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This book is for my grandson

JOHN DAVID



Prologue


1981

IT HAPPENED FASTER than the blink of an eye.

Indeed, for a split second, the excited, adoring crowd had not comprehended that anything had happened at all.

One moment, the white-clad figure, holding on to the iron bar at the back seat of the white Jeep with the left hand, was blessing the faithful in a slow, circular motion of the right hand as the vehicle advanced gently through the human mass filling St. Peter’s Square in the Vatican under the azure-blue sky of the May afternoon.

The next moment, the figure in white was slumped, seemingly lifeless, in a pool of crimson blood sloshing in the rear of the Jeep. Those nearest to him thought they had heard that very instant sudden dry reports of a gun—crack!, crack!, crack! Astonished pigeons, aroused in their quiet perches in the baroque, seventeenth-century Gian Lorenzo Bernini colonnade that maternally embraces the square, fled to safety behind the basilica, their gray wings in flight a sinister loud beat.

Then the savage, desperate cry from thousands of throats in a hundred tongues rose to the heavens: “They killed the Pope! They killed the Pope! . . .”

*  *  *

However, Gregory XVII, the greatly beloved but often irritatingly controversial French pope of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Church, the ruler of a billion souls, went on living—most happily—although one of the three bullets fired at him at close range had passed within millimeters of his aorta, exiting below the right shoulder blade. The second had perforated the abdominal cavity and had to be excised. The third bullet had missed the pope altogether.

Yahweh, the Lord, evidently had not yet been ready to summon him. It obviously would be done in God’s good time. Gregory XVII, who was an Old Testament scholar and had both deep faith and a philosophical bent of mind, was always quietly and joyfully resigned to accept the Lord’s will.

The instant he had regained consciousness in the hospital bed, the pope remembered that Yahweh had once attempted to kill Moses, his best friend and conversation partner, then changed his mind, but, after the forty years in wilderness, did decree his death. Gregory XVII had memorized from the Book of Deuteronomy the Lord’s words to the 120-year-old Moses: “Behold, your days approach that you must die . . . Get up into this mountain, unto mount Nebo, and behold the land of Canaan, which I gave unto the children of Israel for a possession, and die in the mount whither you go up, and be gathered unto your people . . .”—and the passage in Deuteronomy: “So Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the land of Moab, according to the word of the Lord . . . and no man knows of his sepulchre unto this day.”

So Gregory XVII said to himself, “This time Yahweh changed his mind about me,” grimacing with satisfaction even as sharp pain shot through his body. “The Lord chose to spare me today,” he mused, “but perhaps he will not the next time. Behold His mysterious ways.”

In his penumbral condition between anesthesized, sedated sleep and half-consciousness, the pope wondered, once more, whether Moses really ever existed. It was something of an intellectual hobby for Gregory XVII, since young priesthood, to discuss Moses with Jewish Bible scholars; it covered the whole range of Jewish scholarship and beliefs, with all the contradictions contained over thousands of years in the Torah and the Talmud, and the Rabbinical Commentators in the Talmud and the Midrash, the collections of storytelling. It included, of course, Christian scholarship, which often tended to be more rigorous faith than actual scholarship, and even Freud’s Moses and Monotheism, and his doubts about the historic Moses. That Yahweh existed was beyond question, and Gregory XVII’s inclination had always been to conclude that there had been a Moses.

Now, immobilized in bed with intravenous lines and mouth and nose intubations and staring through narrowed eyes at the blinding ceiling light, the pope asked himself whether his lifelong secret penchant toward comparing himself to Moses was not sacrilegious, blasphemous or, at least, unspeakably arrogant? Gregory XVII had never forgotten that Christian theology always saw Jesus as “the new Moses,” and this late afternoon the martyred pope, sedated as he was, allowed his mind to wander—wondering whether God, in sparing his life, had confirmed that he was the second Moses, preparing the world from the throne of St. Peter for the coming of the Messiah.

He was sufficiently conscious to know that he would have to rethink it all more deeply when he felt better and stronger—and in firmer command of his mind—though the image now flashed in his memory of Michelangelo’s Carrara marble statue of Moses in Rome’s Church of San Pietro in Vincoli, Gregory’s favorite art object in the whole world. He kept finding excuses to stop and pray there as often as possible: Just seeing the massive Moses, the pope felt invigorated.

And, half dreaming, Gregory suddenly remembered an amusing fantasy he had read decades ago about the Plagues of Egypt, with the Lord casting an eleventh Plague in the form of a pharaonic pop song, Take Me to the Nile, Mamma! which had spread like wildfire across the land. The subliminal power of the song had paralyzed all activity as the entire population stopped working to hum it everywhere day and night, with Ramses having been warned that the Mamma epidemic would never cease unless he let the children of Israel go—led by Moses. In absolute desperation, Ramses caved in, Mamma instantly vanished, and Exodus was on.

This Mosaic obsession is ridiculous, Gregory thought as he slid back into deep sleep. But, unquestionably, Yahweh was testing him. But for what? And who was the human agency, the tool or instrument of the Lord’s will, who had struck at him on St. Peter’s Square? Someday the truth would come out—or will it?

*  *  *

What had saved the sixty-one-year-old pontiff apart from God’s will were his powerful athlete’s constitution and robust health, the speed with which he had been rushed in an ambulance to the Gemelli Clinic barely two miles away, and, ultimately, the extraordinary skill of the Italian surgeon, Dr. Francesco Crucitti, who happened to be on duty in the Emergency Room that lazy afternoon.

To Gregory XVII, of course, those magnificent but profane facts were sacred—divinely ordained by Yahweh when He chose to save him—and he never tired of pointing out publicly and privately that the assassination attempt had occurred on May thirteenth, the day of Our Lady of Fátima. The pope felt a special veneration for the Fátima Virgin at whose shrine in Portugal the following year he had placed the bullet that had nearly shattered his heart. It had been recovered from the hand of a young American nun into which it had penetrated after traversing Gregory’s body. She had stood in the crowd ten feet on the other side of the white Jeep when the assassin, a mysterious Turk in his early twenties, had fired his gun at the pope at almost point-blank range. Our Lady of Fátima, Gregory believed, had been watching over him in fulfillment of God’s will. She had performed the miracle of protecting his life when the Turk had squeezed his three shots from a sturdy Walther automatic pistol just as the pope was completing his relaxed tour of St. Peter’s Square after holding his regular Wednesday General Audience.

In those days, the public audiences took place in the afternoon in the open, in front of St. Peter’s Basilica, with a minimum of security. It had never occurred to anybody, even in this age of terrorism, that the pontiff could be the target of a murder plot. As was his custom, therefore, Gregory rode in his Jeep along rows of pilgrims, Roman faithful, and tourists from all over the globe, blessing them and waving smilingly in response to enraptured shouts and hand-clapping of applause: Viva il Papa ! Vive le Pape! Long Live the Pope!

The French pope, just three years on St. Peter’s throne after his surprise election as the first “foreign”—non-Italian—pontiff in four and a half centuries, was convinced that frequent direct contact with his flock was essential to his pastoral mission. There had to be a flow of emotion and immediacy between him and the believers if the Church and religion were to have any lasting meaning as the new century and millennium approached. Besides, the gregarious Gregory, who was an extrovert as well as a mystical, introspective, but also highly pragmatic personality, thrived on rapport with people—the more the better—and lost no opportunity meeting with crowds on every conceivable occasion. It recharged and rejuvenated him.

The Wednesday General Audiences were the most natural such occasions, and the vast square in front of St. Peter’s Basilica was always filled with thousands upon thousands who hoped for a glance from the pope from just a few feet away, perhaps a split second of eye contact with him, perhaps a chance to touch his garments as he drove by ever so slowly. It made Gregory visibly and palpably human to them, and made the crowd, to him, more than just a faceless abstraction of the faithful—not the way it had been not so long ago when the pontiff was carried on a palanquin during public appearances, looking down on his people.

*  *  *

But it also made it possible that day for the young Turk, who after his capture gave his name as Agca Circlic, to remain unnoticed within the ranks of pilgrims massed on the right side of the square, as one faced the basilica, excitedly awaiting the approach of the papal Jeep. He was the “human agency,” as Gregory would put it later, who had carried out the will of the Lord toward him—though only up to a point. There was no reason for anyone to pay attention to the Turk, unshaven and wearing an ill-pressed, food-stained baggy light suit.

Circlic had arrived at the square two hours before the General Audience, standing patiently on the spot he had selected as the best for his purposes after observing on two previous Wednesday afternoons the pattern of the pope’s Jeep tour among the pilgrims. His heavy pistol was snugly concealed in the left inside pocket of his suit jacket. Circlic’s meticulous training in Turkey as a professional hit man—a political terrorist—had taught him how to measure precisely the distance to his target and the bullet’s velocity before producing the pistol from the pocket and firing. He was a fine shooter and he knew that it had to be accomplished in a single graceful fluid motion, based on an instinctive mathematical calculation.

A few minutes before five o’clock, as the sun began to descend toward the western horizon, brushing with gold dust the churches, monuments, and roofs of Rome, Gregory’s Jeep had turned toward the row where Circlic stood, and the Turk began calculating the distance for the optimal moment as the vehicle approached among even louder evvivas rising to a crescendo and cascading applause. The General Audience, held on the great wide stairs of the basilica, had ended some twenty minutes past, with the pope greeting the foreign visitors in a score of languages.

When the Jeep was exactly eleven feet away, with Gregory facing him for an instant, the pistol materialized in Circlic’s hand. At the precise moment—three minutes after five o’clock, the Turk fired three times at an upward angle. He was cool and collected, mindful of his instructions, a finely tuned human machine. It was like target shooting at the Anatolia training camp back in Turkey: Circlic’s hand was steady, his aim true, and the pope collapsed, wordlessly, in the back of the little vehicle.

It lasted less than a second, a frozen frame, that at the same time was an eternity. The French monsignor, Gregory’s private secretary who had been sitting in a back seat, next to the pontiff, had thrown himself on top of him to shield him from any more gunfire, his black cassock turning even darker from papal blood. As it happened, the Jeep had been very close to an ambulance routinely parked on the square, and Gregory XVII could be instantly transferred to it. With the monsignor screaming to the driver, “à l’hôpital, à l’hôpital!” the ambulance veered violently to the right, dispersing the stricken crowd as it raced out of St. Peter’s toward Gemelli Clinic, oblivious of the thick traffic ahead. The ambulance driver knew where to go: Standing orders were to rush to Gemelli in the event of an accident in which the pope might have been hurt. Miraculously, cars and buses made way for him. Carabinieri and police cruisers, sirens blaring and lights flashing, roared in the wake of the ambulance.

In the square, where pandemonium now reigned, Circlic had dropped the pistol on the spot on the pavement from where he had fired. It landed near a drying pool of blood, alongside a bouquet of white carnations that had turned bright red, one of the hundreds of bunches of flowers pilgrims had tossed toward Gregory moments earlier. Free of the gun, the Turk had turned in the direction of the shelter of the Bernini colonnade, trying to escape via that route. But, immediately, he was a captive of the enraged crowd. Men and women had rushed at him with terrible imprecations, pinning him down on the ground, barely letting him breathe.

The sanctity of St. Peter’s Square may have saved Circlic from being literally beaten to death, his flesh torn into shreds. Instead, the crowd drew back to let the carabinieri, posted as usual along the colonnade, grab and manacle the Turk and throw him inside their cruiser. Circlic looked strangely at peace though he seemed quite surprised at being captured and taken away. He must have been assured by his patrons that somehow he would be able to get away, scot-free, and he must have trusted them. In any event, the young Turk had acknowledged at once in broken Italian that, indeed, he had attempted to kill Gregory XVII, not making the slightest effort to deny, dissemble, or protest. He gave the carabinieri his name. Then he plunged into complete silence.

*  *  *

Exactly eight minutes after the affray on the square, the telephone rang shrilly and urgently by the bedside of Cardinal Diarmuid Hume, the octogenarian Irish Dean of the College of Cardinals. In the event of a pope’s death, the daily conduct of the Vatican’s administrative affairs is directed by the college until the election of a new pontiff. Today, the responsibility was placed personally on Hume. It had therefore been necessary for an official of the Papal Household to interrupt the cardinal’s afternoon nap and notify him of the situation so that he would be ready to act at once if needed.

Moreover Hume, who always described himself, jocularly but truthfully, as “the only nondrinking Irishman,” happened to be the wisest, most experienced, and most cynical figure in the Roman Curia. Indeed, he was a Holy See institution himself, highly respected and frequently feared in that crucible of piety and intrigue. Hume realized immediately that the Holy See and the Church might face an insoluble crisis if Gregory XVII remained alive indefinitely, but was incapacitated physically or mentally. Told of the extent of the pope’s injuries, the cardinal could not rule out incapacitation, and it was an awesome dilemma. He could not and would not wish Gregory dead—for one thing they were warm personal friends—but since Canon Law does not make any provisions for incapacitation, and there is no such thing as “Deputy Pope,” all decision making in the Church, such as naming bishops or formulating theological or political policies, is paralyzed ad infinitum, until there is a new pope elected. And incapacitation could last indefinitely. The prospects were frightening.

“Keep me posted every minute on the Holy Father’s condition!” Hume shouted to his assistant, who had called him from the office of the college at the Apostolic Palace. “And now let me get dressed!”

Ten minutes later, as Hume was completing his toilette in the high-ceilinged bedroom of his palazzo, the telephone rang again with word that Gregory was fighting for his life at the clinic and that there were high hopes for his survival. The Irishman sighed with relief. “Praise the Lord,” he said to his assistant, “and I mean it . . .”

“And, Eminence,” the assistant told him, “the gunman was captured and taken away by the carabinieri. He is a Turk . . .”

“What ? A Turk? What kind of Turk?” Hume asked impatiently.

“I have no idea, Eminence,” the man replied. “All we know is that he is young—and that he will not talk, except to state his name.”

Hume turned the information over in his mind. He never took anything at face value.

“Hmm,” he said to himself. “A Turk . . . Why would a Turk wish to kill Gregory? Because he is a fanatic Muslim, if that’s what he is? No, it makes no sense. It’s got to be more complicated. There must be more to it . . . Well, we’ll find out sooner or later . . . or not. Meanwhile, I want Gregory back on his feet, running the Church.”

Hume was still shaking his head in puzzlement as he entered his black limousine to be driven to his office in the Vatican to stand by for further developments.

“There’s something else to this whole business,” the cardinal muttered, thinking of urgent telephone calls he would make as soon as the emergency was over, either way, and of questions that had to be asked.

*  *  *

Rome, Italy, and the world hung for hours in a state of shock on whatever sparse news emerged that afternoon, evening, and night concerning the condition of Gregory XVII—and concerning the identity and background of the Turkish gunman. Would the pope live? Who was this Turk? Why did he try to kill Gregory? Who was behind it all? Of course, it had to be a conspiracy! RAI, the Italian radio and television network, remained on the air with continuous, excited reports on the events of St. Peter’s Square—including breathless interviews with real or alleged eyewitnesses—though it had precious little new to say as the evening wore on. It interviewed, as did foreign journalists, anyone that could be located who knew the pope well, slightly, or not at all, or knew something or other about the papacy, all aspiring gravely to appear as experts on Gregory XVII and international terrorism.

From his private office at the American Embassy in Rome, his radio and television sets blaring, the CIA Station Chief was attempting in the early evening—it was early afternoon in Washington—to brief the Director of Central Intelligence over a secure telephone line at Langley headquarters. The CIA, the president, and the entire officialdom back home had learned of the attempted assassination within minutes of its occurrence—the wire services had flashed the news moments after Circlic had fired his gun and Gregory had collapsed—and now they all demanded fulsome answers and explanations. The president had ordered the Director of Central Intelligence to come up with “a full picture” as rapidly as possible; he feared, not unreasonably, a global crisis if the pope died and blame and responsibility had to be apportioned. The United States had to be prepared to act credibly and fearlessly in any contingency, and to make or weigh accusations. What if the Soviets had been behind it?

“No, sir, we have no clue about the Turk’s identity,” the Station Chief was telling the director, striving to keep his own impatience and frustration in check. “No, we don’t know whether the Soviets are behind it . . . No, I know nothing about notorious Palestinian terrorists turning up in Rome . . . God, it only happened a few hours ago . . . Yes, the shooter remains in custody . . . And, yes, the pope is still alive . . . He was hit by two high-velocity bullets . . . Yes, we have our people at the Clinic . . . Of course, sir, we’ll do everything we can to get you all the answers ASAP . . .”

*  *  *

The radio was on as well three blocks from the Vatican, in the tiny office of an American Jesuit in his early forties named Timothy Savage. He was a leading Vatican specialist on Islamic affairs. Savage, informally clad that afternoon in slacks and a polo shirt, had learned about the shooting from a fellow Jesuit who had burst into his office, shouting the fearsome news.

The American had just greeted a visiting retired French archbishop who had served for decades in West Africa, acquiring deep-seated suspicions about everything connected with Islam. He had requested a meeting with Savage to discuss dangers he believed were posed by the Muslim world. The elderly archbishop, severe in his old-fashioned black cassock and redolent of mothballs, had told Savage as they shook hands that he had arrived from his retirement home at the foothills of the Pyrénées in the south of France only two days earlier on a long-planned visit to Rome, probably his farewell one. Savage received him as a courtesy.

An emaciated, stooped figure with deep-sunken ice-cold blue eyes, the archbishop had arched his thick eyebrows and crossed himself silently as he was apprised of the attack on Gregory XVII, a fellow Frenchman. But the two men had talked only about Islam for nearly three hours as the old man would not let go of the subject. The archbishop was curiously reluctant to depart, and Savage tried desperately to listen to his visitor with one ear and the radio broadcasts with the other. Darkness had already fallen outside when the RAI announcer broke in to read a medical bulletin from the Gemelli Clinic that, after six hours in surgery, it appeared that Gregory XVII would live.

Rising from his chair, the archbishop crossed himself again, mouthing silently, “God’s will,” as he took leave of Timothy Savage.
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Monsignor




Chapter One


1986

“THE HOLY FATHER wishes to learn the whole truth about that attempt on his life,” Monsignor Romain de Sainte-Ange announced quietly in his French-accented English.

The monsignor, the pope’s private secretary, paused for effect, fussed with his rimless glasses, brushed an invisible speck from the front of his elegantly tailored cassock and the violet sash, and leaned forward to fix the American Jesuit with a trusting, conspiritorial stare.

Father Timothy Savage nodded pleasantly, uncertain of how else to respond. He had no idea why he had been summoned so urgently by Sainte-Ange, whom he had never met before, and why he was now being informed of this wish of Gregory XVII. But the corpulent monsignor with soft features, a pouting mouth, and diamond-hard black eyes, was the pope’s closest adviser and confidant—and the most powerful man at the papal court. Everything he did had a precise purpose, and Tim Savage assumed that it included his own meeting with Sainte-Ange this morning.

“You see,” the Monsignor went on, shooting his gold-and-diamond cufflinks as he spoke, “the Italian authorities decided last week to discontinue their investigations of the assassination attempt because Parliament chose not to extend the period of the investigatory mandate, as required by law. Do you know why?”

“No, Monsignor, I do not know,” Tim replied, increasingly perplexed by what he was hearing.

“It was because in the years since the attempt the Italian investigators have failed to come up with any new clues or evidence to indicate who had ordered the attack on His Holiness—and why,” Sainte-Ange said. “As you know, today is the fifth anniversary of that attack, and we still know absolutely nothing of what was behind it. This is not acceptable! . . .”

The private secretary took a deep breath and continued: “Yes, the culprit, that demented Turk, is in prison serving a life term, but, apart from confessing, which he later recanted, he told the Italian tribunal absolutely nothing. And when the Holy Father visited him in his prison cell to forgive him, the Turk insisted he was Jesus Christ. And you know what?”

Tim shook his head, watching the monsignor turn red with anger.

“I am almost convinced that there is a conspiracy of some kind to prevent the discovery of the truth,” Sainte-Ange hissed. “Everybody seems afraid of the truth. Despite President Reagan’s promises, your Central Intelligence Agency obviously has made no real effort to help the Italian investigating judge. The same goes for Interpol. Can you understand that?”

“No, I can’t,” Tim answered. He was completely at sea. This was a surreal conversation, he thought, on a subject he had utterly ignored and that was none of his business. But, mysteriously, it was being made his business.

“For five years, we’ve been stuck with the same tired old theories nobody can prove,” the monsignor told him. “That the Turk did it because he’s a Muslim and Muslims are supposed to hate Christians. What nonsense! Or that the Turk had been sent by the Bulgarian secret police on orders from the KGB, which is idiotic, too, because nobody in the Kremlin is mad enough to want to kill the pope. My God, we are in secret negotiations with the Russians!”

Tim nodded again, praying for an explanation of what his meeting with Sainte-Ange was all about. In all his years at the Vatican, he had never had an experience even remotely resembling today’s. Still, the Vatican was famous for strange and mysterious happenings.

Now the monsignor had regained his calm, smiling encouragingly at the American Jesuit across a small table from him in the minuscule but beautifully appointed square sitting room next to his office on the second loggia of the Apostolic Palace. It was one of the magnificent loggie designed by Raphael in the sixteenth century when St. Peter’s Basilica and the adjoining holy edifice were being rebuilt after the Sack of Rome. An antique Venetian clock ticked on a marble-top table in a corner. The scent of Saint-Ange’s expensive aftershave lotion, probably Hermès’ Equipage, wafted richly around him. Tim thought idly that it was more pleasant than the smell of incense that seemed to permeate permanently the great halls and galleries of the Apostolic Palace. The odor of piety.

“Under the circumstances,” the private secretary declared in a solemn voice, “the Holy Father has determined that we must rely on our own resources to discover the truth. He feels morally and legally that we must do what must be done. It is vital that we fully understand the dangers that may face the Church in the future, that we know who is the enemy . . . As in the past . . .”

He paused again and his smile was beatific.

“And,” he said softly, almost seductively, “we have selected you to undertake this mission on behalf of the Holy Father. To find the truth. We hope that you will accept . . .”

*  *  *

Tim Savage stirred uneasily in his chair, trying desperately to dissemble the shock produced by the monsignor’s words. He knew, of course, that the Vatican had its own secret service and even a department of “dirty tricks,” but he had always succeeded in keeping his research work apart from subtle papal intelligence enterprises. And now this! At forty-four, Tim thought, he had lived through all imaginable surprises, yet he had been wrong.

And there was no way he could turn down Sainte-Ange’s “invitation.” As a Jesuit, he had taken a vow of obedience to the pope. He felt he was dreaming, that he was living a fantasy, that he had suddenly been trapped in an iron cage. A thousand alarms sounded in his mind: It was like the Kennedy brothers decades ago, murders never definitively solved, like Dag Hammarskjöld, the United Nations secretary general, whose death in a fiery plane crash in Africa may or may not have been an accident, like the much loved Swedish prime minister, Olof Palme, shot by unknowns in the street. What chance did he, Tim Savage, have to succeed in investigating the attempt on Gregory XVII?

Tim slowly inclined his head in assent. A minute had not elapsed since Sainte-Ange had spoken the fateful words.

“Yes,” he said, “I am always at the service of the Holy Father. But why me? I’m just a simple American Jesuit working in Rome. I know nothing, absolutely nothing, about the assassination attempt. You have the wrong person.”

“No, we have the right person in you,” the monsignor replied firmly, pointing his immaculately manicured stubby finger at Tim. “Please believe me, Father, that much thought has gone into our decision to entrust you with the investigation. Much thought and deliberation. We are very familiar with your background, your special talents, and your experience. You are not ‘a simple Jesuit . . .’ Ah, it is a case of ‘it takes a thief to grab a thief,’ as you Americans say . . .”

“Actually, we say, ‘to catch a thief,’ ” Tim Savage remarked politely, wondering immediately what made him correct the older man and realizing it was a silly little stab at asserting himself in this impossible situation.

The monsignor ignored it, making a steeple of his tiny hands and lowering his voice to a whisper as he continued to address Tim:

“I am so glad that you have accepted the mission. But your investigation must be conducted in the most confidential, not to say top-secret, manner. Your profile must be very low. That’s why it must be a one-man investigation. As you are doubtless aware, the Vatican has its own prosecutor and Civil Court, but we have chosen to bypass them as well as the secret agents of the Swiss Guard. And we do not propose to take any action if we—you—discover the truth. We just want to know the truth.

“There is very little we can tell you to get you started,” Sainte-Ange went on. “Just the obvious things. Because the Turk who fired the bullets, Agca Circlic, is a Muslim and a dedicated terrorist, we must envisage a Muslim connection, whatever it may be, though it’s nothing more than a theory. But this is where your knowledge and background make you so perfect. And your special type of experience may fit some of the other theories kicking around to this day. Besides, few would suspect an American Jesuit scholar to be a detective for the Vatican . . .”

Tim again inclined his head in agreement. There was no point insisting on his uselessness as a sleuth for the Holy See. The pope and Sainte-Ange had decided his destiny. Well, so be it, he told himself. Others had done it before.

“One more thing,” the monsignor added with a frozen smile. “You will be completely on your own. You can work any way you choose. Should anyone learn of your mission, or suspect it, we shall simply deny that you have anything to do with us. Our Press Office director, the Spanish psychiatrist, is unaware of your assignment anyway and he won’t be lying in his denials. He’ll say that you are a crazy American with delusions, a renegade priest . . . On the other hand, you will naturally have logistical support from this end through special channels I am creating. In fact, let me start you immediately.”

Sainte-Ange picked up the telephone, whispering a few words in French.

“Just a moment,” he said to Tim.

*  *  *

There was a discreet knock and the door behind Tim opened. He looked back, rose from his chair, and experienced his second shock of the day, a greatly more pleasing one. Standing before him was a petite nun in a white habit, smiling modestly.

“Father Savage,” the monsignor said without getting up, “this is Sister Angela. She belongs to the order of Augustine Sisters of Notre Dame of Paris and, like me, she is French. She has been with the Papal Household for quite a few years, helping with the Holy Father’s English-language paperwork and, sometimes, with foreign visitors because she speaks such excellent English. And this is why I decided to designate her as your direct contact with me. The sister has been briefed about your mission and she will be the liaison between us—you will see me only in emergencies or on special occasions. Sister Angela will provide you with funds, documentation, and anything else you need. You will have her direct telephone number and you will call her as required. If necessary, you may come to her office, but try to keep your visits down to an absolute minimum. You shouldn’t be seen around here too often.”

Listening to Sainte-Ange, Tim stared with total fascination at Sister Angela. He had instantly decided that she was uncommonly pretty, reminiscent of a delicate Matisse painting. And he decided, just as quickly, that she could be no more than in her early thirties. He liked the way she looked calmly and directly into his eyes as the monsignor made the presentations. Most European nuns Tim had met tended to stare intensely at their feet or their hands in the presence of a man, even a priest. Damn impure thoughts, he told himself—it’s the price you pay for being a man as well as a celibate. But he had to say something to her, to break the silence after the monsignor had introduced them. Sainte-Ange had already raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“Tell me,” Tim asked her, “where did you learn your English?”

“I went to school at the Convent of the English Augustine Sisters in Paris,” Angela replied in accentless English. She had a pleasant, low voice.

“English sisters in Paris?” he inquired incredulously. “I didn’t know they had a convent there.”

“Oh, yes,” the sister answered. “It’s on the Left Bank, in Faubourg St. Germain. It was established in 1653 by Augustine sisters who fled England to escape the persecution of Catholics by Cromwell. You know, he wrote that the great question was ‘whether the Christian world should all be popery.’ Anyway, the convent has been there ever since. George Sand, the famous novelist of the nineteenth century, studied there.”

“But how did you wind up there?”

“In my case,” Angela said, “it was because of my parents. My father was English, an expatriate in Paris . . . He was a Jew. My mother came from a long line of devout Catholics. They met during the German occupation; she fell in love with him and helped to hide him from the Nazis. Then they were married and I was born ten years later. My father died when I was a little girl, my mother brought me up as a Catholic, and the rest must have been predestined . . . But here’s my telephone number, Father. Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything.”

She bowed to Sainte-Ange and left the room. The monsignor stood up, extending his hand to Tim Savage.

“Thank you so much for coming,” he said. “I know the Holy Father will be most gratified . . . Please bear in mind that if you don’t track down the truth, the pope will never be safe. His enemies will never give up. That’s why your mission is so vital in immediate terms. It’s not simply historical research.”

*  *  *

“What did you think of the American?” Gregory XVII asked Monsignor Sainte-Ange. “Is he really the man for the job?”

They sat in the pope’s private study on the third loggia of the Apostolic Palace, enjoying the quiet of the late morning before the noontime meal. Gregory XVII had bidden farewell to his last visitor of the day—there rarely were audiences in the afternoon—and Sainte-Ange had come up after Tim Savage’s departure from his office. In the distance, they could see the sun’s rays lighting golden fires on Rome’s roofs across the Tiber as far as the Aventine Hill.

“Yes,” the monsignor said. “Yes, I think he will do fine. I liked what I already knew about his past, and he made a good impression on me. My instinct tells me that we made the right choice.”

Gregory XVII trusted Sainte-Ange without reservation. He was his oldest friend. It had been forty-five years since both entered the seminary at the age of twenty-one, near Clermont-Ferrand in the Vichy-governed zone of France. They remained there when, soon afterward, the Germans occupied that part of the country too. Both men discovered to their surprise how many priests sympathized with Vichy, collaborating with its police and subsequently with the Gestapo; many had denounced to the authorities Jewish families hiding in the countryside and maquis Resistance fighters defying the Nazis. Because neither the future pope nor Sainte-Ange was willing to join the right-wing “integrist” priests’ organizations, they were shunned and isolated in the seminary. But, in the process, they learned much about the French Church’s many hidden faces. They never forgot it, even when Church integrists paid homage to Gregory XVII upon his election to the papacy.

Now, at the age of sixty-six, the pope and his private secretary formed a perfect team, oddly paired and seemingly unmatched as it was. While Gregory XVII, tall, thin with a regal bearing, was cerebral, visionary, and immensely captivating, Sainte-Ange was purely pragmatic, and essentially cold. He was the classic French homme des coulisses, more comfortable in background shadows than in the limelight Gregory XVII adored, and a genius in the manipulation of power, which he exercised, often mercilessly, in assuring the Roman Curia’s unquestioned obedience to his master and friend. It was logical that Sainte-Ange alone had devised and managed the investigation of the 1981 assassination attempt, convincing the pope of the urgent need for it, and, in effect, discovering Timothy Savage for the mission. In all of the Vatican, only Sister Angela, who had to perform the vital function of liaison and whom the monsignor decided he could trust, largely because of her own personal background, knew about the Timothy Savage undertaking.

“Well, I’m glad the mission is now under way,” Gregory XVII said, savoring a sip of his favorite Gavi di Gavi white wine. “But does the American know about de Marenches’ warning and that it was not heeded?”

“No, I thought it was premature,” Sainte-Ange replied in his careful manner. “He has to do a lot of homework before he can understand it and all its implications. But I hope that our Father Savage will not be wasting time. You’re never certain of being safe, perhaps more now than ever.”

“True,” the pope told him. “This is why I ask Our Lady of Fátima for protection in my every prayer.”

*  *  *

Even as Gregory XVII and Sainte-Ange chatted in the papal study, two men greeted each other warily at a small table set against the wall at Roberto, a busy restaurant on Borgo Pio, just three blocks east of the Sant’Anna Gate, the principal entrance to the Vatican. Borgo Pio, a narrow street of eateries and small shops, starts at Sant’Anna Gate and is commonly known to Romans as the “Vatican Ghetto.” Roberto is patronized mainly by foreign tourists and foreign priests, especially Americans, working at the Vatican.

The two men arrived at the restaurant within minutes of each other. The first was a solidly built, grizzled man with a malevolent face, its hard features frozen like a Notre Dame gargoyle, and bloodshot eyes. He looked to be in his mid-sixties and seemed to be more accustomed to a military uniform than the ill-fitting brown sports jacket and flowery shirt he wore today. He had commandeered the table by the wall, and now he rose at the approach of a much younger man in a well-tailored dark suit.

“It’s a lovely day, isn’t it, Mister Kurtski?” he said in English, which he spoke with a pronounced French accent. “And it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Sure,” the older man replied curtly, “but you’re not here to talk about the weather.” His English came with an Eastern European accent and intonation.

“Then let us get down to business and waste no time,” the Frenchman suggested. “When we first met in Paris, I told you how impressed we were with your reputation.”

“Yeah, let’s talk business,” Jake Kurtski said. “But first, I want a cold beer. And what do you have in mind, anyway?”

“It is simple. We wish to see the pope dead,” the elegant young man explained. “And we understand that you would know how to go about it.”

Kurtski’s expression did not change. The waiter had brought the beer and the old soldier took a deep draft from the bottle.

“Never mind what I know,” he said. “Tell me your ideas . . .”

The Frenchman smiled engagingly. “Let me quote from your famous compatriot, Joseph Conrad, on the subject: ‘. . . The attack must have all the shocking senselessness of gratuitous blasphemy,’,” he told Kurtski. “And Conrad was alluding to bombs. That’s from Heart of Darkness . . . That’s our idea.”

“I don’t know who the fuck Conrad was,” Kurtski announced gruffly, pronouncing “fuck” as “fock.” He went on: “So you want to blow him out of the sky? You want me to bomb the plane when the pope next goes traveling?”

“That’s right,” the young man said. “We want to blow him right into heaven. Can you do it?”

“I don’t know. I have to think about it. You know, it’s not all that easy with all the security around him and the airplanes,” Kurtski observed.

“Oh, we understand. That’s why we’re offering you a million dollars if you make it happen,” the Frenchman whispered.

“I’m not sure I can take it seriously,” Kurtski told him. “You guys, whoever you are, seem to fock it up every time. “Your Turk focked it up on the square. And I know that you tried and failed to get a bomb aboard the Alitalia plane when the pope was going to Portugal: It was really stupid to stick the bomb in the food that was being loaded on the airliner. Of course, it was found. And wasn’t that crazy Spanish priest with the bayonet at Fátima one of your people?”

“Well, yes, and that’s why we’re now turning to professionals,” the younger man said. “And we also know that, as they say at the Vatican, patience is a cardinal virtue. So we can wait for your answer and your detailed plan as long as necessary. I’ll contact you in exactly one month to arrange for another conversation.”

Kurtski nodded and walked out of the restaurant without a word. Passing a fruit stand in front of a food store, he grabbed a clementina and began to peel it.

*  *  *

As the sun set over Rome, the Frenchman locked himself in his hotel room a block from Roberto to compose a long coded letter. Then he walked over to the tiny Vatican post office to mail it to an address in a small town in the south of France, not far from the medieval walled city of Carcassonne, a region where road signs read Pays des Cathars, the Country of Cathars—those “pure” thirteenth-century battlers for religious freedom.

*  *  *

Naturally, it never occurred to Tim Savage or Kurtski that they were in Rome at the same time, so near one another—and again on a collision course. Vietnam, after all, was such a long time ago.



Chapter Two


TIM SAVAGE STEPPED OUT of the somber mustiness of the Apostolic Palace through the Bronze Doors and into St. Peter’s Square, serene in the warm sun of the May morning. The basilica and the imposing Scala Regia—the regal staircase—were to his right, the architectural centerpiece of the oval square.

Halting briefly, Tim removed his celluloid dog collar from its neck slots and stuck it in the breast pocket of his black cotton shirt under the short wool jacket of his black clergy suit. Jesuits, as a rule, almost never wear cassocks. With his shirt now open at the neck, he breathed easier as he tried to sort out and compose his thoughts and calm his emotions after Sainte-Ange’s thunderbolt had hit him. Passersby glanced at Tim with more than casual interest: He was handsome in a pleasant Black Irish sort of way, standing at six feet, slim and broad-shouldered, with warm, deep blue eyes, high cheekbones, and an aquiline nose. His jet black hairline was beginning to recede, not unnatural past forty. Tim was an affable man who liked people, and even strangers felt it at once.

The piazza before Tim was rapidly filling with groups of foreign pilgrims shepherded by their tour leaders, sloppily dressed tourists from America and Spain and Germany—many of the women in tank tops and unbecoming shorts and men in T-shirts and jeans—and parochial schoolchildren in their neat uniforms playing around the fountain in the center of the square and chirping excitedly like the spring’s swallows from Capistrano.

Nie biegaj tak!—Don’t run like this!—a Polish mother was admonishing her knee-pants son. A teenage American girl, her blond tresses impeccably arranged, wondered loudly, chatting with her parents, “Are we going to see the pope in the window?” An elderly South American woman pilgrim, enthralled by the majesty of the basilica, kept exclaiming, Por Dios, que maravilla! Priests in black cassocks and wide-brimmed hats favored by the Italian clergy and dark-robed nuns darted importantly to and fro.

It was very peaceful, but Tim’s memories of the day five years ago surged back in a flood. Having been charged with the task of bringing back the past—the real past—he felt great fear that he would not be up to the assignment, not knowing where to turn, how to begin. And an even greater fear was of disappointing the pope whom he admired as a human being, even though he disagreed with some of his stands. Tim had been introduced to Gregory XVII during a Jesuit group visit to the Vatican—the contact lasted one second—and he knew precious little about the pontiff: only that he was a mystic in the twelfth-century tradition of St. Bernard of Clairvaux and a rigorous intellectual in the highest French Cartesian tradition. Tim therefore saw the logic in Gregory XVII’s desire to understand the mystery of death as well as to accept it and that, consequently, he needed to know the truth. As Sainte-Ange had pointed out, he needed it to stay alive.

Urgent thoughts raced through Tim’s mind as he left St. Peter’s Square, passed the famous Vatican bookstore and the Holy See’s pretentious modern Sala Stampa press office, and entered Via della Conciliazione. The broad avenue led, west-east, to the Vatican from the Tiber and Castel Sant’Angelo, where a head of the Jesuit order was imprisoned by Pope Clement XIV over 200 years ago. The street was a triumphal gift to Rome from Benito Mussolini, and had required the razing of hundreds of ancient houses. Tim walked slowly toward his office, meditating every step of the way, wondering how he was going to carry out his instructions. It would not be in his nature to admit failure, particularly on a mission for this particular pope.

Gregory XVII had the reputation of being a very exacting man. As the first foreign pope in almost half a millennium, he also was the tenth French pontiff in history. It once made France the “First Daughter of the Church,” but now an often disobedient one, and the second-largest purveyor of Roman popes after the Italians. Gregory XVII was the first French pope in 607 years, following in this Gallic tradition Pierre Roger de Beaufort, who had taken the name of Gregory XI and reigned for a year from 1370 to 1371. The immediate previous two popes were also Frenchmen, Urban V and Innocent VI. The first French pope was Urban II, né Oddone di Lagery, who ruled for eleven years, between 1088 and 1099, and was famous for proclaiming the First Crusade in 1095, a papal precedent many French would come to curse before very long. Gregory XVII took this name because Gregory the Great, who straddled the sixth and seventh centuries, was his role model. He also wished to honor the previous French Gregory, the eleventh, and his predecessor of this name, Gregory XVI, a pleasant Italian who occupied St. Peter’s throne from 1831 to 1846, just before Europe’s “Spring of the Peoples.” The present pope certainly would not choose to be identified with Gregory IX, the thirteenth-century Bolognese lawyer who endorsed legislation authorizing secular powers to burn convicted heretics at the stake and who instituted the Great Inquisition in 1231. It was another papal precedent that would martyr much of France. Eight centuries later, it was history Gregory XVII could not afford to ignore.

*  *  *

Tim Savage himself had experienced memories and mysteries of death that he could not erase from his mind.

Displayed in the place of honor at his office was the neatly folded Stars and Stripes that had been ceremoniously handed to Tim’s mother by an Air Force general after his father had been killed in a fiery crash of his B-25 bomber during World War Two. Tim was two years old at the time, and he already understood death. His father’s bomber had been shot down by the Germans over Monte Cassino, the site of the hilltop Benedictine monastery where the Nazis long resisted the Allied advance across Italy. It was one of the most stubborn battles of the war, and the monastery was leveled along with its famous medieval libraries. After he had come to live in Rome, Tim made a pilgrimage to Monte Cassino every year, leaving flowers over ruins that still lay there. He had no idea where exactly his father’s body reposed.

Then, very much later, there was the Arab youth, his throat slashed, in a narrow Cairo alley. Tim was twenty-six at the time. And, still later, when he was thirty-two, there was the haunting face of the dead peasant woman, a tiny cross on a chain around her neck, outside her burning hut in that little village in Vietnam. And there had been others whose deaths had been part of his life.

But now that he was a middle-aged Jesuit in Rome, neither feeling nor looking the age that follows youth, Tim remembered that past though he was no longer condemned to live and relive it. His quiet sense of humor had returned. His intelligence was as intense as his penchant toward independent thought, not an uncommon Jesuit trait. He was calm and relaxed most of the time. Courtly and friendly, Tim was likable in the eyes of both men and women. He was, of course, aware of his attraction to women, and, on occasions, he was strongly tempted to reciprocate—even all the way. Prior to his vows of chastity, Tim had enjoyed a reasonably active sex life, in college and then overseas, but it was one-night stands or brief affairs. No romantic involvements or commitments. Anyway that was the past, he kept reminding himself.

*  *  *

On this day, walking to his office from the Apostolic Palace, he was oblivious to his surroundings, overwhelmed as he was by his conversation with Monsignor Sainte-Ange. Via della Conciliazione overflowed with motorized and foot bound humanity, but Tim neither noticed nor heard in his concentration on what lay ahead in his new role. What with all the May religious feasts, uncounted thousands of pilgrims and tourists from every corner of the globe converged every day on the Vatican, like invading armies of yore, to stare at the window of the papal apartment high in the Apostolic Palace on the west side of the piazza where Gregory XVII appeared at noon every Sunday he was in Rome to bless the multitude, and to line up at the massive doors of St. Peter’s Basilica, waiting to enter or just to gape. The square itself was little changed since Gianlorenzo Bernini had reshaped it—with the Baroque colonnade and the Scala Regia—in the second half of the seventeenth century under the patronage of Pope Alexander VII.

Tour buses with Italian, German, Austrian, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Polish, and other license plates that had brought the faithful and the curious to the holy sites lined both sides of Conciliazione, belching black clouds of diesel exhausts. The engines were kept running to assure that the returning sweat-drenched visitors would find their vehicles perfectly air-conditioned and super-cool. Little yellow taxis, private cars, and the motorcycles and motorinos responsible for the permanent high-decibel hum that is Rome’s identifying sound streamed down the via toward the square, creating a perpetual traffic jam.

Pilgrims and tourists battled their way along the narrow sidewalks, conversing and shouting in every language of the Tower of Babel, stopping at the shops along the avenue to ogle and buy cheap, plastic, tacky Holy See memorabilia—Our Ladies (of Everywhere), Jesus Christ (on or off the Cross), crosses, rosaries, and framed color photographs of a bemused-looking French pope. They sat down, if they could secure a chair and a table, at the outdoor cafés for an espresso, cappuccino, a cold soft drink, a beer, or an ice-cream cone. In Tim’s learned opinion, the hole-in-the-wall shop in the traditional Columbus Hotel, the pilgrims’ favorite nest, made the best pistachio ice cream in the world.

The whole scene added up to faith and devotion, curiosity and recreation, and a never-ending business bonanza. Foreign currency bank exchange counters—the modern-day money changers in their temples—adorned both sides of Conciliazione. The trivialization and commercialization of religion was absolute. And the Vatican, too, participated in it, selling tickets to the Sistine Chapel and Holy See postage stamps, and charging foreign television crews for filming inside its walls. It was reminiscent of the selling of indulgences once upon a time. Perhaps not surprisingly, the Vatican had been enmeshed earlier in a mind-boggling scandal involving its own bank, along with Italian banks, with one top executive found hanging under a London bridge and other officials, including priests, under a dark cloud.

Tim Savage, feeling the rising heat of the late morning through his black ecclesiastic uniform, followed Conciliazione for two long blocks, then turned left into Via dell’Erba, a narrow street consisting entirely, on its western side, of an ancient palazzo that had been turned into a Roman Curia office building. The headquarters and offices of some of the Holy See congregations, pontifical councils and commissions, and other organizations forming the government of the Church under the pope are outside the Vatican proper, spilling out to adjoining avenues and streets, even as far away as the beautifully historic Santa Maria in the Trastevere neighborhood. The State of the Vatican covers only 109 acres, taken up mainly by St. Peter’s Basilica and the square, the Apostolic Palace, the Vatican Library, the vast Paul VI Auditorium where the Wednesday General Audiences are now held, the magnificent Vatican gardens, several administrative palaces, a tiny railroad station, and the duty-free shop for Vatican employees, and, quietly, their secular friends.

*  *  *

The building at Via dell’Erba 1 houses the Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue, the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity, and the Commission for Religious Relations with Jews. The Commission for Religious Relations with Muslims functions under the Inter-Religious Dialogue Council, both headed by a highly respected Third World cardinal. The Muslim Commission has offices on the ground floor of the Via dell’Erba building, and this was where Father Timothy R. Savage, S.J.—Tim to his friends—has been working for nearly two years as a full-time consultant—consultore—in recognition of his expertise in Muslim and Arab religious and political affairs, and his command of spoken and written Arabic, though mostly as spoken in Cairo.

Tim was one of the very few English-speaking priests who were Islam experts—English having only recently replaced French as the scholarly and political language in the Muslim world—and the president of the Muslim Commission had been overjoyed at recruiting him from the Gregorian University to which he had been attached. And now, Tim realized, it was the pope’s turn to recruit him. He allowed himself to be pleased—and challenged—by the assignment as the first shock of the meeting with Sainte-Ange began to wear off. But of course Tim would resist the sin of pride, even in his mind.

There was a pleasantly international atmosphere in the Via dell’Erba building and its councils and commissions—something like a Ministry for Foreign Religious Relations—that was unlike the other musty Curial congregations and institutes where mind-dulling Italian Church provincialism still prevailed. Here, people continuously came and went on missions, overt and covert, to and from every continent and nation where the Vatican had an interest, which meant virtually everywhere. Just before entering the main door, Tim noticed with a touch of wistfulness a young man in jeans leaning against the building wall, one hand around the waist of a pretty young woman, the other holding a cellular phone to his ear and talking away. “I hope it works for you,” Tim said silently to the boy.

Inside his office, Tim removed the jacket of the suit, rolling up the black sleeves. For his visit to the Apostolic Palace today he dressed up in full Jesuit attire; he had even pressed the crease in his black trousers. Tim had been summoned only the previous evening when, without any further explanation, the general superior of the Society of Jesus, his top boss, had instructed him by telephone to be at Sainte-Ange’s office at ten o’clock the next morning. He further instructed Tim to enter the Vatican through the Bronze Doors, used mainly by pilgrim groups, rather than through the Sant’Anna Gate. “It’s less ostentatious that way,” the general said.

Tim had met the French monsignor only once, just before Easter, when he accompanied the rector of the Saudi Arabian Islamic Theological University to a private audience with Gregory XVII. Their entire conversation consisted of Sainte-Ange ordering him not to follow the rector into the pope’s private study. Escorting Muslim dignitaries, clerics, and scholars who had business at the Vatican of one kind or another was among Tim’s duties at the Commission, and when the general called him, he assumed it concerned a similar occasion.

In the morning, as he dressed in his room on the top floor of Villa Malta, the Jesuit residence perched atop steep Via di Porta Pinciana in downtown Rome, Tim’s only concern was to be free as soon as possible to go to his office and to get on with his current work—an analysis of the situation in Iran seven years after the Islamic revolution had toppled the shah. The Secretariat of State had ordered it as a top priority in preparing a confidential mission to Teheran. Relations with Muslim countries were very much on Gregory XVII’s mind, especially after the Iranian upheaval that had followed his election to the papacy in 1978 by a few months. As a Frenchman and long archbishop of Marseille, he was familiar with Muslim North Africa and its religious and political problems, and now he was absorbed by the situation in the Middle East and along the Persian Gulf The papal desire to be fully informed on these matters had kept Tim busy ever since he joined the staff of the Commission for Relations with Muslims two years earlier, the only American there.

Normally, Tim took the bus from Via del Tritone to Via dell’Erba. But today he decided to travel in style to the Apostolic Palace—in a taxi—even if it took a bit longer in the suffocating Rome morning traffic and cost more.

“Buon giorno, Padre,” the smiling driver greeted him after Tim asked to be taken to St. Peter’s Square. “Are you on your way to see the Holy Father?” Returning the smile, Tim said, “Yes, of course . . . I see him every day!” Both men laughed happily.



BOOK TWO
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Chapter Three


1942

FOR A CHILD of a traditional, middle-class American Catholic family, a personal visit to the “Holy Father”—or, at least, to the power center of the church that commands one billion faithful—was an amazing occurrence. Tim Savage was keenly aware of it as he had walked past the black-and-orange-clad Swiss Guards at the bottom of the Bronze Doors on his way to see Monsignor Sainte-Ange. He felt the frisson of adventure.

Tim was the youngest of three Savage children. His sister Julia was a Foreign Service officer who had attained the rank of ambassador of the United States and now served as envoy to Brazil. The middle child was Anthony, who had graduated from the Harvard Law School and was a partner in a well-connected Washington law firm, specializing in powerful foreign clients, ranging from multimillionaire Palestinian contractors living royally in London to Asian finance ministries. The family of Captain James W. Savage, killed in combat over Italy, had done superbly.

Tim Savage was born in Washington at the end of the first full year of America’s entry into World War Two, a year after Pearl Harbor. His father had come back on short home leave just before Tim had turned two years old: he saw his youngest only that one time before dying. Tim, of course, had no recollection of it. Two years after the end of the war, Tim’s mother married Jim Stella, an Air Force officer who had been Captain Savage’s best friend. Highly decorated for service in World War Two and Korea, he had retired as brigadier general by the time Tim entered the priesthood.

With Stella as his stepfather and his devout mother, Tim’s childhood and adolescence, like Julia’s and Anthony’s, were years of strict, traditional Catholic upbringing. He attended a parochial school a few blocks away from the family home, a rambling old house off Reservoir Road below Georgetown, near the Potomac, which had belonged to his mother’s wealthy parents. Next, Tim went to the Jesuits’ fashionable Gonzaga College High School on “I” Street in the Northwest. That was the period of the “Catholic Ghetto” in Washington, as it was called, but Gonzaga catered to the capital’s Catholic elite.

And for Tim’s family it was Mass every Sunday, confession at least once a month at the Holy Trinity Church in Georgetown, their church for decades, and the observance of all the religious feasts: Ascension and Corpus Christi, not just Christmas and Easter. His elementary education, before the parochial school, had been at the Holy Trinity Grade School.

Graduating from Gonzaga with both athletic and scholastic honors, Tim entered Georgetown University. It had always been assumed in the family that he would apply—and be accepted—at the great Jesuit University in Washington, just as Julia and Anthony had done. At first, Tim was not entirely certain about his major though he knew that his inclination ran toward humanities, not sciences. He had selected ethics as an elective course—it attracted him intellectually, and it addressed the ancient Catholic concern, back to Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas, with concepts of good and evil. As luck would have it, it brought him into the classroom of Father Hugh Morgan. That opened wide horizons for Tim—and the fascination with Islam would follow, Father Morgan being an Islamic scholar as well as an ethicist.
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