
		
			
				[image: Book cover image]

		

	
		
		
			
			ALSO BY ROLAND MERULLO

			[image: ]

			NOVELS

			Leaving Losapas

			A Russian Requiem

			Revere Beach Boulevard

			In Revere, in Those Days

			A Little Love Story

			Golfing with God

			Breakfast with Buddha

			American Savior

			Fidel’s Last Days

			The Talk-Funny Girl

			Lunch with Buddha

			Vatican Waltz

			Dinner with Buddha

			The Return

			NONFICTION AND MEMOIR

			Passion for Golf

			Revere Beach Elegy

			The Italian Summer

			Demons of the Blank Page

			Taking the Kids to Italy

			The Ten Commandments of Golf Etiquette

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: The Delight of Being Ordinary A Road Trip with the Pope and the Dalai Lama Roland Merullo DE doubleday new york london t]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			[image: ]

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Copyright © 2017 by Roland Merullo

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			www.doubleday.com

			DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

			Names: Merullo, Roland, author.

			Title: The delight of being ordinary : a road trip with the Pope and the Dalai Lama / Roland Merullo.

			Description: New York : Doubleday, [2017]

			Identifiers: LCCN 2016027621| ISBN 9780385540919 (hardcover) |ISBN 9780385540926 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Self-actualization (Psychology)—Fiction. | Self-realization—Fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Humorous. | FICTION / Literary. | FICTION / Religious. | GSAFD: Road fiction.

			Classification: LCC PS.E748 D45 2017 | DDC 813/.54—DC23 LC record 

			available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2016027621

			Ebook ISBN 9780385540926

			Cover design by John Fontana

			Cover illustration by Shout

			v4.1_r1

			ep

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Roland Merullo

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

				Epigraph

				Acknowledgments

				Author’s Note

			

			
				Day One

			

			
				Day Two

			

			
				Day Three

			

			
				Day Four

			

			
				Day Five

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			For my Exeter friends

			Bob Braile, Joanie Pratt,

			Wick Sloane, and David Weber

			and

			for Jason Kaufman,

			with thanks

		

	
		
		
			Let us ask ourselves today: Are we open to “God’s surprises”?

				—POPE FRANCIS

				It is my belief, for the world in general, that compassion is more important than religion.

				—THE DALAI LAMA

				God made so many different kinds of people. Why would he allow only one way to serve him?

				—MARTIN BUBER

				The gods, too, are fond of a joke.

				—ARISTOTLE
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I am inclined to put my trust in spiritual figures who show a sense of humor, rather than those who take everything—including themselves—with a miserable seriousness. Life can be harsh, yes. The struggle to live a meaningful life, however we define that, can be rich with problems and challenges. But humor exists to soften the sharp edges of things. And so Pope Francis and the Dalai Lama, both of whom laugh a lot, seem to me like wise teachers, extraordinary men in the difficult position of guiding billions of followers, of steering vessels with a heavy cargo of good and bad history, in the same general direction, across the rough seas of modern life.

			It was in a spirit of respect and gratitude that I made them the central characters in this odd parable. They are human, and in order to make the story work I felt I had to show them as people, not figureheads. In doing so, I made use of various interviews, articles, and biographies. While trying to stay close to actual Christian and Buddhist doctrines I have taken a few small liberties. For instance, I don’t know that Pope Francis is actually afraid of heights, or that the Dalai Lama is actually afraid of water. My hope is that the reader accepts these fictional details in the spirit in which they were intended: respectful, well-meaning, provocative in the best sense, beribboned with strips of humor and the big life-and-death questions that are central to the lives of those men, and that have fascinated me since I was old enough to write a complete sentence.
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			My name is Paolo dePadova—son of an Italian mother and an American infantryman father, and thanks to a peculiar combination of loyalty and luck I served, for a time, as First Assistant to my beloved cousin His Holiness the Pope of Rome. My tenure didn’t last long. In fact, my duties came to an end as a direct result of the story I’m about to tell here, a story the Pope himself asked me to make public when I felt the time was right. Parts of it will be familiar from headlines in the international news, but, as you might expect, those parts were sensationalized, tarnished by rumor, stained with misinformation. The heart of it, the essence, the real, full story, remains known only to a handful of people, myself included. I share it now in a spirit of reverence and compassion, but also in service to the truth. As my cousin liked to say, “Anche i papi sono uomini.” Which might be translated as “Popes are people, too.”

			
				2

				My odd story begins, oddly enough, with a Buddhist. Or, at least, with the visit of a famous Buddhist to the most sacred halls of Roman Catholicism. It’s common, of course, for a pope to receive visiting heads of state—presidents, prime ministers, first secretaries. Catholics have a great deal of clout in the world’s voting booths, and politicians, even the least religious politicians, like to make a papal pilgrimage. They sit for a photo op with the Pontiff, pretend to exchange ideas, make promises they never intend to keep, then fly back to their luxurious lives and seats of power.

				
				Popes, in my experience, handle these visits with an admirable patience. Disappointed again and again, they nevertheless always seem to hope that the leaders of the world will actually behave in ways that reduce the chance of war and give comfort to their poor.

				In the case of the Dalai Lama’s visit, however, the Holy Father had good reason for optimism. Here was a man whose responsibilities were similar to his own, and whose devotion to his faith and his people was beyond question. It was the second year of our joint tenure—the Pope’s and mine—and probably the three hundredth official visit. I was used to the frenzied preparations: security precautions, press conferences, interviews. But when I went to see the Pope that morning I could sense, almost immediately, that the Dalai Lama’s visit would not be typical.

				My cousin liked to rise at four, spend three hours in prayer, and then take a light morning meal. On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays when he was in Rome, Giorgio—as my parents and I had always called him—asked that I have breakfast with him in his relatively humble accommodations: a three-room suite at the Domus Sanctae Marthae hotel in Vatican City. Seven a.m. sharp.

				This wasn’t easy for me. At seven in the morning I’m not yet at my best—not that my best is very good at any hour—but out of devotion to the famous man and in deference to his inhumanly busy schedule, I always showed up on time. In order to reach the papal chambers, even with my top-secret Vatican credentials, I had to run a gauntlet of security officials and various secretaries. After doing so on that morning I went, at last, along a familiar, carpeted corridor and tapped on a set of wooden doors twice my height.

				
				“Entra, cugino!” the Pope always yelled joyfully. Come in, cousin! That day it was no different.

				The velour curtains hanging from the windows of his dining area had been pulled aside and, even at that early hour, a golden sunlight poured through the glass. The Pope was dressed casually in dark pants and a white T-shirt, a medal of the Blessed Mother looped on a thin chain around his neck. As was his custom and preference, he was barefoot (he liked to say it linked him, however subtly, with the poor of this world). The sunlight fell on one side of his face, catching a smile so sincere and sparkling it would have caused the most devoted atheist to convert. He gave me the warmest of embraces. Another minute and we were sitting opposite each other at a small, marble-topped table. An aide brought a typical breakfast—pear slices, pots of herbal tea, two pieces of Belgian chocolate the size of bottle caps. (The Pope is famous for his sweet tooth.) We prayed over the food and began to eat, but, knowing him so well, I could see a rising tide of trouble, a splash of anxiety on the skin of his face.

				“What’s wrong, Your Holiness?”

				“Oh, stop it,” he said in his fake-gruff voice. “For the one thousandth time, Paolo, please and kindly call me ‘Giorgio’ or ‘Pope,’ anything but ‘Your Holiness.’ I’m not worthy of that title, and it’s like a wall between me and the cousin I love.”

				
				“Impossible, Your Holiness,” I said. “I’m a simple man. If I start calling you Giorgio in private, I’ll slip someday and say it in public.”

				“Sì, e poi?” Yes, and then?

				“And then my enemies will attack me, and attack you for hiring me.”

				“Yes, and then?”

				“Your judgment will come into question…and I’ll be out on the street.”

				It was all a joke, a comic routine. “You keep me sane, cousin,” the Pope liked to say. “Joke with me. Make me laugh. Remind me that I am, in fact, a human being, not a figurehead.”

				“Something’s bothering you, Pope,” I said.

				He smirked, looked sideways, chewed meditatively on a slice of pear. “I can no more hide my thoughts from you than I can hide my sins from God.”

				“What is it?”

				“How’s Rosa?”

				“Beautiful, intelligent, stubborn, rich, impossible to live with—which is why I no longer live with her. In short, the same as always. Don’t change the subject. What’s wrong?”

				“And your miraculous daughter, Anna Lisa?”

				“Fine, also, though I haven’t seen her in four months. She misses you. Rosa, for some reason, thinks Anna Lisa has a serious boyfriend. Now, tell me, what’s wrong?”

				More pensive chewing. A sip of tea. As was his habit—part of his ongoing battle with the demon of sugar—he broke one of the coins of dark chocolate in two and handed the larger piece to me. Another moment and out came the truth. “I have a confession to make.”

				
				“I’ll call Cardinal Forgereau, your confessor. Let me finish the meal and I’ll—”

				“Not that kind of confession, Paolo. You’re right. I’m troubled. I feel…lately I’ve been feeling, I don’t know…soffocato. Stifled. Constrained.”

				“Emotionally or spiritually?”

				“Both.”

				“Details, please.”

				He shook his head, frustrated. “I can’t describe it.”

				“Should we cancel today’s events? Say you’re not feeling well? The Dalai Lama and his entourage are here until tomorrow, we can still—”

				More headshaking. “It’s not that. I’m anxious to see him. I feel so badly about not meeting him when he was in Rome with the Nobel laureates. That was shameful and foolish of me. I listened to bad advice—a terrible weakness of mine—and now I want to make it up to him.” The Pope paused again, shook his head in small movements. For a moment he couldn’t seem to make eye contact, an exceedingly rare occurrence with this man. At last he looked up. “Could you do me a favor, cousin?”

				“Anything.”

				The Pope is from Argentina—everyone knows that—and his first language is Spanish, of course. But his parents—like my mother—were Italian-born, and so, in honor of our shared heritage and in deference to the traditions of the Church, we usually spoke Italian with each other. This had the added advantage of not arousing suspicion among my numerous enemies in the Vatican bureaucracy. With most of the Pope’s visitors, English was the preferred tongue. I’m fluent, thanks to my parents, but the Holy Father sometimes struggles, and he hesitated so long then, spent so much time placing another pear slice between his lips, chewing, swallowing, that I worried he couldn’t find the words in either of those two languages and would revert to Spanish, a tongue I habitually mangle and wreck. Another pause, and then, in an embarrassed way, he said, “I’ve been having very odd dreams, cousin. Ho avuto stranissimi sogni, cugino. I sense that God might be sending me messages, in a kind of code.” He paused again. His embarrassment—so rare—embarrassed me. I wanted to ask about the dreams, but I held my tongue. He looked away, looked back. He said, “Potresti creare un piano d’azione, cugino?” Could you put together a plan, cousin?

				
				“Certo, Holy Father. Of course. What kind of plan?”

				Another smirk of displeasure. More hesitation. Then: “If I wanted to, say…take an unofficial vacation…three days, four at the most…could you work out the logistics?”

				“Of course, Your Holiness. But anyone here could do that. Your travel office. One of the administrative assistants. People say John Paul used to slip away to Cortina d’Ampezzo to ski. It’s not hard to arrange such a thing, even with the security—”

				“But I would want it arranged in secret…to disappear for a few days,” the Pope surprised me by saying. He was still having eye-contact issues. Unprecedented. “I don’t want to go anywhere in that foolish bubble of a vehicle. It’s a cage. It separates me from my people. And I don’t want the bodyguards or the travel office to know about this. I don’t want anyone to know. You and I. Rosa, if she wants to come along. We could make a side trip to see Anna Lisa, go to certain other places I have in mind. Three or four days…You’re staring at me.”

				
				“I’m looking for signs of dementia, Your Holiness…with all due respect. Your face is probably the most famous face on earth. Certainly the most famous in Italy. And you and I are going to sneak away? And what? Ride the Autostrada, have lunch with my daughter, take a swim? This isn’t Buenos Aires. We’re not nine and fourteen anymore.”

				“It’s absurd,” he admitted. “You’re right, as usual.”

				A veil of sadness fell across his face. To cheer him, and really only to cheer him, I said (and I will forever take responsibility for this remark), “Maybe the Dalai Lama could come along. I’ll give some kind of knockout pill to the two security details, then spirit you both away.”

				The Pope’s smile illuminated the room like light from a second sun. He took a sip of tea, washed it around in his mouth, swallowed, flashed the magnificent smile again, and then seemed to slip into the garment of his papal authority. I’d seen this before, hundreds of times, a magical transformation. He’d told me once that it was fine and good to be humble, but at some point, if you were, in fact, going to lead, you had to be comfortable using power. “Un piano d’azione, per favore.” A plan, please, he said, as if he hadn’t agreed, a few seconds earlier, that the whole idea was ridiculous. “Hypothetical but detailed. By dinnertime, if you would.”

				I went along with our little game. “I’ll have it on your desk by lunch, Holy Father,” I said.

				“No, no. Nothing in writing.”

				
				And even after hearing those words, even after registering the stern expression on his face, I was sure my cousin the Pope must be joking.

			

			
				3

				A year or so earlier, the Pope had declined to meet with the Dalai Lama, who’d been in Rome with the other Nobel laureates. That decision—thrust upon the Holy Father by advisors who were not cousins—was intended, it seemed, to placate the Chinese government. What, exactly, Chinese leaders have to do with international Catholicism I doubt any of those advisors could have said. Clearly they were afraid of some imaginary backlash that might damage their careers, and clearly it had been a mistake to listen to them, a mistake born of inexperience. The Pope himself admitted as much to me. Since then, however, he’d grown bolder and more sure of his own judgment. In fact, as time passed, he seemed to care less and less what anyone thought of him. His global warming encyclical; his dressing down of the Curia at the annual Christmas address; his comments about not wanting Catholics to “breed like rabbits”; his secret diplomacy in the interest of rehabilitating U.S.-Cuba relations; his critique of what might be called “supercapitalism,” an evil mutation of a good system—as he grew into his role, the Holy Father became as fearless and provocative as Christ. Though he still sometimes fell prey to manipulative advisors, he’d recently made a big show of publicly praising the Dalai Lama, and then inviting him to visit. Almost as if he were doing penance.

				
				Everything went smoothly with the official aspects of the Buddhist’s arrival. The Pope’s staff had been through these high-profile visits many times; they were professionals, experts. The photo opportunity on the steps of St. Peter’s, the tour there—no translator needed: the Dalai Lama seemed to understand all languages intuitively, and the men conversed in accented but capable English, with a few words of Italian and Spanish thrown in for good measure. A press conference, a sumptuous lunch, then some private time for the two of them before another lavish meal. Even with all their decades of experience, however, the staff never seemed to understand that this pope—unlike some of his predecessors—had no need for extravagant meals. He ate very little, in fact. I assume the Dalai Lama was the same way, a monk, after all. They were men of discipline and asceticism; and yet the staff prepared them dinners fit for a gluttonous prime minister and his coterie of overweight aides: five courses, from gourmet soup to flaming desserts. It was the equivalent of hiring an interior designer to decorate a nun’s cell.

				Before the second of these inappropriate meals, during their precious hour of private time, the Pope called and asked me to pay him a visit. He was with the Dalai Lama, he said, in the Room of the Blessed Mother, one of the most hidden-away places in the vast architectural maze that is Vatican City.

				Another gauntlet of security types, more signing in, checkpoints, and so on. Loyal and unthreatening though I am, I had, as mentioned, a number of enemies in the Vatican bureaucracy. First Assistant to the Pope is a job that carries a great deal of prestige, and my unexpected appointment had lit the fires of jealousy in certain quarters and earned my cousin few friends among the Church’s hierarchy. DePadova isn’t ordained—the first charge against me. Not experienced—charge number two. A Catholic of dubious standing, not living with his wife, not even, as far as anyone could be sure, a regular communicant at Sunday Mass—charge number three.

				
				Filled though it is with holy souls, the Vatican has its factions and treachery. I sometimes think of the bureaucracy there as a long, heavy, slow-moving train, with the Pope in the engineer’s seat. In the lavish cars behind him sit the members of the Curia—an old Latin word for “court”—and behind them, priests, deacons, and one-point-two billion ordinary Catholics. Yours truly occupied a seat somewhere near the caboose, so imagine the robes that were ruffled when I was called forward. Imagine the fits of jealousy. The Pope paid my detractors little mind. He told me he wanted a friend he could turn to in difficult times, someone he could trust absolutely. “On this earth,” he said more than once, in public, “no one is closer to me than my cousin Paolo.”

				And so, while I worked harder and with more devotion than most of my predecessors, rumors about my reliability and loyalty wafted through the halls of Vatican City like a sour smell that occasionally reached my nose. Certain of my colleagues “forgot” to invite me to important meetings. My somewhat nervous nature and lack of political skill resulted in a few embarrassing faux pas. Because of these kinds of things—rumors, missed meetings, small lapses in etiquette—a pall of suspicion was cast across my name in some circles; and so, on that afternoon, as always, even my rather special credentials couldn’t protect me from the stares of the security types. At last I entered the Room of the Blessed Mother, and I have to say that, as accustomed as I was to being in the presence of the Pope and his important visitors, there was something special in the air around those two men. They sat near each other at the ends of a matching pair of sofas, only a few feet separating them, paintings and icons of the Virgin Mary on the walls. All their various aides had been chased away. I walked across the carpet and bowed to the Pope first, and then to the world’s most famous living Tibetan. My cousin motioned for me to sit in an upholstered armchair, facing them. “My beloved friend,” he said, in English.

				
				“My Pope.”

				He smiled, turned to his guest, and went on in a surprisingly informal tone, “Dalai—as you’ve asked me to call you—this is my cousin, closest friend, and key advisor, Paolo dePadova, an American Italian, son of artists. As you may know, my parents fled to South America to escape the horror of Mussolini’s fascism. Paolo’s mother—a brave woman who gave aid to the resistance fighters during the war—married an American soldier. Our families stayed in contact and visited each other often, and Paolo and I have been close since our youngest days.”

				The Dalai Lama’s famous glasses, his famous shaved head, his famous smile and excellent posture. He nodded, said, rather generously, “What fine man you must be! Very great pleasure to meet you!” and made a small bow in my direction with the palms of his hands pressed together. It was all very polite, the epitome of courtesy—I felt truly blessed to be in their presence, truly part of history on that day. A quiet, half-invisible part, but a part all the same.

				
				All was well, in other words…until my cousin turned to his guest and spoke this disturbing sentence: “Paolo is the one who’s going to help us make our escape.”

				For a few seconds I held a plastic smile on my cheeks. The Dalai Lama was looking at me with his thin eyebrows raised, expectantly, pleasantly. Overestimating me, it seemed. We were all enjoying a light moment, breaking the tension that came from the difference in our faiths, the various stresses involved in our holy work.

				“My cousin likes to joke,” was the only reply I could manage.

				The Pope made a little fake cough. “Your cousin isn’t joking,” he said, bluntly. “Have you come up with a plan?”

				“You can’t be serious.”

				The Pope pressed his lips together. “We’ve talked it over,” he said, “my new friend and I. He’s having dreams as well. Messages. Strange signals. Plus, we’re both feeling constrained. We’re both men of adventure—the Dalai escaped the Chinese, as you may know, on the back of a donkey, no less, crossing the Himalayas dressed as a soldier and then as a peasant!”

				“I know, yes. I’d heard. We—”

				“And, in our youth, you and I…we had some enjoyable times, yes?”

				“Absolutely, Your Holiness.”

				“Then please do as I suggested earlier. We’ve decided on a four-day trip. An escape, yes, but also a mysterious search of sorts. I want him to see this beautiful country, and I want to try to understand what God is whispering in my ear.”

				
				“Where? How? The security people, the schedule…”

				Though he more often takes on the persona of the kindly follower of Jesus, when he wants to my cousin can make his face into a stern mask, a reflection of the wrathful Lord we grew up reading about in certain biblical passages. “Don’t make me ask you a third time, Paolo,” he said quietly. “We’ll have our official dinner, and then, after dinner, please present me with a thoroughly thought-out plan. Our only window of opportunity is tonight, or very early tomorrow morning. Begin with this: His Holiness the Dalai Lama and I will say we want some time together for meditation. We’ll meet in the St. Francis Chapel, no guards, no other attendants. A two-hour Buddhist-Christian meditation. Please take things from there. I’ll sleep in my office tonight, not at the hotel.”

				I studied my cousin’s face, guessing this was just his idea of a prank. Among his closest aides, the Holy Father was well known for that kind of thing: he had a reputation as a joker, a man who laughed as much as he prayed.

				I turned my eyes to the Dalai Lama, hoping I might see him burst into his familiar chuckle, but the Buddhist only held his steady gaze on me for a few seconds and then said, in his lovely accent, “Tank you.”

			

			
				4

				As long as I am on this earth I will remember the feeling of walking out of that room, down the long corridor, and back to the main office building. I moved like a hypnotized man. I wrestled with the stark and shocking reality of our conversation, going back over the Pope’s words again and again, as if I’d get the joke only by repetition. He can’t mean it, I thought. He can’t be serious. The dreams are just dreams—stress-related, perhaps. No doubt the Dalai Lama is only pretending to have had these messages, too, out of politeness, hoping to get through the formal meal, have some time for prayer, and enjoy a solid sleep before leaving in the morning for wherever his schedule draws him.

				
				What operated against this line of logic was a bank account of happy memories. In his youth, my cousin the Pope had been known to do things just like this. “Pulling stunts,” my parents had called it, as in “I wonder what kind of stunt Giorgio’s going to pull on this visit. Last time we were here the two of you ‘borrowed’ bicycles, rode to the next village, and spent half the night dancing and singing in the barrio. The year before that you hitchhiked two hours to the beach without telling anyone.”

				Those words were spoken in a tone closer to admiration than censure. By then, the war years far behind them, my parents were fairly settled bourgeois artists, if such a thing exists. They had a car, a home, bills, a child to raise. Still, they lived with creative flair, educating me themselves rather than sending me to the local school, setting off by train to Berlin or Barcelona on an hour’s notice. My father painted our old Fiat in red, green, and white swirls, with two small American flags near the headlights. My mother grew her hair to her waist and was fond of swimming in the lake as late as the first week of December, jumping off the stone wall in Mezzegra: I have a vivid memory of her striding up the hill to our house, her hair wrapped in a towel turban and her teeth chattering. They were, in a word, eccentrics, and Cousin Giorgio’s happy eccentricity amused and pleased them. I only wished they had lived to see him sitting on the papal throne.

				
				So it was the memory of the way my cousin had behaved as a boy that convinced me, as I made that walk and ascended the familiar flights of marble stairs to my office, that he was, in fact, serious. My task, should I choose to accept it, was to make both of them disappear. The Pope and the Dalai Lama. Two of the most recognizable men on earth. Disappear, not for a few hours or an afternoon, but for four days! Surely, I thought, even if I somehow managed that Houdini trick, nothing good would come of it. The security forces, the entire world, would mount a frantic search. If anything went wrong—if one of them was hurt or, God forbid, killed—a certain Paolo dePadova would pay a brutally heavy price.

				But, back in my neat third-floor office, as I stood at the window and looked out on an austere gray building known as the Office of the Doctrine of the Faith, the place where the Church’s laws were made and enforced, the fingers of another emotion began to take hold of me. I recalled my mother telling me how it felt to leap from the fifteen-foot wall into the icy waters of Como, with a few bundled-up locals watching, aghast. “There’s a freedom in it like nothing you’ve ever known, Paolo,” she said. Un senso di libertà. “It’s a victory over fear, over the constant need for physical comfort, over the urge to polish one’s social reputation. Someday, when you’re a little older, I want you to try it with me.”

				I never had the courage. On that July afternoon in my Vatican City office, however, I did have an inkling of what a freedom like that might feel like. I understood why my cousin would want to break the bonds of tradition and duty—if only for a few days. By nature I’m a nervous and overly cautious man, but beneath my hypnotic dread, and, really, against my better judgment, I began to sense the first awakenings of a new possibility. That possibility—one wildflower sprouting in a bland lawn—carried the sweet fragrance of youth.

				
				Soon, however, a logical, middle-aged sobriety choked the excitement into silence. The wildflower was crushed under a plain brown shoe. I sat at my desk, staring blankly out the window. It was one thing to escape the Chinese as a teenager—the Dalai Lama had been safeguarding his faith and traditions, fleeing a vicious enemy. It was one thing to borrow a couple of old bikes and ride to the next town for an evening of singing and innocent fun. It was something else entirely to shake off the heavy cloak of papal responsibility and make an unauthorized, four-day trip. It would be the equivalent of an American president sneaking away with the First Lady for a romantic weekend—not to Camp David, not with a Secret Service detail, not after notifying the press, but like an ordinary couple jumping on a bus, refugees from the world of status and propriety. That world—so fixed, inflexible, and proud—could exact vengeance in terrible ways. And the physical dangers were obvious.

				Still, I’d been given an assignment—by the Pope of Rome, no less, the Vicar of Christ on earth. What kind of cousin, what kind of neurotic First Assistant, what kind of Catholic, would be foolish enough to disobey?

				After considering the logistics for the better part of an hour, I came to see, with a sudden clarity, that only a mind far more calculating than my own could hope to be successful with such an escapade. For another few minutes I sat and pondered, but it was as if I could feel time ticking by, as if I could hear the tone of my cousin’s voice, see the look—“mischievous” isn’t the correct word, but it’s in the right general area of the thesaurus—on the Dalai Lama’s face. I pulled my phone from my pocket and sat there, looking at the screen. My thumb moved to the phone icon. To Contacts. I saw the name ROSA there and a tendril of doubt took hold of me. I’d worked so hard to keep a blanket of peace between me and my estranged wife, to preserve a sort of demilitarized zone, to minimize any joint involvement in potentially troublesome activities. Ten seconds. Twenty. I thought of my mother, leaping from the stone wall into a cold lake.

				
				I tapped Rosa’s number and listened for her voice.

			

			
				5

				My wife (I would say “ex-wife,” but the truth is, Catholics don’t accept divorce, and so we were technically still married) has, among many other fine qualities, a beautiful speaking voice. In our more tender days, I’d often told her she should have been a singer, or a radio announcer. In actual fact, just after turning forty, she started a new career as a hairdresser, discovered a knack for it, widened her scope to makeup and nails, happened to do some work for a famous director—who was probably half in love with her—and by age forty-six she owned a chain of haircutting and makeup shops from the Dolomites to Sicily and was on a first-name basis with many of the great Italian film stars of our era.

				
				Let me admit before going any further that her success, especially compared to my own business failure, was a bruise to my ego. I tried my best to fight this. I supported her in every possible way. But the fact was, in front of our daughter and our friends, I was the failed travel agent, my business crushed by the advent of online commerce, and Rosa was the spectacularly successful hair-and-makeup artist. In her defense, she never threw this in my face. Our arguments took a different shape, small firefights bred of stubbornness and the need to be right. Even so, with the benefit of hindsight I see now that a sense of my own inadequacy (why do we judge ourselves by professional success? Is there no more accurate gauge for the worth of a human life?) lay beneath most of my foolish stubbornness. If I could go back and rewrite our history, I would. Maybe Rosa would, too. But marriage is an intricate dance. Each partner is moving, moving, constantly moving; you hold your love—a precious vase—between your bodies. A single clumsy step and the vase crashes to the floor in a hundred pieces.

				In the end, despite our troubles, Rosa and I had remained friends. The love of our daughter united us. Twenty-one years of living together united us. A lively physical connection, or the memory of that, united us. Every week or two we got together for coffee, lunch, or a walk in the Borghese Gardens, and while there was no talk of actually living under the same roof again, we enjoyed each other’s company. As far as I knew, at least, there had been no infidelity, during or after our time together. We suffered from no deep scars like that. Still, Rosa Pesca and I were like chemical elements that can coexist in harmony if kept at a distance, but when placed together in a test tube boil over into a poisonous mess.

				
				So it required a certain amount of swallowed pride for me to dial Rosa’s number on that afternoon. I half-hoped she wouldn’t answer, but she did. “Ciao, amore mio,” she said, the usual greeting. This “my love” was a blade in my heart, though I don’t think she meant it that way. “I was thinking of you just now.”

				“Ciao, Rosa, listen,” I said, and without wasting time on preliminaries I gave her a description of the impossible task. When I finished, there was a pause, and then a peal of the most joyous laughter.

				“You’re in a spot, aren’t you,” she declared happily.

				“Yes, I need help. Advice at the very least. Where can I buy a couple of wigs, a fake mustache, some kind of enormous sunglasses?”

				“Sei proprio pazzo,” she said. You’re truly nuts.

				“Yes, I know, but the Holy Father asked—”

				“I mean, you’re nuts to think you can buy a couple of fake mustaches and get away with this. These are the two most recognizable men on earth.”

				“I know, I know. I was thinking the same thing a few minutes ago.”

				“I’ll have to do them,” she said.

				“Do them? Do them how?”

				“The full treatment,” she said. “Hair, makeup, clothes. The works.”

				“Bene,” I said, soaking the word in sarcasm. “Molto bene! Very good! I’ll bring them in tomorrow morning. Do you have any availability in the shop near the Spanish Steps? Can you cancel the appointment of some famous star and squeeze us in?”

				
				Rosa was laughing. At me, it seemed. This was a situation with which I was familiar, and one I did not particularly enjoy. “It’ll be fun,” she said. “Bring them out to me and I’ll make some calls, set everything up. How much time do we have?”

				“Tonight. The Dalai Lama is scheduled to leave tomorrow after breakfast.”

				“And the Pope wants him along?”

				“He seems to, yes. The conversation was brief. I was given my orders and dismissed, but I have to say the Dalai Lama seemed excited…in a Buddhist way.”

				More laughter. “Can you sneak them out?”

				“No, of course I can’t sneak them out,” I said, but at that moment I had an epiphany, a small enlightenment. It occurred to me that the Pope’s choice of the Chapel of St. Francis for their private prayer was not accidental. “Wait,” I said to Rosa, recalling something my cousin had told me after his initial orientation. “There’s supposed to be a tunnel. From the Middle Ages. When they had to get popes out of the way of marauding heathens. I think it comes out near Castel Sant’Angelo.”

				“Good. I’ll meet you there. Pick a time.”

				“Four a.m.,” I said, though God alone knows why I chose that hour.

				“Done,” Rosa said, and then, just before she hung up, “I’ve always loved this side of you.”

				“What side?” I wanted to ask. “The fool? The person who rises to a certain level and then sabotages himself?”

				But by then it was too late.

			

			
				
				6

				I’d been invited to the formal dinner, but of course I couldn’t go. I spent those hours locked in my office, pondering the crazy idea. The Pope had provided me with a first step: he and the Dalai Lama would say they wanted some time alone for early-morning meditation. This was somewhat believable, because both of them were known to rise before dawn and begin the day with prayer. But the security forces—Vatican and Tibetan both—would surely insist on remaining close by, and that presented a problem. The Pope received a death threat every other day. And I was quite sure, given the Chinese government’s violent occupation of Tibet and hatred for all things religious, that the Dalai Lama was in at least as much danger. Somehow I’d have to convince their security details—teams of hard-faced karate experts and sharpshooters, the most suspicious men on earth—that the religious leaders wanted complete solitude for those two hours, and that there was zero risk of them being harmed in the bowels of the Vatican. And somehow I’d have to get these same two religious leaders from the Chapel of St. Francis to the streets of Rome without anyone knowing about it.

				Impossible as this might have seemed, I realized, after thinking about it for a few minutes, that history was working in my favor. The papal escape wasn’t exactly a modern notion. Popes had been the object of death threats since the time of St. Peter, and wise assistants and aides of old had developed various strategies to protect them. There was a famous aboveground escape route, the Passetto di Borgo, which linked St. Peter’s Basilica and the Castel Sant’Angelo, but that wouldn’t work for us: too hard to access in secret; too well-known; and it was probably impossible, even at four a.m., to hide men in robes scurrying across an elevated walkway. But, according to what my cousin had told me after his orientation, there was another route, subterranean, top secret. “I was given two keys,” he’d said, in an amused voice. “They look like they’re a thousand years old. I use them as paperweights.”

				
				The Holy Father wasn’t sure he remembered correctly—he hadn’t taken the idea of escape seriously then—but he seemed to think there was a door at the back of the Chapel of St. Francis that led down a set of stairs to a tunnel. The tunnel ran beneath Vatican City all the way to the Castel Sant’Angelo, a famous landmark near the river, and a place that was supposed to be impregnable. Even the Mongol hordes would have had a difficult time assaulting the Castel Sant’ Angelo. It was a circular building with eighty-foot stone walls and an elevated walkway from which the Pope’s defenders could fire arrows, shoot bullets, and throw heavy stones down on the crazed invaders below.

				There wouldn’t be any crazed invaders chasing the Pope this time, no Goths or Visigoths, only the aforementioned karate experts. Simple, then: I’d get the Pope and the Dalai Lama into the private chapel, sneak them down the back stairs, lead them along the tunnel to the Castel Sant’Angelo, meet my estranged wife, and we’d all have a nice trip to the hairdresser’s. A brilliant plan…with approximately the same chance of success as a helicopter trip to Saturn.

				Not to mention other likely possibilities: that the Pope had remembered wrong, or the door to the stairway was rusted shut, or the old keys didn’t work, or the tunnel—if there actually was a tunnel—had been blocked by a cave-in three hundred years ago, or one of the security men followed us, or Rosa slept through her alarm for the thousandth time.

				
				Yes, yes, yes, there was no shortage of potential obstacles; but didn’t every dream in life, every ambitious notion—a happy marriage, successful fatherhood, eternal salvation—require a kind of crazy faith? Didn’t one have to go forward, always, fueled by a mystical optimism, hoping for the best? I stepped over to the cupboard, poured myself a glass of limoncello, sent up a prayer to the Blessed Mother, and went off to catch a few hours’ sleep.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Day Two

			[image: ]
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			At three-forty-five on a morning I shall always remember, I went to the Pope’s office, found him asleep on the couch, and awakened him. He dressed quickly—in plain black clothes, as I suggested—handed me two heavy, rusty keys that looked like factory seconds from the Iron Age, and put a toothbrush into his pants pocket. Taking more than that—even a small shaving kit—would have tipped off the security forces. Together, we went to the guest quarters to awaken the Dalai Lama (though in fact he was already awake and sitting in meditation). Passing through a series of checkpoints and using our flimsy excuse on a series of bodyguards, we then made our way to the private chapel. In the pews of that room, while the two holy men sat side by side in prayer, I locked the door to the hallway as quietly as possible. That part was easy. I’d thought to bring along a flashlight, hidden in the sleeve of my sweater, but had rejected the idea of a change of clothes for any of us. How was one to explain a suitcase carried into the Chapel of St. Francis at four a.m.?

			I cleared my throat to get their attention, then waved the two men toward the locked metal door at the back of the room. I tried the first of the two keys. No luck. The second key fit. I turned it in the lock, gingerly, worried it would snap in half as easily as a piece of Belgian chocolate. The lock clicked—a miracle. Through the door and down the extremely narrow stairs we went, three no-longer-young men guided by a single beam of light and spurred on by what can only be described as the spirit of the little boys within us. The stairway was only a meter wide, with uneven stone steps that had borne the shoes, boots, and sandals of escaping popes and pursuing heathens a thousand years ago. Cobwebs, loose gravel, air so musty it was like breathing the dust of dust. My cousin and the Dalai Lama were spry for their age, but even so, I led the way, heart thundering, hoping against hope that one of them didn’t trip and fall forward, sending all three of us tumbling down in a bone-cracking heap.

			
			“Coraggio, coraggio, cugino!” the Pope said behind me, as if he could read my mind. But it wasn’t only encouragement that I heard in his voice. What I heard was the tone of the teenage Giorgio as we slipped through the alleys of the barrio toward the sound of faint guitar music and song. Then and now it was the tone of a person who felt absolutely beloved and protected—in the midst of a world bathed in hatred, anger, and every imaginable danger. According to Catholic legend, popes were actually chosen by the mysterious workings of the Holy Spirit. Over the centuries there had been a number of pontiffs who made you wonder about that idea. My cousin wasn’t one of them.

			We made it safely down the stairs—at the pace of an ant—to the stony floor. There we came upon an ancient oak door, slightly ajar. I yanked on it and it made a hideous creaking sound, its bottom scraping across stone in what seemed to me the voice of Fatherly warning. There, just at the mouth of the tunnel, I turned and faced my companions, shone the flashlight at their ankles so as not to blind them, and said, “Are we sure, Your Holinesses? From this point it will be difficult to turn back.”

			
			I looked from face to face, anxiously, humbly. They were old men, they’d risen at an ungodly hour, and the grayish light accentuated the age and tiredness around their eyes and mouths. Beneath those thin masks, however—and even before they spoke I could see this clearly—an impish electricity sparked. “Unless you become as little children,” Jesus had said, “you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.” The faces I looked at then weren’t the faces of little children, but something of the child had survived in both men, some lively spirit, some thrill at not being able to control the world around them. It shamed me, I have to admit. And it made me wonder, just for a few seconds, how a person like me, son of adventurers, progeny of artists and warriors, had become so maddeningly dull.

			As if bestowing a benediction, the Pope reached out a hand and placed it on my shoulder. “My dear cousin,” he said, and though he spoke very quietly I could hear his words echoing into the tunnel and up the narrow stairs, “of all the kind favors you have done me in my life, this stands at the summit, do you realize that? The apex. This is the ultimate good deed.”

			I looked at the Dalai Lama, who was nodding, his clean-shaven cheeks stretched by a long, thin smile. “What good man you are!” he said, in his singsong, delighted, fearless way. “What wonderful karma you bringing on yourself in this moment!”

			“Your Holiness,” I said to him, “promise me this: if something goes wrong, promise me I won’t be torn to pieces by your security detail. Cousin, promise me I won’t be charged with kidnapping.”

			
			“Ignore the cold wind of fear,” the Dalai Lama said, and, this coming from a man who had lived the life he’d lived, I have to say that those words carried a certain weight.

			“Trust in God’s protection,” the Pope added.

			We stepped into a narrow, dark, low-ceilinged passageway that I suspected would lead us in one of two directions: toward a grim, lonely death or the adventure of a lifetime.

			
				8

				Ignore the cold wind of fear.

				Trust in God’s protection.

				I tried to imagine what it would be like to live every minute of every day according to advice like that! I was two steps into the dark, dusty tunnel and filled with spiritual envy. To be free of fear! To believe—to really believe—that you were always watched over and protected by a kind and all-powerful spirit. That death opened a door onto something better than this eighty-year marathon of disappointment and decay!

				In my own life I tried, really I did. I believed there had to be some kind of God presiding over the millions of universes, the “Father” Jesus was always referring to. But my faith in his absolute kindness flickered like a candle on a dinner table with the windows open in summer. The Syrian slaughter, North Korean torture, ISIS, Boko Haram, rape, addiction, murder, vitriol and violence—on some days doubt swelled up over my faith like a dirty flood.

				
				And doubt, it seemed to me, had its own propaganda apparatus in the modern world. The hourly news reports from every corner of the map seemed designed to breed an ongoing paranoia, a sense that we had to cling to this body in desperation because there were still pleasures to be had, at any age, and beyond them only darkness. We could shoot chemicals into our face to pretend we weren’t aging; we could transplant organs and, not defeat death, but at least hold it at bay. In our time, the flimsy notion of Trust in God could be placed far back in line behind more tangible allies like Novocain, morphine, penicillin, and NATO’s tanks. But my two companions had somehow learned to keep that candle from going out. And look where they’d come from! Tibet and Argentina, two places where the memory of atrocity was fresh. How did they manage it?

				We went forward on pure faith and the light from flashlight batteries, feeling our way along the uneven floor with the toes of our shoes, step by cautious step, the Pope’s hand on my shoulder, the Dalai Lama’s hand on the Pope’s shoulder, the tunnel winding, twisting, steadily descending. “In life,” the Pope mused at one point, “we can see only a short distance in front of us, eh, cousin? We never really know what awaits.”

				This was his idea of a good-humored parable—taking a legitimate worry and making a lesson out of it. The Dalai Lama laughed. I said nothing, in silent protest. On and on we shuffled, down and down in a gentle descent, a quarter of an hour, twenty-five minutes, half an hour. At last the floor of the tunnel flattened out. One final turn, a dozen steps, and ahead of us I could see another round-topped door, wooden, with metal bracing. In front of it hung a massive cobweb. I stood still and stared. I could feel the men close behind me, and my terror of spiders like a cold steel rod in my spine. And then the good Pope—who knew of my fear—stepped in front of me and, with one straight arm extended, swept away the silken fibers as if he were a sacred knight sweeping sin from the world. He did a thorough job, spent a moment removing the gluey threads from his sleeve, then stood aside and let me approach the door first.

				
				At that point our flashlight died.

				One second after the world went dark, I heard the Dalai Lama’s laughter echoing along the tunnel. Another lesson. More worry crushed under the boot of faith. It was chuckle more than guffaw, almost a giggle, and, it seemed to me, given the circumstances, completely out of place.

				The laughing went on and on, a string of sunny notes, an unself-conscious symphony echoing back on itself like the sound track from a documentary on joy.

				What a time for the flashlight to die—ha, ha!

				The longer it lasted, the more irritating I found it. We stood there in absolute darkness, in the musty air, ten or a hundred or a thousand feet belowground—who knew?—so close together I could smell the Pope’s body wash and a hint of what must have been incense from the robe of the Dalai Lama. When the merriment finally ceased, the Dalai Lama said, “Ah,” in a voice that was still lit with the shine of amusement. For another half-minute we stood there in the dark, in a terrible silence. “I know little bit about other traditions,” the Buddhist said quietly. “For
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