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Praise for The House of Whispers

‘A creepy, chilling story … Another Anna Mazzola triumph’

JENNIFER SAINT

‘Chilling and compelling, with echoes of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, this is a thrilling mystery with many eerie twists and turns to keep you hooked all through the night’

ESSIE FOX

‘Darkly atmospheric and dripping with menace. Anna Mazzola is a twisted genius’

TAMMY COHEN

‘Powerful, spine-tingling and beautifully penned, this is gothic historical fiction at its very best’

ABIR MUKHERJEE

‘Beautiful, chilling, and darkly enchanting. Anna Mazzola is a truly gifted storyteller’

CHRIS WHITAKER

‘Eerie and unsettling, but perhaps Anna Mazzola’s superbly realised depiction of a nation gripped by the horrors of fascism is the most terrifying thing of all’

KATE GRIFFIN

‘Absolutely brilliant. Gripping, beautifully written and properly chilling’

CAROLINE GREEN

‘Robert Harris meets M.R. James in an evocative gothic tale set in a Rome on the edge of catastrophe … Mazzola’s dazzling imagination is at its very peak’

DAVID HEWSON

‘The sense of place is impeccable, the sense of danger truly chilling’

SINÉAD CROWLEY

‘The thrilling tale of a woman caught between the pressures of pre-war Italy and the more mysterious manifestations of something amiss in her own household’

ALISON LITTLEWOOD

‘A delicately told ghost story set in the bright heat of 1930s Italy. Claustrophobic and compelling’

AMANDA MASON

‘Packed with political and emotional intrigue … historically rich and deeply unsettling’

SARAH HILARY

‘Gothic, immersive and very, very scary … Set in 1939 Rome against the rise of fascism, injecting a powerful sense of dread’

ALLY WILKES

‘A gripping, thrilling story which had me hooked from the start, as the terrifying reality of fascism in pre-war Italy is increasingly entwined in an anguished marriage’

MARY CHAMBERLAIN

‘Tense historical fiction like no other … Dark and mysterious with whispers of a buried past hidden in the walls. I cannot recommend The House of Whispers highly enough’

AJ WEST


For my father (please don’t read the sex scenes).
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Part One


1

I dreamt again of the burning. The first one, when I was seven years old, the sky above Piazza Oberdan stained blood-red, the flames hissing, the men in black shirts dancing and shouting, ‘Viva! Viva!’ as though the fire were a product of their demented energy, a strange creature come alive to drive the Slavs out of Trieste. I saw again the faces of the people at the open windows and on the balconies – rows and rows of them in the tall white building of the Narodni Dom, the Slovene national home. I heard the jeers of the mob, the scream of the sirens, smelt the smoke that filled the evening sky.

Only, in my dream, I was no longer a child clutching my mother’s hand, but the young woman I am now: solid, sensible, apparently capable. Yet I made no movement to help, no attempt to stop the squadristi as they poured on petrol, barred the doors; no attempt to make the police do something, to yell in their faces, to beg them to help, to clear a way for the firefighters who were blocked by the baying Blackshirts. I stood as I did then, transfixed, horrified – only now, as an adult, I understood what they were doing and I knew what would come next. I longed to cry out, to scream, to stop them, but my mouth was clamped shut and my feet refused to move so that I remained helpless, shaking, as powerless as a child. I woke then, relieved to find myself in my narrow bed, but disturbed that the dream had come again.

People say I couldn’t possibly remember as much as I do, as I was only a child when the squadristi burned the Slovene cultural centre, a symbol of all that they hated: the foreigners who contaminated la città Italianissima, the most Italian city. But memory is a strange and fluid thing. Sometimes we remember everything precisely. Sometimes we remember nothing at all. The memory of that night is captured for me in time as a fly in amber – the sound of the glass in the windows shattering; the desperate cries of the people in the apartments, the cafe, the restaurant, the theatre, as they realised the doors were locked from the outside and that they would have to jump; the pathetic sound of my own mother’s muted and baleful weeping. I remember it all because that was the moment I understood that everything I knew was about to be destroyed, and that I would have to hide who I was. That was the beginning of my journey to becoming an all-Italian girl. It was how I became not Iva Valentich, but Eva Valenti.

But it’s not that fire I wanted to tell you about. It is the second one.


2

Rome, 1938

I will begin the story on the day I first saw him. It was the day that Hitler came to Rome.

We’d spent the morning in one of the great, echoing music rooms of the school where Ettore and I worked. Supposedly we were practising, but in fact we were most mostly smoking, talking, joking, as we often did in those days. Mirella, Ettore and I had met at teacher training school some years before and formed a trio, more for the companionship than for anything else. We were all, in our way, outsiders, though I wouldn’t have accepted that then.

The door to the room opened and Allegra, another of the teachers, peered in: ‘What on earth are you laughing about in here?’

‘Eva has a new admirer: the dashing Signor Malinconico!’

Ettore and Mirella were almost besides themselves by this point. Signor Malinconico – Mr Melancholy – was their name for one of the maths teachers: a spindly-legged man with a drooping face who seemed always to be out of luck.

‘You’re awful, the pair of you. He merely asked me to dinner. The poor man is probably lonely.’

Allegra sat on one of the metal chairs, crossed her stockinged legs and lit a cigarette. ‘Poor Mr Melancholy. He’s such a strange fellow, isn’t he? What on earth did you say to him, Eva?’

‘Well, I couldn’t say no, could I?’

Another convulsion of laughter from Mirella and Ettore. ‘Of course you could say no! What, are you really going to go out for dinner with that funny little man? Please say you aren’t!’

‘It’s all very well for you to laugh; you’re not the ones who are in this situation.’

‘Oh Eva,’ Mirella said. She was my best friend in Rome, in the whole world. ‘You are funny. You’re always so worried about upsetting people that you end up in these scrapes. You’ll have to make up an excuse. Tell him you have a new boyfriend who’s terribly possessive, or something.’

‘I can’t say that. He won’t believe me.’ I had no boyfriend; hadn’t had a relationship for over a year, and the ones before that were hardly anything to write home about. Not that I really wrote home anymore. Only the occasional postcard to my aunt in Trieste.

‘Then we’ll have to tell him you’ve passed away,’ Ettore said, straight-faced. ‘Poor Eva, she died as she lived: running from unsuitable suitors.’

Another gale of laughter and I shut the lid of the piano. ‘Right, that’s it. I’m going home! Mirella, are you coming?’ We shared an apartment in the Trastevere district: us and a talking bird.

‘Later. I said I’d call in on Amalia first. She’s going to lend me some of her records.’

Still chatting, we packed up our instruments, heading along the musty corridors, past the ceramic cross on the wall and the portraits of Il Duce and the King, and emerging into the bright spring sunlight, Mirella blowing us a kiss as she left.

As the three of us walked down the Via di Monserrato, we could hear the sound of a brass band playing a military march. All of us knew, of course, about the parade, the visit. We couldn’t not have known. For over a week, black swastikas had been crawling over the walls like spiders, appearing on signs and on the flags that streamed beside the Italian tricolour. For months, the newspapers had been full of the nations’ growing friendship, and the Germans’ admiration for Il Duce – our great leader – and our beautiful, vibrant nation. It gave me an underlying sense of nervousness that I tried my best to suppress. Though we were largely insulated from news of the outside world, I’d heard what Hitler said of Slavs and the Jews, and Mirella was, among many other things, Jewish.

‘You’d think he was coming here on honeymoon,’ Ettore murmured to me as we walked. ‘Not on a state visit.’

Rome did look fine in May, with the chestnut trees and oleanders in blossom, the sunshine turning the stone buildings and statues to brilliant white and gold: the carved lions and wolves triumphant. People were strolling the piazzas and parks dressed in beautifully tailored suits with little hats, small dogs and children on their best behaviour. Anything deemed unsightly had been hidden away. Houses had been razed and apartment blocks bulldozed, better to display the glories of ancient Rome; the city’s beggars had been cleared from the repaved streets; shabby shops had been repainted or shut.

‘Ettore, don’t be so cynical,’ Allegra said, catching his comment. ‘It’s a national holiday – a moment of national pride. We should try to enjoy it!’

I raised an eyebrow at Ettore, but I didn’t say anything. At that time, it was always best not to speak, or to speak only in whispers. You never knew who might be listening, or how your words might be twisted against you. In any event, what could I, an insignificant young woman, do about it all? That was how I thought about things in those days. It was how so many people thought. My parents had taught me to save my energies for the things that mattered: family, work, learning, God. Leave the politics to those that knew better. My life had often been a struggle, my mind at one time unstable, and my focus then was on establishing myself, earning enough, doing my best to belong.

As we approached the Piazza Farnese, we could hear the boom of a man’s voice over a loudspeaker, his the familiar tone of the ardent party member. Across the wall, splashed in white paint, was the familiar slogan, ‘Il Duce ha sempre ragione!’ Il Duce is always right.

‘It is with the same faith and with the same will that the German and Italian nations have fought against the corrupt old ideologies to create this vital new regime of the people!’

A crowd had amassed in the piazza and rows of children stood in the centre on a platform wearing the black and grey uniforms of the Fascist youth organisations: the Balilla and the older Avanguardisti boys behind, the Piccole Italiane and the Giovani Italiane at the front. Some held banners, others musical instruments. It was one of many parades prepared for the arrival of the Führer, one of the myriad of entertainments the government had laid on as though to give the impression that Italy was always decked out like this; as if people had nothing better to do with their days than sing and march and clap.

‘National Socialist Germany and Fascist Italy are both great forces,’ the man shouted, ‘embodying and powered by the energies of the new generation!’

Ettore scoffed. ‘Both are vampires, more like,’ he said to me in a low voice, ‘feeding and growing on the blood of the young.’

I looked away from him and towards the crowd, searching the faces of the people to see if anyone had heard him, if any might be a Questura agent on the lookout for any sign of subversion. It was dangerous to talk, however quietly, in a public place like this. We’d all heard about the arrests that had preceded this visit – the hotel guests awoken and interrogated in their rooms, the hundreds of houses searched for dissenters. Ettore, though, was always the most vocal, always the most daring, even though he had the most to hide.

‘Let’s head towards the front,’ Allegra said, pulling me by the arm. ‘I want to see who’s speaking. I want to see who’s there.’

We made our way nearer to the centre of the piazza where a stage had been constructed and, beside it, rows of chairs on which numerous military and official types sat. Closer up, I could see that the children were sweating in their heavy uniforms, and that some of the smaller boys were scratching at their legs or crotches where the coarse material rubbed. They must have been standing out here for hours.

The speaker was a squat, pallid man in full military regalia, perspiration running down his face. The loudspeaker squealed. ‘In honour of the young of our nations, let us now sing “Giovinezza”! Youth!’

The drums started up, then the brass, and the people in the seated area took to their feet.

‘Giovinezza, giovinezza,

Primavera di bellezza,

Della vita, nell’asprezza

Il tuo canto squilla e va!

E per Benito Mussolini,

Eja eja alalà.

E per la nostra Patria bella,

Eja eja alalà.’

I watched the faces of the audience, seemingly rapt as they sang loudly and clearly of ‘our beautiful Fatherland’ and I wished as I had before that I could be properly part of it: have that sense of belonging, that certainty that I was part of a community, a nation. I sang along, of course, sang the words of the song that had become a second national anthem, sung by the men who marched on Rome, sung by the troops who conquered Abyssinia to enrich the Roman empire. But I sensed that I did not have that fire in my heart that would have made me properly Italian. I worried that, despite my best efforts at camouflage, some might recognise me as one of the ‘allogeni’, as the Slovenes had been called when I was young: the people from outside. I followed the words and I followed the rules, but I feared that people would see through that to the foreigner within. Standing there in that crowd, I was never more aware that in order to survive I would need to burrow deeper: to become faultlessly, unassailably Italian.

‘Look, that man there.’ Allegra had hold of my arm and was pointing. ‘The one in the dark blue suit with the two children near him. Near the middle. You see? That’s Signor Cavallera. I teach the daughter, Chiara.’

I scanned the rows of people who were still standing, clapping, and caught sight of a dark-haired girl, maybe fifteen or sixteen, in a peach-coloured dress. She stood next to a polished-looking man in a midnight-blue suit, a tall boy on his other side.

‘She’s the one whose mother died a few months ago,’ Allegra continued. ‘Remember, I told you? A brain haemorrhage.’

‘Yes, I remember. Terrible.’ Allegra had described it all at some length: the sudden death, the pursuant drama, the exquisite, expensive funeral.

‘The girl, though, Chiara, she plays very well.’

I shielded my face from the sun with my hand so that I might see them better. Both father and son were slim and tanned, black-browed. The man was saying something to his son, who wore the uniform of the Balilla. The daughter was paler, but no less handsome, her hair a dark cloud around her face. She stood motionless, paying no attention to her father and brother, her hands behind her back. She was, I noticed, the only person in the row who wasn’t smiling.

‘Come on, let’s go.’ It was Ettore. ‘There’ll be a lot more of this today.’ He motioned for us to follow him and began to make his way through the crowd towards the shady side of the street.

I looked back at the girl in the peach dress, the man with the shined hair. They looked, I thought, like the perfect Italian family, only incomplete.
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