Nuzzi. It was then transported to
Rome in a municipal hearse decked out with four gilt angels stuck to the top,
festoons of white damask more appropriate to a wedding, and a tacky wooden
replica of the papal triple crown which threatened to slip off the roof at each bump
in the road.

Monsignor di Mona was waiting at the Lateran Basilica when this peculiar
vehicle arrived. It had never been truer than at that moment: he and a similarly
minded friend hardly knew whether to laugh or cry. Then, incredibly, they heard
what sounded like a pistol shot. His first thought was to cry out to the assassins,
You're too late, you imbeciles! He’s already dead! But it hadn’t been a shot after
all. Something had gone wrong inside the hearse. Inside the coffin.

The Lateran services went quickly and the hearse was quickly dispatched across
Rome to the Vatican, where the coffin was hurried into St. Peter’s. Monsignor di
Mona, representing the Secretariat, arrived to find out just what was going on and
retired, shaking his head in bewilderment. With the weather unusually warm, Pius



XII had apparently begun to ferment, building up pressure until the lid of the
casket had actually blown off. Lisi and Nuzzi consequently went back to work,
laboring through the night to ready their subject for the public lying in state which
would begin at seven o’clock on the morning of October twelfth. As it turned out,
their problems were just beginning.

As the day progressed—the visitors streaming past, candles flickering, the
remains of Pius encased in a red chasuble with a gold miter on his head—it all
began to go wrong again. It was hot in St. Peter’s. Too hot. The deathly pallor of
Pius’s face turned green. Everyone was noticing a sickening odor. The real man
finally showing through, di Mona thought to himself. Common sense prevailed and
the coffin was closed, encased in a leaden casket, and removed at last to a tomb in
the grottoes beneath St. Peter’s.

The reason given for such calamitous events was dazzling, revolving around
Lisi’s explanation that he and Nuzzi had used ancient embalming methods—no
injections, no surgery, no evisceration—which had been good enough for the early
Christians and were surely appropriate for this saintly pope. Lisi went on to sell
his story of the papal death agony to the press, and the cardinals governing the
Church during the interim between popes banned him forever from setting foot on
Vatican soil. In every imaginable way Pius’s end had been a messy one.

Appropriate in Monsignor di Mona’s eyes then and, now, in Callistus IV’s eyes.
The passage of time had done nothing to soften his views. He was smiling both at
the recollection of his young self caught up in the ridiculous events of that long-
ago October and at the friendships that had taken root even before that, in Paris
during the war, when he’d realized what a monster Pius truly was.

Paris. The very word transported him back in time, brought back memories of
old friends and of causes worth dying for, worth doing anything for...

Callistus rubbed the back of his neck, massaging the dull throb, and got slowly
out of bed. The most recent painkiller was wearing off. Dr. Cassoni had told him it
was essentially the same thing as heroin, and Callistus had told him to keep any
further lurid bits to himself. But D’Ambrizzi had been right: Cassoni was a good
man.

He was wearing a dark blue bathrobe over scarlet pajamas and velvet English
slippers. He dumped another pill onto the tabletop, washed it down with a sip of
tepid water. He lit a cigarette. The evening breeze sucked the smoke out past the
draperies. He pressed a button on his tapedeck and out came Madama Butterfly.
Poor Butterfly, 'neath the blossoms waiting...

He took his cane and left the sitting room, nodded to the male nurse sitting
reading by a dim desk lamp, and went out into the hallway. The tapping of the
cane sounded like a metronome. Since the crisis of the murders had heightened
the tensions in Vatican City, since he’d given Indelicato and D’Ambrizzi their
marching orders, Callistus had taken to prowling the corridors of his domain in
the wee hours, as if by surveying the calm and quiet of the night, the guards, what
he called the night shift, he could put his mind at ease. If only he could believe
that somehow all would be well.

He rapped softly on a door in shadow, loud enough to be heard only if the man
within were still awake.

“Come in, Holiness.” The voice was raspy, animal-like.



Callistus entered hesitantly. “I didn’t wake you, Giacomo?”

“No, no, I'm a night dweller these days, I'm afraid—like an old marmoset. Come
in, I'm glad for the company. You’ll keep me from thinking.”

It had not always been quite so comfortable between them. For a time years
earlier Giacomo had also sought the Throne of Peter, though they’d never really
discussed it. Too many of their fellow cardinals had believed D’Ambrizzi was too
useful down in the rough and tumble of the real world... and money had been
passed around, palms crossed. Irreplaceable, they’d said, D’Ambrizzi was simply
irreplaceable, whereas Cardinal di Mona was, indeed, easily replaced. That was
the “official story” back then. Well, D’Ambrizzi had read all the signs and thrown
his support to di Mona, the younger man he’d known so long. Ironically,
D’Ambrizzi had lived to see the brass ring come around again.

“The pain is bad?” D’Ambrizzi’s face was shadowed, giving him a sinister aspect.

“Not so bad. I did some praying before sleep. Then an hour or so later I woke up
and began thinking about the death of Pius.”

D’Ambrizzi smiled. “Black comedy. Some blasphemous young fellow could write
a very funny play.”

Callistus gave a small, hollow laugh. “What do you think of prayer?” He lowered
himself carefully into a well-padded armchair.

“As our friend Indelicato would say, I don’t see the harm. But it’s out of
character for you, isn’t it? What drove you to prayer, Salvatore?”

The sound of his old name cheered Callistus. “The same thing that produces
most prayer. Fear. These killings...” He shrugged helplessly. “Where can we start?
How do we begin to stop them? Why are these people dying? Why? That’s the
important thing.” He shifted in the chair, seeking a more comfortable position. The
painkiller was beginning to work. D’Ambrizzi seemed to have no comment. “When I
first met you in Paris during the war, you were habitually insubordinate. No,
please, hear me out. That was what impressed me so, probably because I knew
that insubordination was beyond me. I heard people talk, I knew what they said
about you. You had contacts in the Resistance, you were smuggling Jews out of
Germany, you hid them from the Nazis—”

“Only with the assistance of Reichsmarshal Goering,” D’Ambrizzi said. “His wife,
the actress, she was part Jewish—”

“You even hid them in the coal bins of our churches!”

“Infrequently, Salvatore.”

“My question is this, Giacomo. Were you ever scared? So scared that you
couldn’t imagine anything worse? Did your faith see you through the fear?”

“In the first place, there’s always something worse. Always. When it came to
dealing with fear—faith never entered my mind, Salvatore. I was always too busy
figuring out how to make my escape. Fear... With age, of course, the memory fails.
Was I ever scared? Perhaps I was young and strong enough to believe I was
invincible, immortal—”"

“That’s sacrilegious, Cardinal.”

“How true! But the least of my sins. Look at old Pius and all his injections,
doing all he could to cheat death... Of course I was afraid. There was a German
officer, he had been an acquaintance of Pius’s before the war in Berlin. Young
fellow, no influence, but I had reason to go to his office from time to time. He had



known Pius and he kept telling me how he had personally introduced Cardinal
Pacelli to Herr Hitler and now look, D’Ambrizzi, he would say to me, Pacelli is pope
and Hitler remembers who introduced them. He found that hugely satisfying.
Every time he called me to his office—from his window we could look out at the
Arc de Triomphe—every time he called me in to see him I had to vomit. Before I
went and after I got back. He scared me.”

“What did you think he’d do to you, Giacomo?”

“l had it in my head that someday, just for sport, young Richter might take the
Luger out of his huge holster and shoot me. Plant a weapon on me and say I'd
tried to kill him. Yes, I was afraid Klaus Richter might kill me.” The cardinal
sighed, coughed. “For sport. You know, they suspected me of certain activities—
they would have had to execute a priest! Never a popular thing to do at such a
time, when priests represented sanity in an occupied country... I got to thinking
later that young Richter must have been a terrible liar, he seemed much too young
to have introduced Pacelli to anyone. Perhaps he was trying to impress me. In any
case, yes, I was afraid, Salvatore.”

“Then you understand how I feel. I feel as if we are all on some terrible list,
suspected by someone of certain activities—I'm at a loss, Giacomo, I don’t know
where to begin to find our way out of this... eight killings ...”

D’Ambrizzi nodded. Callistus seemed so small beneath the long robe, so sick, so
vulnerable. There seemed to be less of him each day. “You can’t help being afraid.
You’re only human.”

“I'm afraid for what is happening to the Church, certainly. And I'm afraid for
myself... 'm afraid to die. Not always but some of the time. Is that shameful,
Giacomo?” He waited in the silence. “To think—there was a time when you wanted
this job of mine.”

“That’s not actually true,” D’Ambrizzi said. “My supporters, I admit, were vocal.
Eleven votes. That was my high-water mark in the enclave. Then talk of my
indispensable gifts arose and my support began to fall away. I didn’t mind, you
know. I have a good life, Holiness.”

“How did you vote, Giacomo?”

“For you, Holiness.”

“What on earth for?”

“I thought you deserved it.”

The pope laughed aloud. “That, my old friend, can be taken two ways.”

“At the very least,” D’Ambrizzi said, smiling.

“Tell me honestly,” Callistus said after a moment. “What is this Driskill up to?
What can he do? Does he know about all the other victims?”

“No. The less he knows, the more likely he is to survive, don’t you agree?”

“Of course. And we can’t have outsiders turning the Church upside down. He’d
have to be stopped if he persisted—"

“Exactly.”

“Perhaps he’ll get tired after a time and give up.”

“That is my hope. But I'd have thought that the attack on himself might have
dimmed his enthusiasm for the chase. I'd have been wrong, as it turned out.”

“Where is he?”

“Egypt, so far as [ know.”



“We don’t know where they will strike again, do we?”

“No.”

“I feel as if history is standing still and we all hang in the balance. What is the
pattern, Giacomo? Why these eight?”

Cardinal D’Ambrizzi shook his head.

Callistus turned away and looked out over the moonlit Vatican gardens. “Do you
fear death?”

“l once knew a woman who was dying young. We spoke of what awaited her.
She comforted me, Holiness, took my hand, told me I must believe her when she
said that when the time comes you recognize death as your last best friend. I have
never forgotten that.”

“The woman was a saint! She had wisdom... why have I none?”

The pope stood slowly, his mind already elsewhere, lost in memories of another
time. The cardinal wrapped his arm around the smaller man’s shoulders, guided
him to the window, where they stood staring into the night. There was no need to
speak. Below them in the serenity of the gardens a lone priest walked the
pathways, slipping in and out of the shadows, there one second and gone the next,
like a phantom, like a killer...

Back in his bed Callistus’s mind turned restlessly, relentlessly, back to the past,
as if it were a magnet too powerful for his steadily decreasing strength to deny.
Paris, it was always Paris, too much for him to resist anymore. For so many years
he had kept the memory at bay, refused to acknowledge that any of it had ever
happened. He had effectively erased the past, but now it was as if his resources
had slipped, the situation falling from his control, and, like magic writing, those
days and that story were all reappearing at the end. He wondered if the others had
forgotten. Had D’Ambrizzi forgotten? And old Bishop Torricelli, had he repressed it
all only to have it return as he lay on his deathbed? And what of the taut, austere
man from Rome who had come and knocked on his door in Paris, the man with
pain and punishment in his eyes... Indelicato, the inquisitor, did he now
remember it all or not, as he stood only one step from the Throne of Peter himself?

He tossed and turned, trying not to remember but unable to fight the impulse,
and he was back in the small churchyard on the wintry night, crouched shivering
by the black wrought iron fence. There were three of them, Brother Leo and the
tall blond priest and Sal di Mona, and while they watched there was murder done
in the tiny graveyard among the tilted, antique headstones. They had held their
breath and tried to keep their teeth from chattering and they had watched one
priest kill another who had betrayed them all, kill him with his bare hands, snap
him like a matchstick, they all three heard the crack of the bones.

Monsignor Sandanato was also having a bad night.

The dinner conversation with Sister Elizabeth had been upsetting though he’d
tried not to show his feelings. What did she think she was doing? Who had told
her—given her the authority—to complete Sister Valentine’s work? Work that had
gotten Sister Valentine killed. What did she think she would do with the results of
her digging? So she had identified the eight victims the Church had tried to keep
unconnected in the public mind. So she had dug up all the old assassini stuff—
who out there cared, in a time when scandals within the Church bank and
potential schisms were cropping up more or less constantly? So she thought she



was putting two and two together, eight murder victims and the idea of the
assassini. What then? Judging from the way things were going, she was asking to
get herself killed and he desperately didn’t want that to happen. The Church
couldn’t afford to lose an Elizabeth. And besides that, there were all the other
feelings he harbored toward her, feelings with which he was increasingly
uncomfortable.

Then there was the problem of Ben Driskill.

Before leaving his Vatican office for dinner in the cardinal’s apartment, he’d
received a call from Father Dunn in New York. Dunn wanted to know if they’d
heard anything about Driskill’s travels.

“No,” Sandanato had said, losing patience, “and I must tell you I resent wasting
time having to worry about him. We have enough to worry about without Ben
Driskill in Egypt irritating the people who may have killed his sister. He must have
a death wish! And he has a wound in his back two feet long and two weeks old—
Father, is he mad? Doesn’t he realize this is Church business? Why can’t he let
the Church handle it?”

“You mean the way the Church is handling it now? That’s a question I wouldn’t
raise right now if I were you.” Dunn was chuckling, increasing Sandanato’s
annoyance. “And Ill tell you—Church business-as-usual doesn’t impress Ben
Driskill a whole lot. And he is rich, he’s spoiled, he gets his own way, all the
Driskills do, they always have. He’s not grabby about it, he’s just sort of relentless.
I've been asking around about our friend Driskill, and I'm getting a picture of this
guy—you know what I think? I think he may just kill somebody himself. If you’re
worrying about Driskill, my advice to you would be to start worrying about the
other guys.”

“You mean, he’s out of our control, loose, and there’s nothing we can do about
it?”

“You seem to have grasped the essential message, Monsignor.”

“I’'m afraid, whether you are or not,” Sandanato said coldly, “that he will indeed
get himself killed.”

“I'm as worried about him as you are. That’s why I'm calling you, to find out if
you’ve had any word from him or about him—"

“Well, as I said, the answer is no. And you’re telling me he can’t be stopped?”

Dunn chuckled dryly. “Not by me he can’t.”

“What do you suggest we do, Father?”

“Whattaya say we put prayer to the test, my friend?”

Alone in his spartan apartment, less than a ten-minute walk from the Gate of
Saint Anne, Sandanato sat at a small, rickety desk by a window overlooking a
quiet back street two floors below. He poured three fingers of Glenfiddich into a
jelly jar, swirled it, watching it bathe the glass. He had once attended a seminar in
Glasgow and been introduced to the single-malt whiskies. Italians were not scotch
drinkers but a Vatican monsignor could lay his hands on most things. The
Glenfiddich was one of his few indulgences. He let the first swallow warm his
gullet and belly and closed his eyes, digging his knuckles into the sockets and
kneading them slowly. Things were going wrong, and getting drunk just might be
the only rational response. He was listening to the great recording of Rigoletto.



Callas, di Stefano, and Gobbi. Callas was soaring in the “Cara nome” and he
waited, marveling at the body she brought to the highest, most rapturous notes.

He was fighting a constant battle against the armies of depression he had
known all his life. He was losing. Everywhere he looked the darkness seemed to
beckon. What he saw happening to the Church burned in his belly like a torturer’s
poker. The shadows seemed to be closing in unless, somehow, the Church could
be saved in time. He had seen the fear in the pope’s eyes, the confusion, the
inability to take hold. Someone else would be pope soon...

Sandanato opened his eyes, watched a neighborhood prostitute sidle up to a
man in the street. She laughed, a harsh sound like glass breaking or a cat in heat,
and linked her arm through the man’s, led him away to the stained sheets and the
smells of sweat and dried semen and perfume like garbage. He remembered it, the
whore he’d visited once, and he gulped at the scotch to burn away the memory.

He dribbled more scotch into the thick-lipped jar, stared at his reflection in the
glass. He needed a shave. His mouth tasted like a toilet, and he felt as if none of
the dinner had been properly digested. Where was Driskill and what was he doing?
He slammed the chair back against the wall and stood up, paced the small room.
The loneliness was overwhelming. He ought to have spent the night in the Vatican.
It was his only real home. His only life lay there, inside the Church.

He knew where his thoughts were taking him, but his resistance was paltry, a
weak-willed thing. Out of his loneliness and frustration, he came to think of Sister
Elizabeth.

He wasn’t entirely sure why and didn’t suppose it really mattered.

But he was sure he had never known such a woman before. He could identify in
her appeal the quality of her mind, the freshness of her candor, her strength. She
appealed as a human being, as a representative of the Church, on so many levels.
He sat alone, wanting to be with her, in some other room without the pain and
longing and frustration that seemed to festoon these four walls like remnants of a
madman’s delirium.

He wanted to hear her talk, to argue with her, to match wits. He sensed that
rarest phenomenon, a true meeting of minds. He knew she thought the way he
did, that the Church must always come first, that she had the same strength of
inner commitment that he did.

He was sure Sister Valentine had been Lockhardt’s mistress. Cardinal
D’Ambrizzi had left him in no doubt of that. But what about Sister Elizabeth? He
knew he was being irrational, but he had managed to drive himself half mad with
thoughts of Ben Driskill and Sister Elizabeth. There was not a single piece of
evidence: it was all in his head and he knew it. But he’d seen them together, he’d
watched them... For a moment he’d been delighted when Driskill had related the
unpleasantness of their parting. It had momentarily put his mind at ease. And
then he’d begun to see how Driskill was taking it, how badly it had hurt him, how
angry he’d become. It was the reaction of a man who cared and it reminded
Sandanato of the looks he’d seen pass between them.

It was evil the way it tormented him. It grew in him like a malignancy. Could
anything have happened between them? Driskill had told him how they met
before, how much she and Val had liked, loved, each other... Could she take her



vows so lightly, could she have done with Driskill what Val had done with
Lockhardt?

Christ, he hated himself for even thinking it! It was so absurd. Val was
murdered, Elizabeth flew to Princeton, and he was suggesting that they
immediately fell into bed with each other! An adolescent fantasy, a paroxysm of
fear from a lonely man who was a priest... and who had fallen into a mad
infatuation with a nun who hardly knew he existed! What a classic performance,
the behavior of a dunce—he’d seen it before in priests he held in utter, total
contempt.

She could set his mind at ease. It would be so simple. But he could never ask.
He wanted so badly to see her, to learn that she was true to all that gave her life—
his life—its meaning. He wanted to trust her, to join with her. He needed her to
help him climb out of the dungeon of his dark solitude.

But was she worthy?

The very question was hateful, but he couldn’t deny it.

Finally, with his glass drained, he could restrain himself no longer.

He picked up the telephone, dialed her number, waited while it rang and rang
and rang....

Father Artie Dunn stood at his study window staring down at the top of
Carnegie Hall and Fifty-seventh Street and Central Park South slumbering under
a gray morning fog. The trees in the park were leafless and the lakes looked gray,
and every so often brown and gray ducks would take off or land and float toward
the reeds. He sighed, put down his binoculars, and poured himself another cup of
coffee from the thermos on his desk. He’d dozed off for only three hours and he
yawned mightily. The desk and coffee table were cluttered with pieces of paper full
of his scrawl. Plotting the “Driskill affair.” The family was everywhere. Everywhere!
What an extraordinary bunch!

The whole business was extraordinary, amazing: it far surpassed any novel he’d
written. He’d never have gotten away with it, that was the bottom line. For
instance, there was this wild Gothic story Sister Mary Angelina had told him, this
little old nun with the big eyes, safely tucked away in her convent, the last stop for
Sister Mary Angelina. She’d poured out this story so calmly—more or less calmly,
anyway—that she’d been sitting on for nearly half a century. After hearing her out
he’d thanked her and what the hell else could he say? A bit of a conversation
stopper, not your everyday item of family reminiscence. For one thing, he didn’t
know whether or not to believe her. She seemed perfectly sane, but you never
knew. In his experience there weren’t a great many wholly sane people who could
have kept such a secret for so long a time and then have trotted it out at the end
like a prize pet. He hadn’t known what to think, so he’d thanked her and stopped
off in Princeton at the Nassau Inn for a burger, the place where it had all started
that foul night almost a month before. He decided he needed some kind of
confirmation of her story. Which was going to be difficult since Mary Driskill was
long dead, Father Governeau was longer dead, and he couldn’t quite picture
himself toddling into Hugh Driskill’s hospital room and running through Sister
Mary Angelina’s trip down memory lane.

So, how could he dig up a second opinion? There had to be a way.



When he got back to New York it was dark and cold and he sat down and began
trying to factor Father Governeau’s death into the mass of plot he’d worked out. It
was an unholy mess, it needed weeding, but he didn’t know where to start. He
longed for the order and control of one of his books.

He’d eventually tottered off to bed and slept a dreamless sleep, awakening three
hours later at seven o’clock when the timer turned on the Today show. The NBC
correspondent in Rome was reporting on two Vatican stories: the continuing
scandal at the bank which seemed to be resulting in a rash of suicides and,
almost as an afterthought, the rumor that Pope Callistus IV might be in ill health
since his public appearances, which had decreased markedly during the summer,
had come to a complete halt during the past month. The official story—a stubborn
upper respiratory infection—seemed to provoke a jaundiced response from the
NBC man. Dunn groaned sleepily but couldn’t help grinning. He enjoyed the
prospect of the Roman curia having to hotfoot it around the land mines and start
dealing with real life. It was surprising that they’d kept the lid on so long.

Once he’d had his coffee he nudged his problems around with a freshly
activated collection of brain cells. And he came up with at least one answer. He
needed someone to confirm Sister Mary Angelina’s story. The name came to him.

Drew Summerhays. If he didn’t know the truth, then no one was going to. He
was Hugh Driskill’s mentor, adviser, friend.

Dunn got the number of Bascomb, Lufkin, and Summerhays and spoke with
the great man’s secretary. No, he wouldn’t be in today but tomorrow at two o’clock
would be fine. Dunn agreed.

Making the call, he noticed for the first time that he’d been so preoccupied the
previous evening he’d ignored the messages waiting on his answering machine.
The only one that mattered to him that morning was one that had come in from
Peaches O’Neale in New Pru two nights before. There were two follow-ups during
the day when Dunn had been off visiting the convent near Trenton. Peaches was
growing exasperated by the conclusion of the third call, so Dunn wasted no time
in calling the St. Mary’s parish house.

Peaches made it to The Ginger Man, a restaurant across the busy intersection
from Lincoln Center, for a one o’clock lunch. Father Dunn was sitting at a table in
the glassed-in sidewalk café sipping a dry martini when Peaches came in from the
cold rain that had blown in across the Hudson. Rain was slapping at the windows
like an angry housewife who’s caught up with her bastard of a husband at long
last. It bounced on the sidewalk, puddled. Peaches came in shaking his raincoat
and sniffling, red-nosed.

“There is,” Dunn said, leaning back, “a sense of urgency about you, young
Peaches.”

“Ha! An understatement if ever I've heard one. You ought to pick up your
messages more often. I've been going crazy.” He ordered a Rob Roy and opened the
rain-spattered black briefcase on his lap. His face wasn’t quite so boyish. He had a
cold and looked every day of his age for the first time since Dunn had known him.
“Artie,” he said, “hold on to your hat. I think we’ve got something here but I'm
damned if I know what. Since you try so steadfastly to give the impression that
you are truly wise, here’s your chance to prove it. Take a look at this.”



He handed the manila envelope with its remnants of electrician’s tape across
the table to Father Dunn, who carefully opened it and slid the handwritten
manuscript out.

The Facts in the Matter of Simon Verginius.

“By none other than one Giacomo D’Ambrizzi.” Peaches O’Neale smiled. “I
hereby officially make it your problem.” He was looking better already.

Eleven hours later the New York Giants and the Philadelphia Eagles were
entering the fourth quarter, the midnight quarter, of a football game conducted in
a soggy swamp of half-frozen mud. Peaches was slumped wearily before the
television set in Father Dunn’s study. Perhaps, he thought, hell is an endless
football game played in a mud where you can’t tell which team is which and
nobody knows the score and nobody cares anymore anyway. He balefully regarded
the remains of a pizza, the empty cans of Diet Coke.

Dunn looked up from the manuscript and grinned at Peaches. He tapped the
manuscript. “This would make a helluva movie.”

“Sure, sure. What do you make of it? You've read it enough times to memorize
it—”

“l was memorizing it, in a way. Tomorrow morning [ want you to put this thing
in your little black briefcase and take it back to New Pru and put it where you
found it. If this thing were to start floating around—well, perish the thought,
laddie.” He pointed to his forehead. “I've got all I need up here.”

“So, who was this Simon Verginius? And Archduke? All these code names? Who
were they?”

“l don’t know, and that’s the truth. But I'm going to find out, one way or
another. D’Ambrizzi was sure as the devil close to this Simon and all the rest of
them.”

He made a plane reservation for the following evening, first-class, to Paris.

There was one man he had to find.

Erich Kessler.

Sister Elizabeth was working late, although magazine work had nothing
to do with what was really on her mind. Word of the pope’s illness, which had
been privately known throughout the Roman press corps, was beginning to dribble
out, first by way of Roman newspapers and then on television. It could only mean
that the disease, or diseases, was not responding to treatment. Things were bad
enough that a signal had been passed from somewhere within the curia: it was
now time to begin to prepare the world for the death of Callistus IV, whenever it
actually came to pass.

She was looking once again at her notes on D’Ambrizzi and Indelicato, trying to
put her finger on the prime dark horse who would join them as the favorites, when
Sister Bernadine came bustling in, closed the door, and let her facade collapse.
She threw herself down on the couch and blew out a long sigh. She’d just finished
a major struggle with the printer and the color separator and was worn out from
the constant arguing.

“I've gotten together the next installment of your hit-list bios.” She leaned
forward and pushed the folder across the desk toward Elizabeth.



She opened it and leafed through the sheets. “Anything of special interest?” Her
eyes flicked through the material, looking for something, but she didn’t know
what.

“They’re all pretty much of an age—"

“We knew that.”

“They were all Catholics.”

“We knew that, too, Sister.”

“They were all murdered—"

“Come on, Sister! Tell me something I don’t know!”

“And,” Sister Bernadine said with a smile, “they were all in Paris during the
war.”

Elizabeth’s eyes clicked open like a cartoon character’s, and she blinked several
times at her colleague.

“Ahhh... now, that’s something I did not know, Sister. Anything about Kessler?”

Sister Bernadine shook her head. “Talk about a mystery man!”

Brother Jean-Pierre had come to the village not far from the Hendaye
border-crossing with Spain during the summer of 1945. Those were confused days
in France, in both cities and the countryside, and he’d taken advantage of the
confusion that came with the arrival of the postwar world to leave Paris and
everything that had gone on there. On foot he’d come all the way to the coast of
Brittany, then worked his way down that rocky edge of France and come to rest,
where he’d remained ever since. Considering what might have befallen him as a
result of a very strenuous war, he felt fortunate. He had made himself useful as
the handyman for the priest at the threadbare country church. He would blush
when they called him by his title, sexton. He tended to the bell, to the polishing
and repairing, all the jobs that made him indispensable. And for nearly forty years
he had passed largely unnoticed, which wasn’t easy when you thought of how he
looked.

When he’d left Paris they’d been looking for him, led by the priest who'd come
from Rome to conduct the investigation. Simon had told him they’d been betrayed
and he’d have to go to ground. Jean-Pierre had felt his world shatter. Simon had
calmed him down, reminded him of how brave he’d been when they’d been trapped
by the Germans and taken to the barn for interrogation. Jean-Pierre had nodded,
and when he left Paris he had kept moving, his fear seeming to render him
invisible. He was merely one of the walking wounded trudging the back roads of
France.

A couple of weeks after leaving Paris he crested a rocky hill and saw below him
a gentle stream, a village large enough to have a church. The steeple drew him like
a magnet. He waited under cover of brush until after dark, watching the villagers
moving deliberately about their business. When the lights had come on in the
small houses and the church seemed deserted, he waited longer still, until the
moon was high, lurking in and out among the clouds. Finally he crossed the
stream, curled around the village’s outbuildings, and approached the church from
the rear. The door was padlocked. With his bare hands he slowly pulled the
fittings from the door itself, leaving the lock secure.



Inside he heard someone snoring. The priest, an elderly man, tall and fat with a
full head of fluffy gray hair, had fallen asleep at his kitchen table. He bypassed the
tiny kitchen, searched the hallway for the door he wanted. It was easy to find. The
nearly empty clothes closet. Yes, the cassock...

Five minutes later, the bundle under his arm, he crossed back over the stream
and faded into the darkness.

Now, almost forty years later, he still dreamed about the days in Paris, the good
times and the bad, as well. He remembered how the end had come—how Brother
Christos had been killed and they had all been betrayed and Simon had sent him
away in order to save him. He remembered and dreamed, dreamed of the day
when he might be called upon to serve again. But the summons had never come
and the years had passed and he had worked for the little church in the little
country village and that had been all right, too. Simon had said that it was all over
and he’d been right.

Sometimes he dreamed about the weeks he’d spent with Simon hiding in a
basement with the cold smell of coal dust thick in the air that last winter. Simon
had saved him, Simon had nursed him while his eye had healed...

It had been his own fault. He’d been careless. And they’d caught him with the
nun who had been the Resistance courier. He’d held them off with the revolver
until she’d escaped up the road on her bicycle and then they’d stormed him and
taken him and Simon to the barn. It was in the barn that the Germans had gone
to work on him. On both of them. They whipped Simon until he collapsed, until
the flesh of his back was flayed to the bone, and then they’d turned their attention
to Jean-Pierre.

They’d had at him for two days, trussed up like a side of beef and hung from a
hook, they’d finally thought he was done for... yes, when the Gestapo interrogator
had heated the knife in the flame and they’d held him down and the interrogator
had sliced his eye through and through, yes, they thought he was done for and
they’d cut him down and left him in the bloody hay where Simon lay almost
dead...

But Jean-Pierre had roused himself and taken the pitchfork from the wall and
when they came back, he’d done them, first the corporal, then the Gestapo man,
he’d done them again and again, hearing the ribs separate and the backbones
break, and he’d wakened Simon and together they'd dragged themselves away,
had gotten to the little church where they’d met for their orders, and there the two
of them had hidden beneath the false floor of the coal cellar...

Sometimes he still dreamed of those days.

Forty years later. He was polishing the wooden benches in the church and
heard the door creak open and saw the light from outside flood across the warped
wooden floor. He stood up, turned, and saw the man silhouetted against the light.

“Jean-Pierre...”

He took a step toward the figure and shielded his one good eye against the glare.

Then he saw him, the tall man, his hair now silvery, his eyes clear and pale
behind the round lenses. Slowly he saw the man smile.

“August...”

The sexton went to him, threw his arms around him, recapturing the past, his
own past.



“Jean-Pierre, Simon needs your help.”



PART III

Chapter 1

- Driskill -

I was too damned tired to care what kind of plane I was boarding, as
long as it was headed for Paris and I was on it. Coming back to the real world from
what I'd found in the desert was more than a change of geography. Mentally,
morally, and philosophically everything changed. The blades inside my head, like
some fiendish Cuisinart, altered their pitch, mashing my brains in a different way.
Of course, I still wound up with mashed brains.

It was like trying again and again to score from the one-yard line and failing.
They wore you down and finally you had the feeling that you’d never get in again,
never put another point on the board. I had seen Gabrielle LeBecq briefly, told her
what had apparently happened with her father, and she had called the authorities.
She knew I had to go, she understood. I didn’t feel good about leaving her to cope,
but I had no real choice. She reassured me that she would have the gallery to run,
that she had friends who would see her through. She wasn’t the sort of person
who needed three days worth of explanations.

I tried to get hold of Klaus Richter but was told he had departed for Europe on a
buying tour. His schedule would be so erratic that there was no way I could call
him, but if I wanted to leave a message for him he called in almost every day. Any
message [ could think of for Richter just wasn’t the kind you pass through a
secretary. Hell, I wasn’t sure what message I had for him... other than to ask him
why he’d lied to me and what he’d had to do with Church skullduggery forty years
ago—and I'd undoubtedly get just the answer such an overreaching question
deserved. I had to remember I was a lawyer. Never ask a question unless you
already knew the answer. Lesson one.

I slept like a dead man the first hour of the flight and then I woke up needing to
organize my thoughts, feeling like an intellectual slob for not keeping everything in
order. But there was so much to remember, so much happening for which nothing
in my life had prepared me. One thing my life as a lawyer had prepared me to do
was scratch out acres of notes on legal pads. A lawyer knew he couldn’t keep it all
in his head and all this had turned out to be as complicated as anything that had
ever floundered through the doorway and flopped hopelessly on my desk. So I got
out the legal pad and went to work. I had to know what the hell | was doing by the
time I got to Paris.

My sister had gone all the way from Paris to Alexandria to find Klaus
Richter... and maybe Etienne LeBecq, too. I wasn’t clear about that: when she’d
come up with LeBecq, that is. But she’d obviously found references to Richter in



the papers of Bishop Torricelli in Paris. Richter—I could see him now, sitting
behind the desk with his hourglass full of sand from the western desert so he’d
never forget the fallen: he’d told me he knew Torricelli, that he’d been a liaison
between the Church and the occupying army conducting daily business and trying
to keep the Church free of Resistance cells. He'd told me he hadn’t known
D’Ambrizzi but the snapshot made a liar out of him. And he’d naturally neglected
to tell me he’d been a player in the art deal between the Nazis and the Church, the
mutually beneficial looting process that had led to the state of mutual blackmail:
We won’t tell about you if you don’t tell about us. And the whole black business
was apparently still going on: the Nazi survivors funding some current operations
by selling to the Church of Rome... that much seemed simple. Improbable, yes,
but simple. Maybe it had degenerated by now into mere blackmail minus the
formality of selling the art, but that seemed too simple. No, secrets of forty years
ago weren’t enough: something had to be going on now. Maybe, just maybe, it was
the approaching election of a successor to Callistus. Maybe, just maybe, across
those forty-odd years, it was still all connected... Fine, Mr. Learned Counsel. But
how?

Then there were the LeBecq brothers. I had one dead LeBecq, strangled,
crushed, back broken in a Paris graveyard during the war. Then, briefly, I had a
live LeBecq talking about Simon Somebody he feared had sent me—me—from
Rome to kill him... “to kill all of us.” Well, all of that had come by express from left
field. Simon who? Kill all of whom? Richter and Etienne LeBecq? I was lost in a
wallow of confusion. What was it LeBecq had told me? My only protection was my
innocence. He said I should hide within my innocence and they still might let me
live...

Then there was Simon again in the list of names, or code names, Gabrielle and I
had found in her father’s diary. Simon. Gregory. Paul. Christos. Archduke!

Would I ever know who they were? And why there was that enigmatic, irritating
exclamation point? What did it say about Archduke? Were they the code names of
the men in the snapshot? Plus one?

And when it came to that snapshot ...

Bishop Torricelli in street clothes, Klaus Richter in his Wehrmacht uniform with
the collar open, D’Ambrizzi, Father Guy LeBecq. And the man who took the
picture. What the hell were they doing? Had it something to do with Richter’s
concern over Resistance operations within the Church? Surely it was Torricelli’s
business to keep the Germans from deciding the Church was shielding Resistance
fighters. Maybe that was it. Or could it have had anything to do with the dividing
up of looted art treasures? Guy LeBecq’s father and brother were involved, maybe
the priest was, too. But what was D’Ambrizzi doing hanging around with these
characters? And who killed Father LeBecq in the graveyard and why?

It was driving me crazy. All of it.

And there were the results of the trip to the monastery.

One man was dead. As a result of me. Nothing I could do about that, no
absolution in stock.

But I'd given the silver-haired priest with the knife a name. August.

And I knew he got his orders from Rome.



It was one thing to suspect something, altogether different to have it spoken
aloud, a fact. It chilled me clear through.

August. Sent from Rome. To kill.

Who was he?

And, for God’s sake, who sent him?

Hours later I woke from an exceedingly troubled sleep, soaked with sweat, my
eyes burning, my throat dry, my face greasy with the recycled filth common to the
cabins of aircraft. Overheated, recycled, sweating filth, compounded by ritual
dehydration, too much in the way of sub-ordinary food and drink that you really
didn’t want anyway but it helped pass the time, on and on. The result that night
was bad dreams, particularly my old bad dream that I'd spent most of my life
repressing, only tonight it had a new spin, making it even more horrifying, the
addition of a remembered face—a second remembered face—Etienne LeBecq’s
face. In my dream he was still propped up against the nosewheel of his little plane
and bugs were crawling in and out of the bullet hole in his forehead and his dead,
gaping mouth. He was filled with gases, about to explode like an overinflated doll,
but that wasn’t what bothered me most. It was the angle of his head and the hair
sticking up and the fact that he was staring at me through bloodshot eyes yet was
so obviously dead. The problem was that he, in my dreams, looked like, or
reminded me of, or in some other way brought very clearly to mind, the subject of
my old recurring dream.

He looked like my mother.

It was just that kind of night, when things couldn’t get worse and then they got
a lot worse, a bad plane trip, my brain mulched to thin gruel by all the questions
and doubts, bad dreams taking on foul new dimensions, and a gun in my baggage
just for good measure. Brave new world that has such a creature in it!

When my mother went over the balcony railing of our place on Park Avenue I'd
heard the noise of her landing from my room. It was a three-story apartment, a
triplex they call them now, twenty-some rooms and the carved balcony railing was
too low, everybody always said it was a danger, someone was going to take a
header one day, and I was in my room listening to a New York Giants football
game on the radio which, of course, made it a Sunday. My father was off
somewhere and Val was visiting a friend from her school and the staff was having
one of their Sundays and I seemed to be there alone except for Mother.

I heard the sound: not a cry, not a scream, just the sound of what turned out to
be breaking glass and her head hitting the inlaid parquet floor of the foyer. Foyer?
Actually more of an entry hall, something from a castle somewhere in mythology. A
couple of huge paintings, one a Sargent, and some trees in grand embossed pots,
a Persian carpet of uncertain provenance, a couple of busts, not so terribly au
courant, and Mother dropping through space, through the still air, through dust
motes and traces of the smoke from thousands of cigars, dropping like a stone
wrapped in one of her filmy things, a nightgown, a robe like gossamer, a martini
glass dropping along beside her—no, still clutched in her hand—by God, she
wasn’t going to spill a perfectly good drink just because she was committing
suicide, not while she still had the strength to hold it as she hurtled down to
smack into the inlaid parquet.



Well, we never admitted she’d died by her own hand. It was an accident, that
goddamned low railing. That gin. That vermouth. An unfortunate and unexpected
turn of events. Nobody said a word about suicide. Christ, no! Not a Driskill. But I
knew, I knew...

Smack onto the parquet, still holding the delicate Baccarat crystal all the way
down because you never knew when you might want a good stiff one, a last stiff
one, and then I came running down the hall, racing down the stairway, and I
found her with the glass broken, the jagged stem driven through the fine-boned
pale hand like a spike, a tiny nod to Catholicism and its symbols, crucified by the
stem of her martini glass. I must have heard the glass breaking, the shell of her
skull cracking, splitting, the accumulated mechanical sounds of my mother’s
death. When I arrived she was leaning with her back against a massive hand-
carved sideboard in the manner of Grinling Gibbons. Sotheby’s subsequently
auctioned it off for a nice round fifty thousand, the pocket money of an Arabian
gentleman. She was incredibly dead, as if there were gradations of death. Perhaps
there are. Blood was smeared across the floor, her hand looked like a clot of
hamburger, there was blood running from her mouth, nose, and scalp. Her hair
was matted with blood. Her skin had acquired a faint bluish tinge. Her eyes were
open. Some blood vessels had burst in the whites and she seemed to be looking at
me from the remote other side of all that blood. This entire awfulness had befallen
her—yes, literally, befallen her—in a matter of seconds. Somehow she’d had
enough motor control, instinct, whatever, to hit the floor at X miles per hour,
gather up the remains of her component parts—already dead, my poor mother—
and pull herself into a sitting position so her son wouldn’t see her all sprawled
with her legs this way and that and her gown hiked up, ungracefully dead.

Mom. Dead. And there she was in my dreams again, first that ghostly scene in
some hallway, Princeton or Park Avenue—this was what I'd well and truly
repressed, right from the beginning, knowing so well it must contain the reason,
more horrible than I could face or imagine—why she took a dive off the balcony.
First that ghostly scene in some hallway, with her reaching out as always, trying
to tell me something, her face obscured in shadow or a kind of fog that is known
only in Hollywood and in dreams, with the smell of her cologne and powder
enveloping us, my straining to hear her, failing, as I've been failing all my life,
knowing how important it was to both of us and still I couldn’t hear it... and then,
years later? months later? she’s going over the balcony railing, the sound, the
bloody eyes, the puddle of gin and vermouth and still the smell of her scent
mingling with blood and martini and death...

And she and poor Etienne LeBecq, my personal victim in this story, were
changing places in my dreams, I couldn’t keep them apart in my dreams, it was all
mixed up and unforgiving.

But then, from some prisons there is no escape, there is no freedom ever. It was
true that night, it had always been true.

The Driskills knew all about the prisons of the mind.

I'd always stayed at the George V but I'd undergone a sea change. Like my
sister, I'd begun to watch my back. So when I arrived in Paris I ignored my regular
stop and found a tiny, anonymous hotel on the Left Bank, on the Boule Miche. I
climbed a narrow flight of stairs next to the tobacconist and on the landing



checked in and got my key. There was a small makeshift breakfast room off to the
right and a dwarf-sized, rickety cage of elevator. My room was long and narrow
and clean, and smelled of furniture polish. It was situated on a corner with one of
those insufficient French balconies overlooking the Boule Miche and another, in
the large triangular bathroom, looking out on the side street with the bright red
lights of a pizza restaurant below. It was a chilly, damp evening with an
accompaniment of rolling thunder. The night sky was pink with light. The traffic
moved restlessly along the boulevard as if the population had grown itchy and
nervous waiting for the rains of November. | knew that by morning the fakery of
the night’s cheap lighting effects would be gone and Paris would be wet and gray,
as it should be, all its charm and antiquity unchanged.

The sheets were stiff with starch, the pillows heavy with down, and I was too
tired to think. I fell asleep with Wodehouse’s Leave It to Psmith on my chest. Maybe
I would always be an innocent. I could hear Val laughing from far, far away at her
big bad brother.

I woke up late to the sound of knocking at my door. I heard the key turning and
the girl who had checked me in came in, smiling, carrying a tray with a basket of
croissants and brioches, butter, a jam jug, silverware, coffee, milk, sugar,
everything I needed to sustain life. I sat in bed munching away, watching the rain
streaking down the long French windows I'd left open through the night. The sky
was a perfect pearl-gray. I had the window open in the bathroom and the breeze
was cool and bracing on my back while I contemplated my haggard face with its
scraggly stubble and eyes that looked like they might be tired and worn out from
now on. I stood at the sink trying to repair the damage. It was still thundering,
thudding, and reverberating above the soft, steady rain. I changed the dressing on
my back after standing under the lukewarm shower. Unless my wishful thinking
had gotten the better of me, my back seemed to feel a little better. I swallowed
some pain pills for good measure. Standing at the balcony in the bathroom, I felt
the cool mist on my face, looked down on people in raincoats walking their dogs,
and picking up the morning papers, and standing in the doorways of cafés,
smoking their ever-present cigarettes and staring out at the cars hissing along the
wet paving with headlamps reflecting in the rain’s slickness. By noon I was ready
to go.

I knew the first move. I knew the place to start.

It had been ten years since I'd seen Robbie Heywood, whom everyone had
always called “the Vicar” according to my father, but I figured he was the sort of
tough old bastard who just wouldn’t go off and die on his own. He was probably
seventy by now, but his type lived forever. What type was the Vicar? Well, he was a
twisty old Aussie newspaperman who’d covered Europe from Paris and Rome since
the mid-thirties. Half a century, he’d say, but what’s time to a pig?

My father had known him for a long time, since 1935 when Father had been
working for the Church in Rome. He introduced me to the Vicar in Paris on that
same trip when Val and I had also met Torricelli. So my father was the common
ground Robbie Heywood and I had shared on my subsequent trips to Paris when
I'd looked him up to say hello and treat him to an expensive dinner. My father—we
always talked about him—and the Church, that, too, was common ground. Robbie
Heywood had always found my adventures among the Jesuits tremendously



amusing. He was probably the only person who could have laughed at all that and
not provoked me to punch him out. When he thought it was funny, I, too, saw that
it was indeed funny. He was, I supposed, a kind of sophisticate that only the
Church could breed, a Catholic who never got overheated about the Church, pro
or con. Dispassionate, amused, with what he called “a leaven of purest malice.”
Robbie had covered the Church extensively, was what my father called a Vatican
watcher, an old Vatican hand, and I'd begun thinking about him on the plane ride
to Paris.

I suppose he should have come to mind earlier, once I'd begun thinking about
Val having been in Paris doing her research. I'd never heard her mention him,
though he’d always been full of questions about her, but that had been a long time
ago. I doubted if she’d ever seen him after we first met him as children. For one
thing, he wasn’t a woman’s kind of man. And for another, she was a scholar and
Robbie was a gossip monger, an outrageous journalist straight from an Australian
amateur theatricals production of The Front Page. So, it wasn’t until I was half
asleep in the dried-out, pressurized tube rocketing through its own little time warp
that the Vicar popped into my head and stuck there, making me wonder if just
maybe Val had looked him up.

The thing that had occurred to me, of course, was that Robbie Heywood was
another link to the past.

He’d been in Paris during the war.

I called his number but there was no answer. I almost called Tabbycats but
then decided to drop in unannounced and surprise the old boy. The walk in the
cool rain would do me good. I couldn’t seem to get the feeling of the desert out of
my mind, eyes, and bones. You can have the desert, just give me a city huddled in
the rain and people everywhere, the smell of gasoline and oil and wet streets.

Robbie’s apartment was in one of the crumbling, mouldering old buildings in
the Place de la Contrescarpe, where Rabelais used to hang out almost five
hundred years ago. The Vicar loved the area for its seedy toughness, its antiquity,
its history. He’d once shown me the place, 53 rue Mouffetard just down from the
Place where workmen found 3,351 twenty-two-karat gold coins in the well in 1939.
Louis XV’s money man had hidden them there a long time before. He had just
moved into his rooms facing on the Place and recalled the excitement of the
discovery as if it had been yesterday. The Vicar could make the past come to life:
now | was eager to bring him the kind of story he’d appreciate most. Dirty work,
blackmail, and murder, all inside the Church of Rome.

I set off from my hotel, relaxed by the familiar surroundings, flipping through
assorted memories and coming back to the perplexing question of my mother, her
death, what had driven her off the balcony—but as I say, I could feel Paris
releasing the tension built up within me. I could think about my mother’s death,
and my sister’s, but for the first time in a while none of it was making me crazy. I
crossed the Boulevard Saint-Germain at the Place Maubert, which I knew—thanks
again to the Vicar—had a nasty history as a public execution ground. In 1546, in
the reign of Francis I, they had taken the humanist philosopher and printer
Etienne Dolet and put him to the torch as a heretic there in the Place Maubert.
They used his own books as kindling. The Skid Row crowd, soaked with gros rouge
and screaming with excitement, must have been the last sounds Dolet heard.



Robbie Heywood never passed through the Place without a small salute to the
statue of Monsieur Dolet. “Times change,” he would say, “and Paris never lets you
forget it.” In the rain the open market that had replaced the stake was in session,
bustling.

I followed the rue Monge until I turned right into the rue du Cardinal Lemoine
and followed it into the Place de la Contrescarpe. There was no wind there and the
wet leaves stuck like footprints to the sidewalk. The mighty dome of the Pantheon
floated like an apparition, a peculiar spaceship either landing or making its
getaway in the fog and rain. I was out of breath, stood looking at the second-floor
windows of Robbie’s apartment. They were shuttered and streaked with rain that
dripped steadily from the eaves. Contrescarpe always looked like a movie set left
over from a Jean Gabin tough-guy picture. There was a small grassy patch with
trees in the center. The trees looked downcast, wet and black and leafless. The
clochards, the tramps and drifters who’d been gravitating to this particular place
for centuries, were there, a gray quorum discussing the day’s affairs. They might
have been there waiting for my return, unmoved all these years. They were
clustered beneath the trees in sweaters and raincoats. A couple of umbrellas
glistened like shiny, wet, smooth stones. A few huddled under a lean-to made from
a leftover packing crate.

Tabbycats was still there, a bar and café looking out on the square with a low-
slung eyebrow in the form of a faded green and white striped awning. The canvas
was swaybacked to begin with and was collecting rain in heavy puddles. The
awning wasn’t going to see its way to another summer. The white paintwork
looked grimy and in spots had bubbled and burst. I crossed the square, the
clochards watching this stranger among them, and went into the shabby old joint
the Vicar used for an office.

The immense slothful tabby lay in posh arrogance at the end of the polished
bar, its eyes squinting, staring at me, its tail slowly flicking to and fro like the
tongue of a grandfather clock. It was either the same cat who’d always been there
or an identical replacement. It seemed never to age. Claude was behind the bar,
talking to a balding man with a bullet-shaped head and a large nose that seemed
to take up the whole front of his skull like a mole’s. Black-framed glasses
straddled the breadth of nose rather uncertainly. He wore a black suit, white shirt,
and black tie. The bartender was still Claude but his mustache and hair were
gray. “It’s a dive,” Robbie had said the first time he met me there, “it’s my office,
Claude the barman is an Aussie, so | can trust him, not one of these fucking
Froggies. It’s an honest man’s dump, Your Grace, only dump in this town worthy
of the name.”

Claude came down the bar toward me, the cat waddling along beside him until
it stopped abruptly and hissed at me. “Mr. Driskill,” he said. “It’s been a while,
sir.”

“Almost ten years,” I said. “You’ve got a good memory. But the cat doesn’t seem
to remember me.”

“Oh, youve not met Balzac before. He’s only in his sixth year now. Randy
bastard he is, too. His only job is to water the banana tree there by the door.” It
was a new addition. It towered, its girth was awesome. “Balzac here tends it for



me. Pisses on it. Twice a day, makes it bloody well grow. Out of fear.” He sighed
and I ordered an Alsatian biere.

“The Vicar been around today? Thought I'd surprise him.” It was thundering
again and Balzac cocked his head. Claude set the glass before me.

“Oh dear,” he sighed. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.” He looked down the bar at
the man with the mole’s face, nodded to him. “Clive, come over here. This is Ben
Driskill, you've heard the Vicar spouting off about him.”

The man came toward me, put out his hand. I shook it. He had a limp and a
cane. “Clive Paternoster at your service. Robbie was very upset at the sad news of
your sister’s death. Just god-awful, I'm sure you can hear him saying it. He’d seen
her several times this past summer, you know. That was how I met her. Ah yes,
the dear old Vicar...”

“Where is he?” I asked. “Don’t tell me he’s working.” I smiled but they weren’t
smiling back.

“You’re three days late, my friend,” Clive Paternoster said, blinking at me past
his enormous nose. “The Vicar crashed in flames the other day. He is no more, Mr.
Driskill. A comparatively young man. Seventy on the button. I'm sixty-three
myself.” He pushed the heavy black frames back into place. “The Vicar is dead,
Mr. Driskill, cut down in his prime.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” I said, shock in my voice. “He was a good fellow.” I was
thinking: he had seen Vall But why? What had they talked about? Had it
mattered? He’d been in Paris in the old days... “What was it? What carried him
off?”

“Oh, it was quick,” Claude said bitterly, stroking the cat. “He didn’t linger.” He
looked sorrowfully at Paternoster.

“That’s what [ meant... cut down in his prime.”

“l don’t understand—~

“Street violence,” Clive Paternoster said softly. “Somebody took a knife to him.”
He looked at his black digital watch. “You might as well come along to the funeral.
We’re putting the Vicar in the ground within the hour.”

The Vicar was buried in a small, out-of-the way cemetery in a dreary quarter of
the city, not far from a convergence of railway lines. The coffin was plain, the
priest not terribly interested and coming down with a cold besides, the grave dark
and muddy. The gravel path was brown and wet, the grass cut too short and the
color of the gravel. There were six of us mourners, nobody crying or wringing their
hands with grief. There was a double row of evergreen trees flanking the path that
led to the grave, the extreme symmetry seeming very Parisian. That was how the
Vicar made his exit, and it only went to show you that what mattered was the
living, not the dying.

Walking away from the cemetery, Clive Paternoster lit a Gauloise and plunged
his hands deep into the pockets of his black raincoat. His shoulders were hunched
and he gave the impression of pushing his nose on ahead of him, like a man
pushing a giant peanut across Paris with his nose. Rain was dripping from the
brim of his hat. “Robbie and I were roommates these last five, six years. People
called us the odd couple, y’know, but we got along fine. Two old farts facing up to
the end—I lied to you before, I'm nearly seventy myself—two old farts remembering
what it was like to be young and full of mayhem. Hard to believe he’s gone.



Between us we covered more than our share of wars, murders, scandals,
elections... I got the gimpy leg courtesy of a Mongolian sniper during the Korean
fracas.” He pronounced the word frah-kah. “But it was the Church, that’s what
you might say brought us together. Became an obsession. Interesting mechanism,
the Church. Perfect refuge for scoundrels, of course.”

“Tell me how he died. Everything you know.”

He looked up at me curiously, then gave a little mental shrug. He couldn’t resist
a good story. “Somebody mugged him about five minutes from our place. I found
him on the landing in front of our door, he was sprawled facedown in one of his
loud, horrible tout’s jackets, all plaid, y’know, and he’d fallen with his face pushed
up against the slats of the railing, you remember what that looks like, and when I
came in the downstairs door there was this funny sound, like a clock ticking,
steady tock-tock-tock it went, and I'd never noticed it before... I stood there in the
dark stairwell, then I thought I smelled something I'd smelled before—in Algeria in
a cell where they’d tortured blokes, lots of that going on in the Algerian fracas”™—
that word again—“and what I smelled was blood. And when I took that step
forward, something dripped on my hat, tock-tock-tock, and I felt it, took my hat
off, and it was all sticky, then a big fat drop hit me in the head... blood of course,
blood dripping from the landing, and when I got up there, old Robbie was gone,
well, almost gone, he was babbling o’ green fields like old Falstaff, y’know... talking
about summertime, that’s where he was, I suppose, in some sunny summer
afternoon...”

He lit another cigarette from the stub of the first one and we kept walking. He
made good time with the cane. We were somewhere in Clichy.

“Well, I followed the blood like an old Indian tracker, Robbie had been knifed in
the belly and in the chest, it was a miracle he’d gotten more than ten feet... the
Vicar was a strong man, very strong... so I followed the blood, thank God it was a
dry day, wasn’t much to it. Blood stopped at the corner of rue Mouffetard and rue
Ortolan, which is where it must have happened... probably some clochard from the
Place, knew who Robbie was, went round the bend, had a go at him with a paring
knife ...”

“Was he robbed?”

“No, that was funny. Made me think it was a fellow who went psycho—"

“Yes, I suppose so.” There was nothing else to say. Maybe he really had been
killed by a maniac, maybe there was no connection to any of my troubles, and
maybe the moon was made of green cheese. And maybe I was off the edge with my
suspicions.

We finally caught a taxi and went back to Contrescarpe. Clive Paternoster
showed me the corner where Robbie was knifed. We followed the path he took
trying to get home and went inside, stood in the stairwell, climbed the stairs to the
landing where he finally bled to death. Paternoster’s charwoman had scrubbed the
stained carpet and most of the blood had come out. Now there was an even more
obvious trail of bleached-out spots marring the tatty old carpet.

He took me inside the apartment and I saw the place where the two crusty old
bachelors had made their home among all the mementoes of two long careers.
There were so many bits and pieces. A wooden propellor from the Battle of Britain,
crossed oars from a Henley regatta, a cricket bat from a match at Lord’s, a photo



of the Vicar and the Fuehrer, the Vicar with Pope Pius, Clive Paternoster with Pius
and Torricelli, de Gaulle having dinner and Jean-Paul Belmondo smoking a
cigarette and Brigitte Bardot on Paternoster’s lap and Yves Montand and Simone
Signoret and Paternoster, Hemingway and the Vicar with their arms around each
other’s, shoulders beneath the Arc de Triomphe. Quite a pair of lives, once wide
ranging, once part of the history of their times, but now drawing in, tightening,
growing smaller. Paris, Place de la Contrescarpe, Tabbycats, the bloody street
corner, the bleach spots on the carpet, the little apartment with the souvenirs that
would someday wind up for sale in an odds and ends flea market deep in a side
street...

The clochards had a fire going and were clustered around it, ignoring the
evening’s cold drizzle. There were two huge frying pans, black cast iron with
toweling wrapped around their handles, full of sizzling garlic sausages and onions
and peppers and chunks of potato. Bottles of cheap red wine, long crusty loaves of
bread, a kind of clochard’s picnic. It smelled wonderful, mixing with the smell of
the rain and the autumn fading into early winter. As I watched, one of the tramps
doused the contents of both skillets with wine. It sizzled and steam puffed away in
a cloud.

Clive Paternoster and I were sitting at the one table in the window. Balzac was
contemplating the banana tree. We were having dinner, pot au feu after a coarsely
grained garlicky paté with cornichons, a very nice Margaux. “I'm not saying the
Vicar didn’t have his faults,” Paternoster said, dipping bread into the thick gravy,
“but I miss the man. We knew all the same things, we could talk. We could
remember. You get a little older and it’s not so bad, sitting around on a rainy
evening, remembering. He wasn’t perfect, but he wasn’t half bad.”

“What did my sister want to see him about?”

“All the old World War Two malarkey. She wanted to know about Torricelli
and—” He stopped himself, his eyes flickering up at me from their crinkly sockets.
His eyebrows were shaggy, like a hedge in need of trimming.

“And? What? Don’t stop.”

“She was very interested in everything from that period. Anything we could
remember. I was there, too, of course. Torricelli! Now, there was a beauty! God,
wasn’t he the slick and slippery old devil. He knew the facts of life and the way of
the world—a twisty old heathen! But then, he had to be, didn’t he? Man in the
middle and not wanting to be odd man out. Nazis on one side, the Church on the
other—talk about the frying pan and the fire! Particularly after D’Ambrizzi got here
from Rome. He was a pistol, that one.” He shook his head, recalling those days.
“He drove Torricelli crazy.”

“What all did you tell my sister?”

“Oh, she met with the Vicar on another occasion when I wasn’t available.” He
shrugged. “So I don’t know—but the main thing was he called Philippe Bloody
Tramonte about the papers—”

“What papers?”

“Tramonte’s the old bishop’s nephew, a runty little git, poofter if you ask me,
but he’s very grand indeed. He’s the chap in charge of Torricelli’s collected papers.
Calls it ‘the Archive.’ I mean, really! If you want to know what your poor sister was



up to, you’ll have to take a look at the rummy old Archive.” He laughed
disparagingly. “I'll call Tramonte in the morning if you like, set it up for you.”

We were having our second cups of coffee when I asked him the question that
had been knocking so insistently at the back door. “Do you know if the Vicar had
another visitor recently—a priest, tall man, roughly the same age as you two?
Distinguished-looking man, silver hair, very fit—"

Paternoster wrinkled his mole’s nose, his eyes widened. “You do get around! I
commend you. How, may I ask, did you know?”

My blood was running cold, but every lawyerly instinct I had was up and
saluting. It was coming together, another connection. “A shot in the dark. He was
one of the last people to see my sister.”

“A bringer of bad luck, then.”

“What did he want from the Vicar?”

Paternoster shrugged. “He just showed up one day. Robbie and I were standing
right outside here, one morning last week. Dammit, it was the day before he was
killed. This silver-haired priest was suddenly standing there... introduced himself
to the Vicar... said he was, let me see, it was Father August Horstmann, [ think
that was it. Yes, August Horstmann. And the Vicar did a bit of a double take, then
he said a funny thing... he said, ‘Bless me, August! I thought you’d been dead
these forty years!” And then he introduced me and I went on about my business
and the two of them went off together... old pals.”

“Old pals,” I said.

“That night I asked him about this fellow and the Vicar didn’t have much to say
about him. I gathered that Father Horstmann was someone he knew during the
war—"

“In Paris,” I said softly. “During the war.”

And the next day the Vicar was dead. Four days ago.

I had the feeling that Clive Paternoster was a very lucky man.

And August Horstmann had known I'd find my way to Robbie Heywood.

After another of my routinely hellish nights—hellish because I couldn’t stop
being scared anymore—it was a relief to see the anemic gray light outside my
window above the Boulevard Saint-Germain and notice a couple of swallows
sitting on my balcony railing staring at me. I was tired and the tension that came
from being afraid I was being watched by Horstmann had jammed the hot poker
into my back again. Still, being up and awake was better than being in bed with
my dreams.

By midmorning I was standing only a ten-minute walk away from my hotel,
pressing a button next to an ancient, warped wooden door with hinges like
anchors. A long wall stretched away on either side, blocking any view of the house
within or its interior courtyard. It could have been any of a thousand such
arrangements in Paris. [ rang the bell again after a five-minute wait. An old
caretaker who looked like original seventeenth-century equipment pulled the door
open. It needed oil. The day was gray and misty. Splotches of dampness spotted
the stucco walls. Wet gravel in the courtyard crunched underfoot, reminded me of
the little cemetery in Clichy the day before. The caretaker clanged the door shut
and spit through his mustache and pointed to the doorway in the foundation. He
walked away, hunchbacked, a rake in his hand, and when I looked back at the



darkened doorway a man in a crimson velvet jacket with some shiny, worn
patches was standing there waiting for me.

Philippe Tramonte looked like he’d been designed by Aubrey Beardsley: thin,
pale, tall, the velvet jacket, pearl-gray slacks with creases that might have been
laid on with a pen, black tasseled loafers. The hooked Shylockian nose with its
bony bridge proved the genetic linkage to his uncle, the bishop. A huge amethyst
ring set in gold on his little finger: it looked as if it were intended for kissing. His
voice was high and thin, his English heavily accented but expert, and his sighs—
gargantuan, expressive, overwhelming—accompanied us on our way to the Archive
much in the manner of Maurice Jarre background music. He wanted me to
understand that his role of archivist was a hugely taxing one. I sympathized.
Things were tough all over.

He led me down a long hallway to what had once been a very grand drawing
room, now somewhat in decline. The ornate molding was chipped. A frayed carpet
about the size of Atlantis but infinitely older filled the center of the room. Two long
trestle tables with chairs and lamps were centered on the carpet. An enormous
easel stood at one end beneath a tapestry of your typical knight slaying your
typical fire-breathing dragon caught in the act of making off with a blonde. Some
things, across the centuries, never change. The easel was empty, but my mind
flashed on the painting my father had done of Constantine having the vision that
reshaped the Church and the western world forever. My father always preferred
the large themes. No knights, dragons, or blondes for him.

Tramonte showed me to a wall of glass-fronted bookcases and explained that he
understood I was interested in the papers my sister had inspected. He was, of
course, much too burdened with his own concerns to express any sympathy about
her death. He pointed languidly at the matching boxes on the shelves. They were
labeled 1943, 1944, and 1945. Those were the ones. He sighed, his narrow chest
quaking, and asked me to please be careful, keep the material in the order I found
it, and replace each box as I finished with it. I told him he was too kind. He
nodded, receiving his due, and pattered away, leaving me alone. I took the first box
of papers to one of the tables, long and dark and highly polished, and got out my
notepads and went to work.

I spent two and a half days digging through the old bishop’s papers, most of
them in French and Italian, a few in German, some in Latin, some in English, and
when [ finally threw in the towel and sagged back in my uncomfortable straight-
backed chair I had a migraine and a major brain cramp. I had fought my way
through several bushels of paper and I wondered what I had, what it all added up
to. It was the third day and the November rain was still slanting against the high
French windows.

There were diaries, memoranda, casual notes to himself and to others, letters he
sent and letters he received. It was like putting a mosaic together when you had
no idea what it was supposed to look like when finished. I kept thinking of Val,
trying to understand what she’d been after, but what had she known? I was
beginning to realize that I was almost certainly never going to understand what
had been in her mind. Bits and pieces, yes, but never the whole picture. My
perception of her thought processes was further confused by the fact that I was
tracking her backward, back toward where she had for some reason begun her



quest—but I doubted I would ever reach that point. It was like tramping around
the jungle looking for the source of the Nile.

What I read showed that there had been an ongoing struggle between Torricelli
and the determined upstart priest, Giacomo D’Ambrizzi, over the issue of the
Church’s support of le Résistance. D’Ambrizzi had offered aid and comfort to
Resistance saboteurs, and it was driving Torricelli crazy since he was the one who
had to keep from slipping off the tightrope while dealing with the representatives of
the German army of occupation. Torricelli had to deal with the Abwehr, the
Gestapo, the casual errand boys, everybody. In the bishop’s view D’Ambrizzi had
gone rogue, was an impetuous hothead consumed by the morality of the situation
rather than by the realities; he clearly felt D’Ambrizzi was risking the wrath of the
Germans which might come crashing down on the Church in Paris, maybe even all
across Europe. Torricelli had even taken his worries to Pope Pius, and the pope
had replied that the bishop had better make damned sure that neither D’Ambrizzi
nor anyone else within the Church did anything to help the Resistance. There was
no doubt in my mind as I read the documents that Pius had been very, very
serious. My sister must have been ecstatic at unearthing such extraordinary
source material.

There was reference to Richter, the LeBecq family, the matter of the art
treasures and where they might be going. Richter was apparently involved in
collecting art from the dispossessed Jews for Goering’s private galleries and also in
dealing off some to the Church. So this was obviously how Val had been led in
search of the contingent that finally surfaced in Alexandria. Torricelli also
mentioned someone called “the Collector” coming from Rome to go through
artworks to decide what exactly the Church wanted for itself. Who, I wondered,
was this Collector? Add that to the list of questions.

And there were tantalizing references to Simon.

Etienne LeBecq had been afraid that Simon had sent me from Rome to kill
him ... so afraid that he’d finally just gone off and killed himself. Simon, one of the
code names. And here he was again. Simon this, Simon that. All in 1943 and
1944. Paris had been liberated toward the end of August of 1944 and life had
changed, the Germans were gone.

I had trouble translating much of the stuff about this Simon. There was the
language problem and Torricelli’s penmanship had gone to hell as well, as if
whenever Simon’s name came into his mind he got very nervous and hurried and
flustered. The story seemed to be that in the winter of 1944-1945, while the Battle
of the Bulge was raging in the Ardennes, Torricelli had come unglued in a major
way by discovering “a plot so heinous that there is nothing left for me to do but
summon Archduke to a secret meeting. Only he can control Simon! What else can
I do? He might kill me if I get in his way. I can only tell Archduke and pray he can
stop it. Will Simon listen to him? I cannot commit another word to paper...
Whatever my political convictions—and in a world such as this, do I even have
political convictions anymore?—I cannot countenance what Simon intends. A
miracle [ learned of it... What will Archduke say? And Simon—is he good or evil?
What if Archduke is behind all this and Simon is only his tool? Will Archduke turn
on me if I turn against Simon? But I must or the blood of our victim will be on my
hands, too!”



I went out alone that evening and had dinner at a little pizza restaurant where
the pizza was good, with a couple of fried eggs and anchovies floating in a thin
slick of olive oil on fresh tomato sauce with garlic and oregano. I was trying to
concentrate on the food because the only other course was to face the brutal
conflict between information and intelligence. I inevitably came across the same
dichotomy in my practice of law. Somebody working for you would come in and
dump a ton of information on your desk—everything from yesterday’s depositions
to precedents from seventy-five years ago. What you had to do was somehow turn
it into intelligence, become your own intelligence agency. You had to push all the
pieces of information around in your mind until you began to see the
interpretation that would make sense. You had to sift out the irrelevancies, peer
for days, weeks, months at the information until you saw the hints of an outline—
like the image on the Shroud of Turin or that face on Mars everybody was talking
about not long ago. Just a hint could get you started. A hint.

Well, I had lots of hints. Lots of information right on the verge of taking shape.

So it was time to have a pizza and plenty of Fischer beer and walk along the
fences enclosing the Luxembourg Gardens and let November rain on you. There
was no point in thinking about what I knew. It was time to let it percolate on its
own.

Later that night my mood changed. I was sure that August Horstmann was
following me, trying to pick the safest moment to kill me. I was doing what Val had
done. He’d killed her. He’d killed Robbie Heywood once he’d decided I was bound
to follow Val’s trail all the way back to the old journalist. He must have hung
around to finish me off, too.

But maybe he figured that with Robbie Heywood dead the case was closed, the
trail dead as my sister. Maybe I was safe. Maybe he hadn’t counted on Clive
Paternoster knowing so much...

And what was this about Horstmann and Heywood being such old pals?

I called my father at the hospital in Princeton.

His voice was weak but distinct. The slurring I'd heard before was gone. He
wanted to know where I was, what I was doing, who I was seeing. I told him I was
following in Val’s footsteps, that I'd found people left over from Paris during the
war: Richter, LeBecq, the nephew who was the last remnant of Torricelli, Clive
Paternoster. I told him Robbie Heywood had been killed by the same man—
somebody called August Horstmann, a priest the Vicar had once known—who had
killed Val, Lockhardt, and Heffernan.

My father spoke softly, sorrowfully. ‘Oh, not Robbie, not the
Vicar... Goddamnit...”

“Look, you were in and out of Paris during the German Occupation. Did you
ever hear of these code names?” I told him about Simon and Archduke. It was easy
to forget that my father just might be a source of information. He’d always stayed
so close-mouthed about those OSS years. But now he might remember something
and open up.

But for the moment he just punched out a sharp laugh that was distorted into a
cough. “Son, what I mainly remember was being afraid of getting my tail shot off
by some trigger-happy Jerry. | was afraid of making a mistake and having to chew
up my cyanide pill before I spilled the beans. I'll tell you one thing, Torricelli was



certainly right about D’Ambrizzi working with the Resistance. It drove Torricelli up
the wall. It was none of my business, but I'd hear things—that’s how I met
D’Ambrizzi, through my Resistance contacts. All I was doing, Ben, was in and out,
usually in by parachute, sometimes by fishing boat along the coast of Brittany—do
my job, try to get out to Switzerland alive—"

“I remember the movie,” I said.

“Movie!” He coughed again. “Come home, son. Please, Ben, your life’s on the
line, whatever the devil’s going on—"

“I'll be careful.”

“Careful,” he said numbly. “Don’t you understand, careful doesn’t matter a
tinker’s damn!” He began coughing again and I couldn’t get him to answer for ten
or fifteen seconds. Then I heard a nurse’s voice explaining that he was all right,
that he had just a touch of pneumonia in one lung. I wasn’t to worry, everything
was under control. His coughing had stopped in the background. I told her to tell
him I'd be in touch again soon.

“You said my sister wanted to know about Torricelli and something else. And
what? What was that other thing?”

I was sitting in a deep Morris chair between the wooden propellor and a table
full of framed photographs and I was working on a glass of Clive Paternoster’s
scotch. My host was leaning on the mantelpiece, smoking a venerable pipe he kept
polishing against his nose.

“Oh, really, old boy, there’s nothing there for you.” He sniffed and downed some
of his scotch, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing.

“No, no, I’'m quite serious. It must have been something—you held it back. Let
me be the judge. She was my sister.”

“It’s just that it’s the land of fairies and sprites and little men with green hats
and pointed slippers...”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

From the window by the chair I could look down through the bare tree limbs at
the weary awning and the lights in the window of Tabbycats. Down there
Horstmann had arranged casually to bump into his old friend Heywood, who’d
thought he was dead these forty years.

“Well, your sister comes to the Vicar and she’s full of questions about the war
years, about Torricelli and, and—"

“And what?”

“And the assassini! There, you satisfied? Old Clive sounds a fool!” He puffed
nervously on the pipe, the woodsy smell filling the room.

“Assassini? I don’t get it. What’s the problem? It’s Italian for assassins. What’s
the big thing here, Clive? I just read the word in one of Torricelli’s diaries—”

He stroked his immense nose with the pipe for a moment, burnishing the dark
brown bowl. “You read it in his papers, did you—now, that’s rather interesting, I
must say. Evidence to support the Vicar’s theory, at any rate.”

“Enlighten me,” I said patiently. He wasn’t the kind of old duffer you could
hurry. You’d miss the cream of the jest.

“The assassini, man! You tell me you’re a Catholic, yet you profess ignorance of
the assassini—you astonish me. Your education has been sadly neglected.” He



was shaking his head, running his bony hand through the long gray hair that
thinned out over the crown of his narrow head.

“Educate me, then.”

“Simply put’—he grinned with the big stained rabbity front teeth—“the
assassini, my son, were the blighters who did the popes’ killing for them back in
the old days, the Renaissance, the Borgia days when poison rings were all the
rage. An instrument for carrying out papal policy. Now, the salient point has
nothing to do with the Renaissance, as you might have guessed... no, the salient
point that your sister had gotten her teeth into was that the assassini were
rumored to have been brought back to life... here in Paris during the war. A
rumor. I never put much faith in it myself, there were always rumors everywhere
you looked, but the Vicar, oh, he was much closer to all that sort of thing than I
was. The Vicar was a devoted “intrigue man,” he was in Vienna when they made
that picture, The Third Man, he never tired of seeing it, never missed a revival. He
loved intrigue, believed it, you see—a conspiracy behind every loose brick—that’s
why he loved covering the Church, it never let him down! He used to say it made
the Reichs Chancellory or the Supreme Soviet look like a child’s idea of the real
stuff, said the Church was all intrigue, all conspiracy, whispers in darkened
doorways, voices in empty rooms and plotters gathered behind the closed
shutters... well, he thought this assassini business was too good a fit to pass up...
The Vicar told me at the time that somebody had brought the assassini back to
life, that they were operating in Paris... as if we didn’t have enough going on in
Paris back then...” Paternoster laughed at the memory, tamping the ash down in
the pipe’s bowl. “He said they were doing the Church’s dirty work but damned if
he knew what the work was! Who were they killing? The Vicar couldn’t figure it
out. Or he never told me if he did. But he knew they were on the job and he was
bloody sure he knew some of them—"

“Personally?” I asked. “He knew them personally?”

“Yes, knew them. They were all men of the cloth as I understood it, these
assassini. So when your sister asked him about the assassini she was right up his
alley—got him right on his old hobbyhorse! He told me all about their
conversation... I can’t blame him, can you? For telling her? He didn’t see what
harm it could do to tell her now, forty years later... so he told her about another
old friend of his, Brother Leo.”

“And who was Brother Leo? I need a scorecard.”

“Well, I never met him, but the Vicar said he was one of them... one of the
assassini.” He sniffed again, blew his nose on a large, soiled handkerchief. “I don’t
know if your sister, poor dear, went in search of him—it wouldn’t have done her
any good, but the Vicar thought it would interest her for her book—”"

“Why couldn’t she see Brother Leo? Is he dead?”

“Oh, not so far as I know. But he’s at some godforsaken little monastery on the
coast of Ireland... St. Sixtus, I think it’s called. I daresay your sister wouldn’t have
been welcomed...” He looked at me expectantly, rubbing his enormous, broad nose
once again with the kerchief.

“It’s funny, Clive,” I said when I'd thought about it for a few moments. “What
harm could telling her about the assassini of forty years ago do? None. None at all.
But I'll tell you what happened. I think it just might have made her think the



assassini were still around. I've tried to think what she could possibly have known
that meant she had to be killed. And I just couldn’t imagine what it was—how
could something from forty years ago have decided her fate now? Well, finding a
coven of assassini—or just one of them, maybe—that might have done it. That
might have been enough to get her killed. That goddamn Horstmann!” Paternoster
was looking at me uncomprehendingly. “Horstmann’s one of them, Clive. The Vicar
did know him forty years ago, just as he knew Brother Leo. But Horstmann’s still
on the job. He killed the Vicar, he came all the way back to Paris for him because
he was afraid I'd learn whatever my sister had learned. So he came back from
killing my sister and from damn near killing me and he killed the Vicar. But he
fucked it up, Clive, he didn’t think about you.” I stood up and slapped him softly
on the shoulder.

“l say,” he muttered, trying to cope with the flood of new information.

“My sister somehow found out about the assassini and somebody didn’t like the
risk in that, so she had to die before she could get the word out... that’s why
Horstmann tried to kill me—"

“I don’t quite follow you, old bean.”

“And the beauty part is... Horstmann takes his orders from somebody in Rome.”

“And he tried to kill you? You've lost me—"

I went on explaining myself to him and drinking his scotch and most of what I
said turned out in the end to be quite wrong. But it sounded good that night and I
was partly right, too.

Before I left him, Clive Paternoster fetched his old atlas of the British Isles down
from the bookcase. There, with a dirty, chipped fingernail, he pointed out the
monastery of St. Sixtus.

Chapter 2

Father Dunn got a personal call from Drew Summerhays the next
morning, the day of their two o’clock appointment. “Am I right,” Summerhays said
in his thin, reedy voice, “in suspecting that you have personal—or at least not
strictly professional—matters on your mind?”

Father Dunn chuckled, standing by the windows, trying to see the ducks in
Central Park without the aid of his binoculars. “Let’s say I don’t expect a bill at the
hourly rate.”

“Well then, let’s say it’s personal and you might indulge a very elderly party and
drop by my little house—would that be possible, Father?”

“My pleasure.”

“Good. Just come down Fifth all the way to Washington Square. I'm in the little
mews off Fifth.” He mentioned the single-digit number. “Till two o’clock, then.”

Dunn got out of the cab and crossed Fifth to the cobblestone mews that was
blocked to automobiles by posts set in cement. Bright cold sunshine threw the
scene into sharp relief. The little house was pristine yellow and white and olive
and looked as if it had been freshly painted the day before. The yellow flower-boxes
were now planted with miniature evergreens that poked up out of the black potting



soil like the tops of huge trees. He tapped the doorknocker which was a
reproduction in brass of one of the gargoyles of Notre Dame. It seemed to be
smiling, a gargoyle of welcome.

Summerhays’s man, Edgecombe, answered the door and ushered Dunn into a
skylit sitting room, cheery with yellow and white slipcovered couches and chairs.
Bookcases, a small formal fireplace with a neatly stacked rack of logs, bowls of
flowers freshly cut, and through the French doors at the far end of the room a
tiny, carefully maintained garden prepared for winter, still in the sunshine. A
recording of one of Erik Satie’s Gymnopédies was being dispensed through hidden
speakers, each note dropping like a precious stone into a reflecting pool of perfect
stillness. Dunn wondered how anyone got such a complete, perfect handle on
things; maybe it was this environment that had helped keep Summerhays alive
such a long time. It seemed to Dunn that dying, leaving such a world behind,
would give death an extra sting.

He was looking out at the garden when he heard the thin, precise, clipped voice
behind him. “Father Dunn, how very nice. You found your way.”

Summerhays stood ramrod straight and trim, sleekly barbered and smelling of a
hint of bay rum, and turned out in a gray herringbone suit, starched white shirt,
red and olive club tie, shell cordovan shoes. It was so absolutely perfect that Dunn
smiled, jotting down a mental note. This would find a spot in his next book.

Summerhays sat in one of the slipcovered chairs and Dunn, who felt
uncharacteristically self-conscious, perched on the end of the couch. On the white
brick wall behind Summerhays was a large painting by Jasper Johns. American
flags, reminding you, if you thought about it, that this was the home of a patriot.

Edgecombe brought a silver coffee service, left it on a low table, and shimmered
away.

Drew Summerhays said, “Father, I am very pleased to see you, but I admit to
extreme curiosity. My assumption is that what may connect us at the moment is
the Driskill family. Would I be far wrong there, Father?”

“Direct hit. Look, I don’t want to dance around the edges of this. Shall I plunge
right in without even a passing comment on Jasper Johns?”

Summerhays’s eyes twinkled. “Mr. Johns will never know.”

“All right, then. Am [ right about your long friendship with Hugh and Mary
Driskill? You go back a long way?”

“About as far as there is,” Summerhays said.

“This isn’t easy.”

“You’re a priest. You are experienced in discussing delicate matters. So am I.
Between us we've been talking about the hard things for a century. Let’s just do it,
Father.”

“l have recently heard a remarkable story,” Dunn began. “It is the sort of thing
that could be true but needs verification. It’s a farfetched story in terms of the ups
and downs of everyday life—"

“In our businesses there are no farfetched stories.” Summerhays smiled frostily.

“Well, I'm not altogether sure of that anymore. This one’s about a priest who’s
been dead fifty years, a woman who’s been dead thirty years, and one of your
closest friends...”



Summerhays smiled with a hint of resignation. “I'm not altogether surprised
that this should have come up. But it has been a long time.” He leaned forward
and carefully poured two cups of coffee. “Cream?”

“Ill have mine straight today.” Dunn burned his tongue on the strong black
brew. “It’s funny... that’s what she said. She’d been waiting for someone to come
to her about this for half a century.”

“Who could this be?”

“An old nun, a friend of the Driskill family. Taught Ben and Val. She was close
to Mary Driskill. Sister Mary Angelina...”

“Ah, yes. Of course. I've met her. Strikingly attractive woman.”

“Tell me—I've wondered about this, what did Mary Driskill look like?”

“Mary. Lovely woman, tall, stately, a woman of great natural dignity. Light
brown hair, fair complexion, a sense of humor that could sneak up on you. She
didn’t make friends easily. That was Mary. She had only one real weakness, that
old debil rum... she was so proper, so very well-bred, so restrained, some might
even have said Mary was a little on the remote side.” He sipped coffee, held the
Spode saucer with his other hand, then placed both cup and saucer on the broad
arm of his chair. “In many ways Hugh and Mary were a good match. Not exactly
overflowing with emotion.”

“But they were in love?” Dunn asked.

“Well, love is not always essential in marriages between such people. Theirs was
more a friendly alliance, a great fortune—Driskill’s—absorbing a somewhat smaller
one. I'd say it was a sound marriage—"

“Like a takeover or a merger?”

“Any way you want to say it, Father. You’re the wordsmith. But where is this
line taking us? Sister Mary Angelina was expecting someone to come to her about
this thing—what was it?”

“The death of Father Vincent Governeau.”

“Ah. That.”

“Sister Mary Angelina was very close to Mary Driskill, a confidante. Something
like a female confessor. Someone she could talk to intimately.”

“Many women these days prefer the services of a female gynecologist, I'm told. I
suppose the principle is much the same.”

“Mary Driskill came to Sister Mary Angelina several years after the death of
Father Governeau who was, you recall, found hanging from a tree in the orchard
out by the skating pond.”

“Indeed, I remember well. I believe, as Hugh’s attorney and adviser, I was the
first person he called.” He offered a wintry smile. “A kind of unindicted co-
conspirator.”

“Did anyone ever offer any explanation of why Father Governeau killed himself?”

“The same weary old reasons,” Summerhays said. “Depression, crisis of faith,
alcoholism, all the reasons why priests occasionally slip off the edge.”

“You bought the suicide story, then?”

“What are you saying, Father Dunn?”

“You were satisfied with the suicide conclusion.”

“Well, he had apparently hanged himself from a tree—"



“Why do I have the feeling that you know perfectly well that Father Governeau
was murdered?”

“l can’t imagine, Father. Was it something I said?”

“No. It’s just that you’re too much an inside man not to know. Father Governeau
was murdered and strung up afterward... and because Hugh Driskill was and is
Hugh Driskill, the truth never came out. I've spoken to the cop who investigated
the case. There’s no doubt that it was murder. When Sister Valentine came home,
the day she was killed, she called the present chief of police just full of questions
about the Governeau matter. Think of that, Mr. Summerhays—she’s been doing
research in Europe for months, her mind is full of a thousand other things, she’s
running for home, she’s just hours from her own death... and she calls the law
about Father Governeau! Amazing, isn’t it? Why? I'll tell you why—I’ll bet you a
quarter that Sister Valentine didn’t believe he’d killed himself either. Now, you’re
just too much in the know to still be chewing on the old suicide story...”

“For the moment, Father,” Summerhays said, smiling thinly, still interested,
“let’s say you’re right about Father Governeau’s death. I have the feeling we’ll
never get off the dime, otherwise, so far as this conversation goes. Which should
be bringing us back to the vicinity of Sister Mary Angelina.”

“Ten years after Father Governeau’s death, after the war, when she had two
children and a husband who was on the cover of Time and was the inspiration for
a movie—when her life should have been at its absolute high point, Mary Driskill
was drinking herself to sleep every night, she was in all probability undergoing a
long-drawn-out nervous breakdown. Is that the way you remember it?”

Summerhays inclined his head slightly. “Hugh was very worried about her.
Mary was so fragile. It was hard on the children—a succession of nannies, poor
Mary would babble on to the children, frighten them... she was very unstable,
then, and of course not long after...” He gave a nearly imperceptible shrug of his
shoulders. “She died.”

“I'd bet that really was a suicide,” Dunn said.

“No, you’d lose. She was intoxicated, she fell, it was poor young Ben who found
her. He was fourteen or fifteen, I believe. It was an accident. They couldn’t refuse
to bury her in consecrated ground.”

“They being the Church?”

“Who else?”

“All right, back to Mary Driskill. When she was going through this breakdown,
this severe depression, she felt unable to turn to the Church. At least not officially.
She couldn’t simply make her confession to a priest, not with what she had on her
mind. But there was her friend whom she knew she could trust with anything, a
woman and the Church—Sister Mary Angelina. She made an arrangement with
Sister Mary Angelina, they met at the house in Princeton, the kids were in bed,
Hugh was out, and Mary Driskill told the nun about what happened to Father
Governeau.”

“And now,” Summerhays said, “Sister has told you.”

“That’s right. And [ want to know if what she told me could possibly be true.
You’re the only person I know who might be able to verify the story. Will you hear
me out?”



“Try and leave without telling me.” Summerhays seemed disconnected from his
smile, his eyes distant and clear and icy.

“Mary Driskill said that she had met Father Governeau back before the war
when Hugh was still in Rome working for the Church. Governeau came out to the
house to say mass at the chapel a few times. He was a decent, serious, honorable
man, a man of God. Mary trusted him. But he fell in love with this pretty young
woman who was so alone... it’s 1936, 37, whenever, I'm not great on dates—"

“It makes no difference, Father. Go on.”

“In short, they became lovers. Obviously they were both consumed by guilt. But
they were also overcome by sexual passion. It was a desperate affair, midnight
visits to the Princeton house, all pure John O’Hara, two devout Catholics tearing
themselves apart. And then it was time for Hugh Driskill to come back from
Rome—what was going to happen with Mary and Father Governeau? They decided
it was time for their relationship to end, it was the only thing to do. Somehow they
would remake their lives... it wouldn’t be easy, but it was the only way. Well, it
wasn’t easy... it was impossible. For Father Governeau anyway. He called her, she
wouldn’t talk to him. He wrote her notes, she wouldn’t answer them. That pushed
him a little too far.

“He came to the house one night when Hugh was out somewhere—Hugh was
always out somewhere—and Mary tried to make him leave, she told him it was
over, they talked back and forth through the evening, and finally Father
Governeau had had enough. He threw Mary Driskill down on the floor, tore her
dress off, and raped her... it went on for a long time, too long... it was a snowy,
windy night, Hugh’s meeting ended earlier than it was supposed to so people could
get home—well, Hugh got home all right. He walked in on his wife being raped by a
man he knew as a priest... Hugh saw red. He grabbed the closest thing, a silver
bear from Asprey in London, and he cracked Father Governeau’s head open with
it... killed him. Together, Hugh and Mary came up with the suicide thing, Hugh
hung him in the orchard... and the cover-up ensued ... and the crazy thing about
it, the thing that drove Mary Driskill almost all the way to crazy, wasn’t the fact
that her husband had quite unnecessarily killed Father Governeau, no, no, what
bothered her was that Governeau had been buried as a suicide, outside the
Church... she couldn’t bear it, so she told Sister Mary Angelina, who waited all
these years.” Dunn finished his coffee. It was cold. “Now, Mr. Summerhays, all I
want to know is, is that the way it happened?”

Summerhays stared at him for quite some time. Then at last he sighed and
shifted slightly in the chair.

“No,” he said softly, “that wasn’t the way it happened. No, she’s got it all wrong.
Let me have Edgecombe bring us some fresh coffee and then I might as well tell
you what really happened...”

Another night spent in the small, anonymous room with its narrow bed, the
single bookcase, the two old brass lamps, one with a dead bulb that had burned
out two months earlier. Another night alone in the room with its smell of priest
and scotch. The tiny refrigerator hummed loudly in the kitchen nook. Thick clouds
of cigarette smoke hung in the damp air. The window was open. A steady rain beat
the paving in the narrow street and rushed down toward the Tiber, gurgling in the



gutters. The regular whore stood on the corner in a doorway, peering listlessly into
what was going to be a slow night.

Monsignor Sandanato stood at the window staring into the night but not seeing.
He had left the cardinal’s office late, long after D’Ambrizzi had retired to his
quarters. He’d come back to the apartment through the dripping night, wanting to
sleep but afraid of what he might see once he closed his eyes. So instead he
opened the bottle of Glenfiddich, filled his glass, and took up his place at the
window.

He didn’t know how many times he’d replayed the conversation from the night
Sister Elizabeth had come to D’Ambrizzi’s for dinner. But he couldn’t keep from
going through it again. Her mind was so volatile, so questioning: it excited him,
listening to her cut through the tangle of possibilities and construct a theory. A
theory of the murders which Sister Valentine had “discovered,” a theory about the
identity of the silver-haired priest, whom Elizabeth now believed was “Simon.” And
there was her theory explaining the meaning of “the Pius Plot” Torricelli referred
to... a plot engineered by Pius to revive the assassini for use in aid of the Nazis
during their occupation of Paris.

It all made sense, of course, or she wouldn’t have thought it all the way
through, as she clearly had. But when he’d asked her why... why were people
being murdered now, why had Val been on the list and all the others Val had
discovered, then she’d lost her confidence. The election of the pope... What else
could be worth the spilling of so much blood?

He poured himself another couple of fingers of scotch, sighed. He rubbed his
eyes which were already badly bloodshot. Where the devil was it all going and
where would it end? He wanted to go outside: somehow he felt safer in the street,
among the tourists and the men in pursuit of girls and the constant flow of priests
murmuring among themselves. But safer from what? The dark corners of his
mind, he supposed.

He was also beginning to feel less at home within the walls of the Vatican itself
as the problems—the murders, the fear, the indecision and helplessness and
confusion—tightened like tentacles about the heart of the Church. And he had
grown to hate his apartment, its smell of loneliness and struggle and regret. He
was running out of places. He wished he could go away, retreat to one of the quiet
old monasteries where, all that mattered was the old way and you knew what was
going on and what it meant...

He shook the idea out of his mind, like rattling a child’s toy. Later. Time for all
that.

The telephone jarred him back to life.

He shuddered when he heard the voice.

Sister Elizabeth had been sitting up late working when Monsignor Sandanato
called her and she’d said, sure, come on over, but she warned him it might not be
for long. She was tired, she said, and couldn’t guarantee how long she’d last.

He wanted her company too much to be polite and tell her he knew it was late
and she should go to bed. Now, sitting on the couch, watching her, how she’d
curled herself in the chair, how she sipped from a glass of wine with her notebooks
and file folders spread across the glass coffee table before her, he heard Rigoletto
from the large speakers in the corners of the room. The doors to the terrace were



thrown open and the rain spattered on the metal furniture. The draperies moved
in the breeze. Sister Elizabeth was wearing corduroy jeans and a heavy woolen
sweater.

“So you were having a bad night,” she said sympathetically. “Well, I know the
feeling. I've been having a lot of them myself lately. And you’ve been under a lot of
pressure. They must be going crazy over there.” She nodded in the general
direction of Vatican City. “Who’s in charge of murder investigations?” She smiled
impishly.

“Guess,” he said.

“D’Ambrizzi?”

“He’s one of the faithful investigators. But it’s Indelicato—"

Elizabeth slapped her palm against her forehead. “Of course, what was I
thinking of? This is his kind of thing!”

“There’s just so much frustration,” he said. “No one really knows what to do... or
if anything even can be done. Not even Indelicato. But he’s the man they naturally
turn to. The problem is that there’s no consensus on the size of the problem.” He
frowned. “Don’t be taken in by the way D’Ambrizzi talks about it—he knows
there’s something going on and he knows it’s got to be coming from within.”

“Well, the number one question must be—how will it affect the election of the
new pope?”

“You’re ahead of yourself, Sister. His Holiness could last another year—”

“Or he could be gone tomorrow. Don’t kid me, my friend.”

“What can I say? There’s a growing fear that this has been a permissive pontiff,
that he could have used more iron... there’s a sense of a boil breaking, that all this
has come to a head as a result of liberal rot within the Church. Some are saying
that matters are simply out of control and we need order restored—” He shrugged.
“You can imagine.”

“Then it’s accepted fact that Val was right about all those killings being part of
some kind of plan. Why won’t D’Ambrizzi just admit it to me?”

“Come on, Sister, he’s from another generation. And you are a nun ... he’d think
I was insane, if not something much worse, to be talking all this over with you.
You're too much of a—" He fumbled, at a loss.

“How about ‘nosy bitch™”

Taken by surprise, he gave her one of his rare laughs. “You’re too perceptive,
that’s the word. You’re too smart and he knows you’re a reporter, remember.”

“What am I going to do? Print scandalous theories and accusations in the
magazine? Or run to the New York Times? Come on, get serious!”

“And he’s worried about you. You are too perceptive and too persistent. So was
Sister Valentine. He can’t forget what happened to her.”

“But what was she supposed to do? She discovers that mass murder is being
done inside the Church—that devoted Catholics are being killed, that the
assassini was alive in the Second World War and might still be alive—what’s she
supposed to do? Forget it? Because it might prove inconvenient?”

“She ought to have come to us. To the cardinal. And told us... she should have
left it to us and we would have taken steps. It was a Church matter, Sister, and
she’d still be alive.” He’d been speaking with confidence but ended with a dying
fall. “Anyway, that’s one view. D’Ambrizzi’s.”



“And yours?”

“l don’t know—"

“Oh, give us a break! All the paternalism is cute and cozy and horribly out-of-
date. Women think and write and act and gosh, we’re just like real people. Val
finds people getting slaughtered wholesale and she’s supposed to run tell the
teacher! The idea makes me sick!”

“Well, Sister, she didn’t go to the police—isn’t that what your concerned citizen
should do? But not Sister Valentine—she decided she was going to find out what
was happening... and why did she do that? Because she was a nun, because she
was part of the Church—she was not like people on the outside. Well, I don’t see
how what she did and what she should have done—telling the teacher, as you put
it, Sister—are so different. Either one tells the police and opens up the Church to
some deeply troubling investigations... or one keeps it inside the Church. She
naturally chose the latter... but she should have taken it to someone in power. Or
the head of your order—she’d have known what to do.” Sandanato was moving
forward to the edge of the seat. “I suppose I can see your point, but you’re missing
the larger point—the Church is not the world. The world changes more quickly.
What she did proves she knew the difference between the world and the
Church... but if she’d followed something like the chain of command, she’d be
alive and well and continuing her work.”

He stood up, ran his fingers through his rain-wet hair. His soaked raincoat lay
across the back of a chair. He shook his head, threw up his hands in a gesture of
his own confusion and frustration, didn’t trust himself to speak. He was simply
afraid that if he began talking he wouldn’t be able to stop, that his fears and
dreams would come tumbling out in a swirling cacophony, screeching and
sobbing. She had a way of cutting through to the heart of things unexpectedly,
even when she had no idea what she was doing. He needed time to think, but
there didn’t seem to be any. How much could he dare tell her?

She watched him pacing, said, “Look, I'm not trying to bug you about all this.
You've got your job and Val had hers and I've got mine. Everyone has to make his
own decisions and take the consequences.”

“l know.” He was looking out at the rain falling on the Via Veneto, his back to
her. “You’re being a willing friend. I've imposed on you tonight and you’re very
kind to put up with me. As it happens, Sister, I have few friends. I have my work,
my masters. I'm not used to dealing with friends—so I take advantage of you this
way—"

“You and Ben Driskill seemed to hit it off well enough,” she said. “Have you had
any word from him? I wish we knew—"

He shook his head. “No, no word. He’ll turn up.” He brushed Driskill away.
“Don’t you see, Sister? My only friends—no, I am not a man with friends. I deal
with Vatican people. You know it’s an authoritarian place, relationships prescribed
by form. And—one must be honest about oneself—I am a solitary man. We priests,
whatever we may appear to be on the outside, are solitary creatures in the deepest
sense. It must be true of you nuns as well—”

“Really, I think not. For many nuns and priests, too, it seems a very collegial
life. Ready-made friends, you might say—”"

“For some perhaps.” He gave a brief Italian shrug.



“Priests have always struck me as an essentially gregarious lot, except for the
complete assholes, of course.”

He laughed again at her profanity. “You've heard the old wisdom, we are so
gregarious in public because we sleep alone.” He came back into the center of the
room. He was looking into her lustrous, intelligent green eyes, returning his stare.
“Like most old sayings, that one has survived because it’'s true. We are
different... and I find myself ill equipped to deal with some of what I've been feeling
lately. And now I have to ask myself, why have I turned to you? You have no
obligation to share my burdens, Sister, yet I come to you with them...”

“I'm a sucker for a sob story, maybe?” She grinned at him. He was so intense all
the time. Somebody needed to push his off button once in a while.

“l came to you knowing you’d listen to me.”

She nodded, her eyes wide, her face open to his needs. And her face was what
did it. He began to talk, not worrying about the hour, not worrying about what she
might think of him. He talked about the pope’s weakening condition, about the
closeness of his own relationship with D’Ambrizzi, as well as D’Ambrizzi’s with
Callistus. He talked about the murders and Driskill’s blind determination to leap
into the fray and all the costs that might entail. He knew he was working himself
into a fury of frustration, the way it was playing itself out, and then he felt her
hand on his arm and he looked at her as if he’'d forgotten she was in the room,
and she led him back to the couch, murmuring small comforts.

“You’re exhausted,” she said. “It’s breaking-point time. You’d better get some
rest. You need it.”

He sat with his head in his hands, willing himself to go no further, to reveal
nothing more. No more, not another word. She’d think he was mad if he kept
talking. She brought him a glass of brandy which he gulped gratefully.

“Forgive me,” he said. “Please. You’re right, I'm overtired... worried. Forget all
this.”

“Of course. It’s none of my business anyway.”

“But like a fool I've made it your business. You must try to forgive me.”

“Believe me, it’s all right.”

“The murders...” He grimaced behind his hand. “They’re coming from inside the
Church. They are. No point in pretending anything else.” Why couldn’t he just let
it go, get up, and slink away? But he looked at her and smelled her fresh, newly
bathed scent, shampoo and powder and bath oil, and he didn’t leave. He sat
quietly listening to her talk about Sister Valentine, about how close but how very
different they’d been, how odd that now she, Elizabeth, had taken up Val’s work.
She spoke about how sorry she was she’d left on bad terms with Ben Driskill, and
at the sound of Driskill’s name Sandanato felt an internal cringing, a fear of what
she might be feeling about Driskill, and he fought not to show his fear, envy,
jealousy.

Later he said, “But the Church must do what is necessary to preserve itself. Is
that right, Sister? Isn’t the greater good what matters? Is the long run the key to
the story of the Church?”

She nodded thoughtfully. “The Church is good. That is a given, of course.
Anything else and our lives are irrelevant, we—priests and nuns—have been
tricked... Therefore, the Church is good.”



“Then, if these killings are coming from within the Church... and they
are... then the possibility exists that the Church could be cleansing itself with
these murders. Possible. It is possible, Sister, is it not?”

“Strictly logically,” she said coolly, “the Church could sanction such acts to
preserve itself. Logically. In the abstract. But you have reduced the principle to an
absurdity.”

“Have I? Are you sure?”

“In reality, in the world, it would be utterly monstrous...”

“But the Church is not the world—”

“But how would the killing of these people—of Val and Curtis Lockhardt!—how
would that be cleansing the Church? The idea is diseased, you must agree.
Monstrous.”

“Yes, yes, monstrous, of course... but... but I ask myself, if the murders come
from within the Church, sanctioned by men who put the Church first—well, what
if they are in that sense justified?” His eyes were on fire. He felt the sweat on his
forehead, the constant fever that kept him going, searching for an answer.

Sister Elizabeth shook her head vigorously. “It’s not on, it’s just not defensible.
Not murdering Sister Val. Not her... how can you even imagine such a thing?”

“Sister, I admit the questions are strangling me, choking me. I mean the
possibility that the killings are a kind of purgation, one we cannot
understand... but part of a greater good.”

“If I cannot understand it, then I say the hell with it!”

“You know that can’t be true, not for a nun—"

“It’s true when it comes to murder!” She fixed him with her hardest stare. “Your
subtext is showing, Monsignor.”

“It is?” He smiled at her and passed his hand across his brow.

“Youre saying that such things have happened before. The cleansing, the
purging of dissenters, troublemakers... all to preserve the Church, of course.” She
couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“Well, it was Sister Valentine’s field, wasn’t it? Violence as policy—it fascinated
her—”

“She discussed it with you?”

He nodded.

“That doesn’t mean she approved of it,” she said. “And neither Val nor I would
have tried to justify violence as policy, a means to an end. Val was a historian, not
an advocate. Most particularly not a devil’s advocate.”

“You know she was an advocate. Advocacy was her life—"

“Not of that!”

“Still, I wonder... the moral dilemma. Evil in the service of good.” The tension
was going. Being with her, talking to her, even being at odds with her, made him
feel human again, put the bad things out of his mind.

“l find it an entirely impenetrable moral contradiction. I haven’t anything like
the wisdom to set it right.”

“But you may someday have to solve the contradiction. Don’t you see? You're
following in Val’s footsteps, in her shadow, doing her work... what if you were
confronted with the choice, Sister?”

“What choice?”



“If the Church, in the person of a killer, says to you, ‘Cease your work, forget
what Sister Valentine was doing... and live. Or persist and be purged, for the good
of the Church.” You would have to choose.”

“In the first place, what’s the point in frightening me?”

“To keep you alive.”

“And in the second place, I will try to avoid the confrontation.”

“l understand, Sister. I sincerely wish for you that luxury. But my wishes and
prayers may not be enough. Evil in the service of good—does it become good? We
may still need the insight of the Magus—”

She laughed. “You must mean D’Ambrizzi!”

“Magus,” he repeated. “The man with the Janus face, looking both to the future
and the past. Maybe he has the answer, after all. So much of his life is a mystery.”
Finally he stood up. “Well, the assassini of long ago may have served their
purpose—so now in new times, who knows what our problems may force upon the
Church? This is truly the heart of darkness, Sister.”

He was putting on his raincoat. She was up and holding it for him. He stopped
when she put her finger to her lips, motioning for him to listen to the tape of
Rigoletto.

The most beautiful scene had just begun, the duet between Rigoletto and
Sparafucile. The melody was both somber and wicked, sinister, rich with the
colorings of the solo cello and the double bass.

Sparafucile describes himself to Rigoletto.

One who for a slight fee
Will free you from a rival—And you have one.

Sparafucile unsheathes his sword...

This is my instrument. Can it serve you?

Sparafucile was one of the assassini.

The pain visited Pope Callistus in the dark of night, as it so often did. He roused
himself, got out of bed, and paced the bedroom with perspiration popping out on
his face, his teeth grinding, waiting for it to pass. Sooner or later there would be
an occasion when it didn’t stop and the end would follow quickly. But, he
wondered, could he wait for fate to exercise its cruel sentence.

Then it began to lessen and he relaxed his muscles, slowly, fearful that it might
return, that it was tricking him. He stood by his desk and picked up the exquisite
Florentine dagger he’d been given by Cardinal Indelicato upon his election to the
Throne of Peter. He customarily used it as a letter opener, and now that he spent
more time in his bedchamber it had found its way to his small desk. The dagger
was a costly piece, gold and steel, very old. He watched the blade catch the dim
glow from the lamp on the table. He saw his reflection, a blur of features, in the
surface of the blade. He wondered how many men the blade had killed.

As the pain faded he rubbed his eyes, then took the towel that lay across the
foot of the bed and wiped the sweat from his face. He lay back down on the bed to
wait for sleep to return. He knew it might be a considerable wait. He was surprised
to notice that he was still holding the dagger. That was happening more often
lately, this business of having no recollection of performing some activity. Where
had the dagger come from? He must never have replaced it on the desk... He
examined it, remembering Indelicato telling him how it had been in his family for a



long, long time, centuries, how it represented courage and ruthlessness, both
qualities he would need as Cardinal di Mona ceased to exist and Pope Callistus
was born.

He was thinking more and more of Cardinal Indelicato lately, how he would
have been sublimely at home in the KGB or the CIA or MI5S or—he smiled bitterly
at the memory—the Gestapo. The tradecraft of the intelligence business was in the
man’s blood, at the heart of his nature. And now he was keeping his old enemy
D’Ambrizzi under surveillance. Callistus wondered, does Giacomo know he’s being
watched? Callistus had to admit Indelicato was getting excellent intelligence from
his acolytes. Indelicato had known D’Ambrizzi for so long: he was clearly the man
to do the watching. But whom did that leave to watch Indelicato? The pope’s mind
was wandering. D’Ambrizzi had always been a match for Indelicato, all through
the years, a match and then some.

They were such opposites on the surface: Indelicato so cold-blooded, reptilian
with his flickering gaze and expressionless face, and D’Ambrizzi so gregarious,
warm, and full of life. But both so merciless when the time came, so unforgiving,
so brutal... each hating the other so deeply. They were both so much better
equipped to be pope than he, yet he was the one who had been chosen, proving
once again what people were always saying about God’s mysterious ways.

Callistus was discovering the error in another old saying. He was discovering
that your whole life does not pass before your eyes as you are about to die. No. All
that was passing before his eyes was that time in Paris, that night when they
crouched by the iron fence and watched what happened in the little graveyard.
The night when they crouched shivering in the cold, watching the tall, thin priest
with the unsmiling triangular face and the single thick, unbroken eyebrow, Father
LeBecq, Father Guy LeBecq, whose father was the famous art dealer in the rue du
Faubourg-St.-Honoré¢... it was Father LeBecq who had betrayed them. Now they
were only the ragtag survivors, the others all dead by the tracks, and it was Father
LeBecq’s doing... LeBecq the traitor among them... it all came down to the Pius
Plot, as it became known later in certain quarters, everything hung on the Pius
Plot, Simon’s plot, Simon, whom no one ever saw, Simon, who guided them in
their work, Simon Verginius, the leader who would never forsake them...

Through half-closed eyes he saw the dagger, turned it slowly in his
hand... sometimes when the pain was truly intense, when all his eyes could see
was a red rippling curtain of pain with a tightly wound black hole at the center—at
such times he thought about the dagger, how sharp its point, sharp as a Jesuit’s
twist of logic, how like a razor its blade... and he thought how easily he could end
the pain, an icicle drawn across his throat, his wrists, or driven into his heart, and
then peace at last...

Ice...

There was ice in the cemetery that night, all Paris was in the grip of an arctic
chill, there were frozen puddles of ice in the graveyard, a patina of ice on the
gravestones... the stocky, brutishly constructed man in the cassock waiting in the
graveyard for Father LeBecq, one priest waiting for another, and outside the fence,
crouching, holding their breath, Sal di Mona, Brother Leo, the blond
Dutchman... then the two men in the graveyard, the huddled conversation among
the headstones, suddenly the stocky man with the long, powerful arms leaping at



the tall man like a huge, misshapen hound, grappling with him, encircling him,
crushing the life from him, dropping him like a broken marionette ... and the killer
standing still, his lungs pumping clouds of vapor into the freezing night, the light
of a streetlamp illuminating his face, his profile... the face he would come to know
so well, the face that would be so near for the rest of his life...

The next day His Holiness Pope Callistus felt well enough to call a meeting in
his office. It was the same group—D’Ambrizzi, Indelicato, and Sandanato, with two
of Indelicato’s young aides waiting in the anteroom. The latter two had been taken
into Indelicato’s confidence and were working on certain aspects of the
investigation into the murders: In the corner of the office nearest the desk was a
rolling oxygen tent with shelves for a variety of other medical paraphernalia. There
were now no risks worth taking.

The pope’s weight loss was beginning to show in the face which already bore
new, deep worry lines, giving him something of the visage of a sad clown. His face,
known so well throughout the world, was changing irrevocably, caving in. He was
wearing his contacts for a change, and one of the lenses was giving him trouble.
He kept pulling the rim of his eyelid away from the eyeball, making little apologies
as he did so. Giving it up, he slumped back in the deslc chair, toying with the
Florentine dagger he’d found he was carrying with him.

“Well,” he said, “let’s get on with it. A progress report.” There was no need to
define the task. He was interested in only one thing now.

Cardinal D’Ambrizzi took a file folder from Sandanato. The sunlight streaming
through the windows increased the impression of pallor, the dark hollows of
Sandanato’s cheeks. He seemed to have been drawn even tighter than usual. The
pope’s hands were shaking until he dropped them, still clutching the dagger, onto
the desk before him. D’Ambrizzi himself looked tired and old, like a man with too
many ugly secrets hidden behind his huge, bulging frog’s eyes. Anxiety filled the
room like a noxious gas.

“We’ve been looking at Sister Valentine’s final weeks, Holiness,” D’Ambrizzi said.
“Where she was, what she may have been doing, trying to pin down the events
leading up to her murder. We'’ve discovered that Ben Driskill is tracking backward
from her murder. He was in Alexandria a week ago, give or take a few days. While
there he had a meeting with our old friend Klaus Richter—”

“You’re joking,” the pope said abruptly. “Richter? Our Richter? From the old
days? You told me he was the one who frightened you!”

“None other, Holiness. And he did frighten me, I assure you.”

“Your candor,” Indelicato murmured, “becomes you, Giacomo.”

“And,” D’Ambrizzi continued, “he saw another man who subsequently killed
himself.”

“Who was that?”

“Etienne LeBecq, Holiness. An art dealer.”

Callistus’s eyes widened, he felt an adrenaline rush. His heart was beating
erratically, leaping in his chest. Thinking: LeBecq, the brother of Father Guy, who
haunted his dreams: now forty years later they were both dead, all the sins coming
home to roost. Was that it? They had all been deep in the Pius Plot... did that
make them all sinners, now called upon to pay up at last?



D’Ambrizzi went on, flipping through papers. “We also have a report from Paris
that a journalist, an old chap by the name of Hey wood—"

“Robbie Heywood,” Callistus interrupted softly. “You remember him, Giacomo.
Terrible loud jackets, he’d talk your arm off and drink you under the table, given
half a chance. God’s love, I remember him... how does he come into this?”

“Dead, Holiness,” D’Ambrizzi said. “Murdered by an unknown assailant. The
authorities have no clues, of course.”

Callistus was trying to remember the last time he’d seen Heywood. “But what
has he to do with any of this mess?”

“Sister Valentine saw him in Paris while doing her research. Now he’s dead.
There may be a connection—"

“You’ll have to do better than that, Giacomo,” Indelicato said. His voice sounded
mechanical, uninvolved. “I’ll send someone to Paris and check this out.”

“Good luck to him,” D’Ambrizzi said dubiously. He shrugged massively.
“Perhaps it’s merely a coincidence. Knifed on a street corner. Such things happen.”

“Nonsense.” Indelicato frowned sourly. “The Church is under attack and
Heywood was a victim. It’s obvious.”

“It all comes back to Paris,” Callistus whispered. He was slowly turning the
dagger in his hands. “And where is our friend Ben Driskill now? And how is his
father holding up?”

“His father is on the mend. A slow process. And we seem to have lost Ben
Driskill. He flew to Paris. His habit was to stay at the George Cing but... well, he’s
not there. He’s somewhere in Paris. Unless he’s left already.” He turned to the
pale, cadaverous cardinal sitting quietly with his legs crossed. “Fredi, Fredi, you
are too quiet. I worry when you are so quiet.”

Indelicato leaned back, tapped his fingertips together across his chest. “I am in
awe of your resources. The good monsignor here’—he nodded at Sandanato—“is
responsible for this outpouring of information?”

“Not this time. Poor Pietro is overworked as it is. No, I've simply unleashed my
private army—oh, don’t look so worried, Fredi, I'm only joking. I've sent out some
feelers, asked a few questions—”

“The silver-haired priest,” Callistus said. “And who is he?”

D’Ambrizzi shook his head.

“Your network is still an astonishment to me,” Indelicato said. “But where is
Driskill?”

“You’re good at watching people,” D’Ambrizzi said. “Maybe you've been wasting
too much time watching me, Fredi.” He laughed deep in his great chest.

Indelicato smiled slowly. “Not closely enough apparently.”

Callistus spoke, ignoring the byplay. “So now we have nine murders ... and a
suicide?”

“Well, who knows, Holiness?” Indelicato said. “It’s a reign of terror. Who knows
how many more there are... and how many there will be.”

Suddenly Callistus stood up, his body stiffening in a kind of bone-jarring rictus,
fingers curling, his mouth pulled out of shape and into a ghastly scowl, saliva
white on his pale lips, and without uttering a sound he pitched forward across his
desk.



Jean-Pierre, the man August Horstmann had found in the Spanish
village working as the sexton, wore a long black cassock, a bit frayed at the hem,
and the old flat-crowned, broad-brimmed hat so common among the rustic clergy.
He carried his lunch in a brown paper sack which had been rolled, creased, and
grease-spotted many times. No one had paid him any attention on the train. No
one, that was, except a little blond girl with her hair in braids who seemed
transfixed by his eyes—the white milky remains in one socket, the other one so
blue it nearly matched hers. He smiled at her and she stared, sucking her thumb,
and he wished he could leave the train before it reached Rome. But, of course, he
couldn’t.

Rome was hot at midday when he arrived. Too hot for the season. He was
sweating into his thick undershirts. He had grown used to the cool, windy Spanish
countryside, the mountains and the brooks and the gentle pace of his work.

Now he stood outside the railway terminal unsure of himself among the tourists,
the crowds pushing and hurrying. He wondered fleetingly if he would ever see the
little country church again. Would he ever see the silver moon from the window of
his small room and smell the fresh clean air and the breeze that carried faint hints
of the ocean on it. Would he ever hear the rushing brook below the village, feel it
on his feet?

He went in search of a telephone. It was a Vatican number.

Once he made his contact and received his instructions, there was time for a
long walk.

He could even visit the Vatican gardens. It had been such a long time since he’d
seen the gardens. He’d been little more than a boy when he’d last visited Rome.

Yes, with the call behind him there was plenty of time to stroll through the city.

He wanted to forget for the moment why he’d come to Rome.

Chapter 3

- Driskill -

Another rented car, another rain-blown afternoon with low, disgruntled
clouds scowling down, draped across the rugged mountaintops tracing the
northwest coast of Donegal. The mountains seemed to be pitching me downward,
closing me off from behind, funneling me toward the rage that was the Atlantic.
Donegal was one of the desperately beautiful and poverty-stricken corners of the
Irish sorrow, the coastline a place God might have designed for the express
purpose of hiding—the wide-mouthed bays created by the drowning of the valleys
between mountain ranges, rocky cover and darkness everywhere you looked. The
land could no longer support the population that grew older and smaller with the
passing of each decade. It was a place of breathtaking natural beauty but also the
very heart’s core of all that had gone wrong with the country—the core of denial,
the fist shaken in the face of fate. Pure Catholic. Naturally.

Still, the day’s drive was quiet, calm, and my back wasn’t hurting all that much.
What lay ahead was a mystery, but I was being driven by the potent combination



of fear and irrevocable anger. To my chamber of horrors I'd now added poor old
Robbie Heywood, set up and butchered by Father August Horstmann, presumably
under orders from someone, something in Rome. I was as ready for whatever lay
ahead as I was going to get.

I smelled the peat, cut deep into the earth, and the heather and the
honeysuckle. I’d have given almost anything to forget for a moment the killing and
the assassini and the Roman intrigues. It was so pleasant to watch the solitary
road, the puddles shimmering in its depressions, to smell the wet earth, to find a
kind of peace in the sighting of the infrequent whitewashed cottage and the faint
orange glow of the sun behind the blue and purple rain clouds.

But I was past all that: I had the uneasy feeling that this mysterious landscape
which could transform itself from gentle fields to threatening ocean-racked cliffs
with a turn of your head—I had the feeling that it was swallowing me, might never
let me go.

Again and again during the long lonely drive, Sister Elizabeth had filled my
thoughts.

Why? It made no sense, my thinking about her, wishing as I did that she were
beside me, talking and thinking and reassuring me that I was doing the right
thing. I had to keep reminding myself that she was nothing to me. My last image of
her, the argument in the quiet house, held nothing for me. Yet I had to force
myself to remember the essential truth: she was one of them, a nun, someone you
couldn’t trust. Everything for her was filtered through the prism of the Church,
either its secular rules or the mumbo-jumbo. Either way you couldn’t win, not
with them.

Look back at Torricelli, I told myself; now, there was a case in point. Poor
Torricelli, the quintessential churchman, caught in a vise of Nazis, Catholics,
Resistance fighters, and no clear choice for the old bishop. For him it was always a
question of tiptoe, tiptoe, along the line, being neither one thing nor the other,
ignoring or refusing to acknowledge right and wrong. If you couldn’t decide right
and wrong in a world run by Nazis, then you had a problem. Didn’t you?

Yet Sister Elizabeth would have understood the old bishop’s dilemma. It was
like an amputation you underwent upon entering the Church: the Church cut
away your morality and replaced it with something of its own, something
unnatural and contrived and prescribed. There was no room for simplicity
anymore, no room for right and wrong. Expediency was the new morality and you
accepted it.

I looked back at Elizabeth and it seemed forever since I'd seen her. Back then I
hadn’t been sliced open by Horstmann, I hadn’t faced the idea of myself-as-
murder-victim, I hadn’t yet turned into a hunter, I hadn’t gone to war. Back then I
hadn’t carried a gun. It had been forever since I'd seen her. I’'d almost died myself.
I'd caused the death of a scared little man in Egypt. I'd put a name to the silver-
haired priest. I'd visited the monastery in hell. I'd found another murder in Paris. I
was a different man from the fellow who’d said good-bye to Elizabeth. But she
wouldn’t have changed. She was still the creature of the Church, owned by it,
instructed by it, purveyor of its official stories. She wanted to believe she was
something better and finer, more like my sister, but she was wrong. She thought



she knew so much but she knew only the party line. She was caught in the web
from which Val had miraculously freed herself, that was the difference.

I knew all of that, but none of it mattered when I remembered how I’'d laughed
with her and made vast inroads into the contents of the refrigerator and unraveled
some of the ominous riddle Val had left behind and gone to see the old cop on the
shore and learned that Father Governeau had been murdered and the murder
covered up... All that had been so good. And then the performance had dropped
away and I'd butted up against the real Elizabeth.

She was a nun. And that was the last thing in the world I wanted to let myself
in for. I couldn’t win, not in a struggle with the Church, with her vows. I couldn’t
risk it. I knew all about nuns. I always had, from the day I found the dead bird
hanging on the school-yard fence... You could never know what they thought. You
trusted them and depended on them and all, of a sudden they were telling you
they weren’t women, they weren’t human, they were nuns. But I'd been lulled by
Sister Elizabeth. She’d blurred the lines, blunted the warnings I'd learned by
heart, smudged the distinctions between herself and other women. Then I’d let her
hurt me.

Hurt. That was the second reason, the bad one, that made the whole idea of
Elizabeth so wrong. I'd loved my sister and the Church had killed her. If I let
myself fall in love with Elizabeth, I knew the Church would somehow kill her, too.
Another innocent would die. I knew it.

Of course, she would think me mad even to contemplate her in such terms.
After all, she’d proven it, she was a nun. She’d betrayed my trust.

I was driving through a sudden squall, rain spitting out of the thick mist. I felt
the wet cold sweeping at me from the ocean and then I saw the first low beehive
cells, a thousand years old, and the broken ruin of stone walls and the gray,
moss-speckled shape rising from the cliffs...

The monastery of St. Sixtus.

I’'d read about such places but I'd never seen one, never seen anything like it. I
felt as if the earth and the weight of centuries were slipping away and I was
plummeting backward through time and space to the sixth century, when St.
Finian had prescribed the kind of asceticism that went with the desolation of the
scene stretched out along, the barren, rock-strewn bluff and shoreline before me.
It was a beehive monastery, St. Sixtus, a creation native to this Irish coast with its
fury of frothing, pounding, ceaselessly slamming ocean breakers. The beehives of
piled stones were dwarfed by both the sea and the cliffs, as well as by the later
additions to the monastery which had probably been built over a period of more
than a thousand years.

St. Finian and his successors had ordered an almost inhuman kind of ascetic
endurance for the monks who were expected to survive on a minimum of sleep and
food, hideous scourges, and interminable masses. The monks were forbidden from
using any beasts in the tilling of their stony fields. Instead, they harnessed
themselves to the plows. The asceticism pervaded the orders, whether a monk
chose the life of a hermit or vowed eternal wandering. It was all a uniquely Irish
kind of severity. Never before in history had even the traditional monastic refuge
been thought to endanger true self-abnegation.



St. Columban had always been one of my special favorites. His penitential—the
table of punishments for even the slightest carnal stirrings—was the kind of thing
that made you wonder about saints in general, Irishmen in particular. The ideas of
sodomy and masturbation drove him into paroxysms of sadism. One image had
stuck with me from the first day I researched him as a seminarian. The naked
monk, standing alone up to his neck in the rough seas along just such a canker of
coastline as lay before me, dawn to dusk, dusk to dawn, singing psalms until his
vocal cords ruptured, until his blood ran cold, until he gave up the struggle and
slid beneath the water... For what? What was the point? Was it simply that they
were all crazy, had nothing better to do with their dementia? Sometimes an enemy
of the Church would be caught among them, an infidel, a sodomizer, and he would
be crucified on the sandy, rocky shingle and the cross driven into the sand upside
down so that the tide would just possibly drown him before he died of suffocation
or loss of blood... I couldn’t forget those old stories a quarter of a century after
reading them, now that I set my eyes on this dying place for the first time.

I drove off the narrow, rutted path and got out of the car, felt the sting of the
wind and the scythe of the damp, salty, acrid spray filling the air. The Irish coast
was the perfect place for these red-eyed, maniacal monks who could never scourge
themselves unto satisfaction. Rocky, barren lumps rose from the bay and the
crumbling cliffs of the shoreline were split as if by hammer blows. Ravines angled
away from the water like fistulas, crags and promontories bearing crippled,
stunted trees crumbled wetly, and a wilderness of thorn and gorse crowded
through slots in the rocks. Someone I'd read a long time ago wrote that the
uninhabited and the wuninhabitable seemed to these monks “as so many
invitations to the pain they sought for their earthly lives.”

Maybe it was an atavism harbored deep in my genetic matrix. The fact was I had
to walk among the relics of that other world, had to see what it all looked like from
the vantage point of some benighted pilgrim washed ashore five hundred years
before by capricious fate and unmanageable gales. Behind me now the sea
thundered, shuddered up along the stretch of uneven rocky beach that lay pale
and helpless between the angry, brooding cliffs that threatened it as well as me
like a giant pair of jaws. Caves, dark fenestrations, peered like impenetrable black
eyes down upon me. The poor long-ago bastards had made monasteries,
surrounded by the implacable sea and the barren, unforgiving marshlands, as if
what they really wanted was to hide not only from the world but even from God,
hoping somehow to be overlooked, forgotten, if not forgiven.

The sprawling monastery’s single large building was made of packed, unshaped
stones, the lower reaches painted with a damp dark-green beard of moss, the
upper with moss and lichen dried to a sickly brown. A tower capped by a cross
against the lowering clouds, no sounds but the chill wind and the surf pounding
like a wildly amplified water torture, a nervous breakdown demanding possession
of your soul.

I walked among the beehive huts, avoiding the loose stones that had come free
centuries before and rolled off by themselves. I looked inside, into the darkness,
but there was no sign of life, only the smell of birds and the sea. How could they
have lived in such places and at the same time created the ornamental art at
which we still gaped, goggle-eyed, the books, the work of the goldsmiths,



continuing the work of Germanic and Celtic prehistory? What sort of geniuses
were they? I didn’t know the answer, couldn’t even begin framing an answer,
which probably helped explain why the wheels had come off my faith so long ago.

Eventually I went back to the car, breathing hard against the sucking power of
the constant gale. I knew why they had never been able to add anything to the
noble history of monastic architecture. It was the Irish in them. They distrusted
whatever it was that endured, anything that might presume to beauty or eternity.
Better to wander, or to hide away in a cave, and disappear eventually, return to
the past, like the Latin words scraped from the vellum, erased, to make way for
the new that must then in its time be scraped away, too.

I drove on up the narrow path, dragging the past behind me like a huge corpse.

I had to get moving. I had work to do.

I found Brother Leo in what passed for a garden, a patch of vegetables and a few
flowers at the top of a cliff, just outside a wall of stone that had crumbled away
many centuries ago. He was kneeling in the wet, dark earth, and he looked up at
me as [ leaned into the gale and pushed my way toward him across the close. He
waved cheerfully, as if he knew me, and went back to his weeding and planting. I
climbed over the remains of the wall, slipping on the wet moss, and found I was
winded once more. He looked up at me again, said something blown away out of
earshot, and smiled. His face was old and round and wizened, rather distracted in
an amiable way, earnest in his determination to finish whatever he was doing. He
wore black trousers wetly crusted with mud, a black turtleneck sweater up around
his thin, wrinkled neck and jowls. His hands were bare, caked with mud, and
there was a streak of mud on his cheek where he must have scratched an itch. At
last he finished the job, patted the earth flat around some rather weary-looking
stems I couldn’t identify, and stood up. He wiped his hands on a muddy bit of
toweling.

“Brother Leo,” I said. “My name is Driskill. I've come to see you from Paris.
Robbie Heywood gave me your name.”

He blinked at me, one of those innocent faces that always looks surprised. He
pointed a grubby finger at me as if I'd said the magic word. “Robbie,” he said. “And
how is Robbie?” He didn’t sound Irish. His intonation and pronunciation were
indefinable. Probably Irish at birth, a life lived elsewhere. I told him that Heywood
had died and left it at that for the time being. He listened, busied himself with a
gunnysack full of fertilizer, tying it shut, gathering up some trowels, a small
spade. He nodded intermittently. I couldn’t tell how much sense he was making of
what I told him.

“Paris,” he said. “You've come all the way from Paris. So Robbie’s dead. Used to
call him the Vicar. He sent you to see me? I am, I admit it, frankly amazed. I
cannot quite believe it. After all these years. We’re rather off the beaten track here.
But,” he argued with himself, “do I not have the evidence looking me directly in the
eye? Amazed, I am. The Vicar! I would have enjoyed seeing him again.” His eyes
popped wide, innocently, and he seemed to have known what I was thinking
earlier. “Oh, enjoyment is no longer outlawed here. Such a relief. A blessing. An
obstreperous, nosy man, but a good companion during some dark days. Good
Lord.” He shook his head, bushy eyebrows catching the wind. “Dead. Old time is
on the wing. The shadows are gathering, deepening.” He smiled at me happily.



“He didn’t live out his span,” I said. “Robbie Heywood was murdered in Paris a
week ago—"

“But who would do such a thing?”

“A man who came through time, from forty years ago, a man he trusted ... a
man who tracked him down and didn’t give him a chance. Less than a month ago
my sister, a nun, Sister Valentine, was murdered by the same man. Robbie
Heywood believed that you could shed some light on this killer... who he is, where
he came from, why he is killing. Again.”

“May I ask,” he said calmly, “why he killed your sister?”

“Because she was researching a book that apparently dealt in some detail with
what was going on in Paris during the war. Torricelli, the Nazis, the Resistance,
something he called’ ‘the Pius Plot.” And a man, a phantom, called Simon—"

“Stop, please.” He smiled at me so gently, as if he were beyond earthly matters,
guilt and sin and murder. “You seem very well informed about very ancient, very
secret matters. I hardly know what to think of you, Mr. Driskill.”

“I've come a long way to hear your story. People have died—"

“How well I know,” he mused enigmatically.

“—beginning with Father LeBecq in a graveyard in Paris forty years ago—no, of
course, he wasn’t the beginning. Who knows where it began? My sister, your old
friend Heywood, they were just the most recent additions. It began long, long ago—
and I have code names you might be able to identify.” The words and questions
and ideas were tumbling out of me too quickly and he was drawing back. I was too
much for him to handle. I saw it in his eyes, dimming for a moment as I spoke. I
broke off, allowing the surf to drown the words.

His eyes swept out across the distant sea, where it might lead you to believe it
was tranquil and quiet. “I am rather afraid of you, Mr. Driskill—if Mr. Driskill is in
truth your name. You see,” he went resolutely on as I began to object, “I've known
there would be someone and there would be a due bill of sorts. Because there were
things happening then, things that could never be forgotten as long as any one of
us survived, any of us who knew the whole story... or even parts of it. I'm afraid I
knew as much as any of us. Surely too much to be allowed to live if someone
wanted to cover up the past, erase it. Someone would remember Leo someday and
they would wonder if he was still alive and then they would have to find out.” He
cupped his chin in his hand, arms crossed on his chest. “It’s taken rather longer
than I'd thought it would. And now I wonder, are you that man? And if you are,
which one of them sent you?”

He lowered his gaze, seeing the waters grow more troubled as they swarmed
toward the base of the cliffs. I called his name but the wind and the pounding
waves drowned it out. I reached out, grabbed his arm. Harder than I'd intended.
He turned gently and the innocence of his face shone on me like God’s grace.

“I need your help,” I said. I wasn’t much of a salesman. I was too far gone to
make a pitch and the wind was sucking my breath away, making me feel weak.
This little man was one of the keys I had to have. “I must hear you, in your own
words... the truth—”

“You want to hear my story. I understand.” He spoke softly, as if amazed by a
secret revelation, one I couldn’t know, but somehow I heard him, made out every
word. “It was all so long ago.” He cocked his head and gave me a fatalistic,



philosophical nod. “You will have to convince me—I may have lived the useful
years of my life, but I have no desire to die sooner than is necessary. Do you
understand? I have said you make me afraid. If you have come to kill me—if you
have truly come from them—if you’ve come from Rome to kill me... then there’s
little I can do to stop you. But if you have come, as you say, in search of the truth,
then I will tell you my story. So, come walk with me and tell me again who you are.
Let us exchange stories, yours for mine.” He smiled again. He said he was afraid
but he wasn’t. He didn’t have a fearful bone in his body. “And if you have come
from them, maybe I can convince you I'm nothing but a harmless old man, no
danger to you and your masters—who knows?”

“Them,” I said. “Who are they?”

“Young man, whoever you really are, you know perfectly well who they are. Why
else would you come so far? Come, come, welll walk on the cliffs. We’ll not
dissemble. I'll give you a chance to kill me.” He chuckled to himself as if the joke
were somehow on me. I fell into step beside him.

During the Second World War the Catholic Church was as concerned, indeed
obsessed, with survival as any other European institution. Conduct of affairs had
to be designed and executed with extreme care and diligent attention to the state
of the war, to the shifting balance of power, to realpolitik. Further complicating
matters was the issue of individual morality coming into conflict with the
somewhat less luxurious morality of the organization, as Brother Leo’s story was
destined to prove. The role of the Church was rendered increasingly ambiguous by
the fact that in the twentieth century it had no army of its own, no means of
forcing its policies or its independence from outside interests. In the first place,
the course the war was taking at any given moment had to be taken into account;
in the second place, some attention had to be paid to the overt horrors being
systematically perpetrated by the Nazis—they were simply difficult to ignore no
matter how much one might wish to; and in the third place, there was the fact,
with its uncertain consequences, that the Church was led by Pope Pius, whose ties
to Germany were strong, deep, and basically mystical.

Exemplifying this confusion of morality, aims, and effects, there arose a curious
response: a cadre of Paris’s activist Catholics—priests, monks, some laymen—were
recruited by a priest who would be known to them as “Simon Verginius”—that is,
Simon. He bound them together by a sacred oath of secrecy that would last a
lifetime. They would never reveal their brotherhood’s existence, nor would they
ever reveal their identities to anyone outside the group. As long as the oath was
intact, they were safe from discovery.

But, of course, there were problems even from the institution of these first
principles, Brother Leo assured me with a weary shrug. “I will simply raise the
questions for the moment, providing no answers,” he said. “First, whose idea was
it, this cadre, to begin with? Not Simon’s surely. There were orders coming from
someone in Rome—at least that was my assumption as a young man caught up in
events and wanting to play a part in things. Someone, somewhere was guiding the
hand of Simon... because there was an inner proof. Conflict. Simon rebelled
against some of the orders, and that was our undoing.”

The aims of this group were to protect the Church from the misfortunes of war,
to enrich the Church from the spoils of the war, and to keep the Church strong



and beyond the conflagration, the firestorms of ambition and insanity that were, in
fact, the war. In a nation, in a great city ruled by Nazi invaders, the implications
such aims carried with them were obvious, but inevitably at odds with the
morality of some individuals. Brother Leo let me think that one over as he went on
with his tale.

The men in the group were known to one another by code names. Leo said he’d
forgotten them, the result of trying very hard to bury them in the distant past. He
insisted that he’d forgotten how many of them there were and he wouldn’t budge
on that point. Christos, yes, there was the one called Christos, he admitted
remembering that name, and I'd soon find out why. At the time they were, he said,
a perfectly Catholic group: totally authoritarian, nobody daring to openly voice
questions, not even thinking about questions as such, except in the quiet of one’s
own mind when the defenses were down. Orders were given, orders were carried
out. Decisions were left to others. These men saw themselves accurately as
weapons in the service of the Church. It was a time of war and the Church had
never cowered before secular armies: well, not often. Historically it had raised its
own armies, sent its own soldiers to the battle, to die if necessary, to kill if killing
was called for. Now, in Paris, the Church had raised a new army to call its own
and it would do what had to be done. Brother Leo wouldn’t look at me just then
but I understood: killing had been called for all right, and killing they had done.

“It was a time for carrying out orders,” he said. “Any orders. All orders. Don’t
say it, Mr. Driskill—I agree with you... following orders is the last pallid excuse of
the murderers of those days. A concentration camp guard at Treblinka, a priest
stalking a victim in a Paris slum...” He shrugged, staring at the sea with the
shadows lengthening and the wind getting colder. “I am not excusing myself, nor
any of us. [ am telling you how it was, that’s all. Sometimes the order was to kill a
man. For the greater good, of course. It was always for the Church. We believed we
were saving the Church, didn’t we?”

But more often than not it was something else. Usually it was a matter of
trading. Back onto the tightrope they went. Trading loyalty, trading actions the
group could perform, trading for the good of the Church. Trading with the Nazis,
with the Wehrmacht, the SS, the Gestapo. And in return the Church benefited: a
not unreasonable share of looted art treasures which made their way by this
means and that back to Rome, the spoils from the rape of the Jews who were
simply never seen again. When it was necessary, Simon’s little band, with Christos
often in charge of the mission, kept tabs on the Resistance and seemed to have no
choice but to betray their French friends, to throw bones to the Nazis, to maintain
the fragile balance between working with the Resistance here, with the Nazis there,
but always for the Church which as an article of faith they knew must outlast the
Resistance fighters, the Nazi invaders, and the war itself.

But there were times when it was not simply trading, not the simple act of
betraying the Resistance on one hand or sabotaging the Nazis on the other. There
were times when the Nazis wanted a man to die. Why didn’t they kill the offender
themselves? Brother Leo had pondered that one at length. Was it a test of the
cadre’s willingness to work with the occupiers? Or was it the simple imposition of
their will?



Brother Leo remembered one occasion when the rift between Simon and
Christos came into the open. There was going to be trouble, sooner or later, within
the ranks, Brother Leo was sure of that. It had boiled up over the matter of the
Resistance priest...

Father Devereaux was the priest who had gotten too good at the Resistance
business. An SS officer had been kidnapped and subsequently found in the
garbage dump serving a village near Paris. The culprits were unknown but the
village had seen some Resistance sympathy, due in large part to the attitude of
Father Devereaux.

The SS required a symbolic response. The priest must die and the Catholics led
by Simon were given the job of killing him. Simon reported to the group that it was
not possible, he was going to tell the SS the answer was no. But Christos, the tall,
wraithlike priest from Paris, argued that the preservation of good relations with
the Nazis was more important than the life of one trouble-making priest. It was a
war, he said, and in wars men died as a matter of course. For the greater good,
Father Devereaux must die as the SS had ordered.

Christos argued the long view. A life here and there, put them in the scale with
the Church, with the existence of the cadre. “You see, Mr. Driskill,” Brother Leo
said softly as the rush of the sea calmed, said it casually as if it hardly mattered,
“we were the reborn assassini, back at work for the Church...” A few murders
didn’t weigh much. And they weren’t even murders! They were battlefield
casualties. A realist, Christos called himself, a pragmatist. Some of their little
band found him brutal, ruthless. But he insisted and they obeyed and Simon
stayed his hand, didn’t stop them, but played no part in what happened in the
village the night Devereaux was killed. Christos bent some of them to his will,
Brother Leo observed. “But not Simon, not little Sal, not me, and not the
Dutchman. We took our lead from Simon. We stood with him, not with Christos...”

But there were other occasions, nasty jobs with deadly consequences, and they
all did as they were told. Simon, all of them. And no matter how the war ended,
the Church had to be ready to ally itself with the winner. The Church must
survive.

Did Rome know?

Did Pope Pius know?

Unthinkable, unaskable questions. But Simon had come from Rome to Paris....

Brother Leo spoke deliberately, calmly, his hands rubbing his cheeks which
were pink and chapped from the cold wind, or smoothing the wiry fringe of white
hair against his skull only to have the wind pluck it, rearrange it at once.

Then came the final night, toward the end of the bitter winter of 1944.

The time had come again to kill a man.

But the Nazis knew nothing about it. Nor did the Resistance. Not a soul but the
assassini knew that an important man would be killed.

For the good of the Church. To save the Church.

It was Simon’s mission and the most elaborate undertaking they’d attempted. It
required more planning, more transport for which they relied on the Resistance,
more supplies which also came from the Resistance.

Dynamite. Two machine guns. Hand grenades.



They were going to change the course of history and save the Church in a single
audacious strike.

They had to hole up in a woodsman’s hut on a hillside overlooking a stretch of
train track hidden from outside view by thickly wooded slopes. The train was
bringing the great man to Paris for a secret meeting with high Nazi officials.
Reichsmarshal Goering was rumored to be among the participants.

They were going to blow the track. And if the train wreck didn’t kill the great
man, they were going to shoot him and anyone who tried to stop them.

But it all went wrong.

The Germans knew. The great man was tipped off. Someone told them, someone
inside the operation.

“The great man wasn’t even on the train,” Brother Leo said. “We were
betrayed... it was a terrible mess, only a few of us survived. Several of our men
were killed, tracked down and killed in Paris afterward when a man we called the
Collector came to find us if he could... Well,” he said, shaking his head, wiping his
hand across his mouth, “it was a long time ago. Simon knew everything was over
but he also knew who had betrayed us. We were all so scared, running for our
lives. Simon was going to take care of us—we didn’t know how. We believed in
him, we trusted him... we knew he’d take care of us. He did, he told us what to do,
and then he went to meet the traitor... Christos, you see. He was the one... he was
always more of a Nazi than anything else... The Dutchman, little Sal, and I
followed Simon that night, we wanted to be there if he needed us, we knew
Christos carried a gun.”

The night was cold, icy shreds of snow blowing on a cruel wind. February of
1944. A small, weedy cemetery in one of the drearier reaches of Paris, a run-down
church attached. A loose shutter banging in the night. Ice like broken glass on
tops of gravestones. Bent, withered weeds poking up through puddles of ice. Mice
dying of hunger and cold scuttling underfoot.

Simon and Christos, in the dim light, across the gravestones.

Leo, the Dutchman, and little Sal crouching in the shadows outside the fence.
Leo was afraid his button of a nose would freeze. Sal kept muttering prayers: his
life as a priest had taken som