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Chapter Thirty-Three

John gently replaced the receiver upon the base of the telephone.  The mysterious reappearance of the scarab on his bed went far in assuaging his anxiety, but he still needed to reassure himself that his wife and child were both safe back home in England.  Sneaking out of the room he shared with George, he had gone to the telephone in the common area and dialed the hotel operator, requesting to place an international telephone call.  Thankfully, that early in the morning, the call went through quickly.  Across the English Channel, the telephone was answered on the fourth ring.  Cynthia’s voice, thick with sleep, registered alarm when she heard her husband’s.  Repeatedly guaranteed that all was well, her fear quickly gave way to confusion as she struggled to understand why her husband – a man who loathed early risings – had decided to ring at such an early hour merely to ask how she and the baby were.   She loved John with all her heart, but she knew him well….he simply was not all that thoughtful.   She wondered, not for the first time, about the fears and concerns that were plaguing her young husband and whether or not there was legitimate cause for her to be concerned as well. Once John felt confident enough that his small family was indeed safe, he hurried to end the call before he gave into the temptation to reply honestly to Cyn’s recurring questions.  He’d made that mistake once already with Stu, and he remained certain it had cost Stu his life.  He would not risk anyone’s safety again, especially not his wife’s.  

After hanging up the telephone, John rubbed his tired eyes.  He hadn’t slept yet, but knew that sleep would not come easy to him now, despite his exhaustion.  Sitting alone in the empty quiet of the room, he grew increasingly agitated at the thought that Phleiss and Wilhelm were so near.  Practically jumping up from the chair, he once again grabbed his coat and scarf, leaving the hat behind, and headed out the door.  As he waited for the lift to answer the call button, he repeatedly and obsessively checked his trouser pocket to ensure that the scarab was there.  Upon reaching his floor, the lift sounded a soft chime.  The doors glided open and the attendant pulled the gate aside, allowing John to enter.  “Lobby, please,” John muttered distractedly.

For the second time that morning, John stepped out onto the Parisian street.  The sun was now shining brightly and shopkeepers were beginning their preparations for the day’s business.  Considering his destination for a moment, he set off down Rue Pierre Charron towards Montmartre. He and Cyn, along with Astrid and a friend of hers’, had spent an afternoon in that area when he and Cyn had honeymooned belatedly in “the city of lights” last September.  The bohemian atmosphere, complete with musicians, street performers, and artists had appealed to John. He had heard that the area was only a twenty minute walk from the hotel, so, keeping the luminescent domes of Sacré Coeur before him, he walked off in that direction.

The alleged twenty minute walk grew into more than an hour as John negotiated the twisting, turning alleys.  Cursing himself for not staying on the main roads – Boulevard de Courcelles would have been a longer, but safer route for a man with his sense of direction – he alternately lost then found his way several times over.  At long last, he came to the Place du Tertre , the square to the left of the huge basilica where several artists and artisans were setting up their wares, preparing for the few off-season tourists who might happen by.  The winter months were difficult for those whose livelihood depended on tourism.  John recalled how, last September, the square seemed filled to overflowing with both tourists and the odd assortment of musicians, artists, and artisans.  Disappointed that there was now so little to see, John turned toward the steep steps leading up to the large church.  When he and Cyn were here, they hadn’t made the climb up to Sacré Coeur, where the views of the city were said to be breathtaking.  Instead, they had spent their day roaming the clubs and cafes of the under side of Montmartre in Pigalle.  John turned and visually took the measure of the climb to the top of the hill where the basilica was perched.  With a shrug, he started his ascent.

Arriving at the pinnacle, he strolled around the grounds taking in the views of the city laid out before him.  On another day, he might have found this pleasing, especially since he and the other boys didn’t get to do much walking and sightseeing anymore, their popularity a hindrance to being out and about freely.  This day, however, was different.  He wasn’t here to sightsee so much as he was here to escape….at least for a while.  Even the news that “I Want to Hold Your Hand” charted at number one in America had taken a back seat in his thoughts from the moment John heard Wilhelm’s voice behind him.  The young Englishman shivered uncontrollably and, while the winter wind blew colder up on the hill, he was sure that wasn’t the only reason.

Walking quickly towards the church, John was hoping the doors would be open so he could take a few minutes shelter before beginning his descent from the hill.  He grunted appreciatively when he spied one of the huge doors propped partially open and quickened his pace.  Once inside, without of the rush of the wind in his ears, John noted that the vaulted cavern of the interior seemed to hum with silence.  Just then, his head snapped around in response to the sharp sound of something heavy dropping, the clanging sound of metal striking against marble echoing for several seconds.  About six feet from where he stood, he saw a young man in coveralls at one of the side chapels holding a rag in one hand and a candlestick – no doubt the offending item that was the source of the sound – in the other.  Glancing up to find John looking at him, the young man smiled amiably and shrugged, “Désolé!” he apologized softly.  John merely nodded as he watched the young man replace the candlestick and wipe his hands on the rag.  Stepping back a few paces, the man seemed to survey his work with satisfaction.  Turning toward John, he said, “Il n'a pas été nettoyé depuis des années!”

“Er…sorry, I don’t…ya know…speak Francais,” John stammered, hoping the man understood what he was trying to say.  It was good to see a genuinely friendly face, and John actually felt a pang of regret that he couldn’t communicate with the other man.

“Ah…you are English!  Welcome, friend!” the man said sincerely.

“You speak very good English!”  John complimented him, his countenance a combination of surprise and pleasure.

The young man shrugged modestly.  “I studied for a while at Cambridge.”

Just then an old woman passed by the two men.  “Bonjour, Père Bardot” she whispered, smiling.

Père Bardot?  Father Bardot?  This bloke is a priest?!  John thought in surprise.  He can’t be much older than me!

“Bonjour, madame!  Comment allez vous?” the priest greeted the woman in return.  The old woman just nodded and kept walking.  Approaching the rail of the altar, she lowered herself to her knees with some effort, and, withdrawing her rosary, began to pray.  Father Bardot turned back to John and, eyeing the exposed top of the cigarette pack peaking out from John’s  pocket, whispered conspiratorially, “You wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette to spare, would you, friend?”

“Yeah, sure!  You’re a priest?”  John asked with amusement.

The young priest gave a small laugh.  “That, I am,” he nodded to the name plate over the door to the confessional to the left of where John stood.  Turning, John read aloud, “‘Père Michel Bardot.’  Oi!  Yer not any relation to Brigitte, are ya?”
“I only wish I was!” the priest replied with a laugh, prompting John to do a double take. 

“That’s not very priest-like of ya there, Père Michel!” John admonished jokingly.

“Priests are celibate, friend, not dead!” Michael laughed.  Putting his hand to John’s arm, the priest guided him toward the exit before John could say anything more.  “Come, we can share a smoke over there, out of the wind.”

Father Michael led John through a doorway that opened into a small hallway.  Opening another door, the young priest led the way onto a small outdoor alcove.  Leaning up against the railing, he waited while John pulled the pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket. Offering one to the priest, then taking one himself, he struck the lighter to light them both, and leaned up against the building.  “Nice place ya have here, Father.”

The priest looked around, and answered slyly, “Well, it is home…for now.  And what brings you so far from home, friend?”

“Ah…me mates and I have a little rock and roll band – the Beatles.  We’re playing at the Olympia.”

Michael’s eyebrows raised in response.  “The Olympia, you say? That is quite impressive!  You must be very successful – your ‘little rock and roll band.’”

It was John’s turn to be modest.  “Yeah, we do alright.  We’ve had a few hits in Britain and Europe, and we just found out last night that our record is the number one record in America.”

The priest gave a low whistle.  “Well, congratulations, friend!  That must be wonderful news for you!  I am sure this comes after much hard work and sacrifice, eh?”

It was all John could do not to physically wince at the word, sacrifice.  “Yeah…,” John said softly as he shifted his eyes away from the priest to the dormant gardens that lay beyond.

Father Michael looked at John curiously.  “This is not welcome news?”

“No, no, it is.  I…er….I just have a bit on me mind.”

“Something is troubling you?”

“Yeah, but…well…nothing to do with the group or music or nowt,” John shrugged.

“I am a good listener…,” Michael prompted with a sympathetic smile.

“Nah, Father, I don’t want to trouble ya.”

The young priest laughed amiably, “It is precisely for this trouble that I am a priest, friend…please, go on.  Sometimes it helps just to talk.”

“Ach…,” John waved dismissively, “It’s just that someone told me….he said that there’s no such thing as the devil….that it was made up using old gods, especially by Christians.”  John tried to covertly gauge the priest’s reaction.  The young man, however, simply nodded pensively.

“And it is this information that is a source of trouble for you?”  Michael looked unconvinced.

Yeah, Father, ya see, I believed this fella was the devil himself, and that I went and sold me soul to him, but now he tells me there’s no such thing.  “I’m just confused…and curious,” was all John said.

“Well…,” Michael took a deep drag on the cigarette and slowly exhaled a long plume of smoke. “….your friend is correct.”

“What?!”  That was the last thing that John expected the Roman Catholic priest to say.

Father Michael chuckled at John’s reaction, then went on to explain, “Look at this way.  For ages – and, for some, even now – people illustrated God as a very old man with a long flowing white beard.  People like, well, Michaelangelo. Consider his God Creates Adam on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel….and how many images exist that depicts Jesus as a man with brown hair and eyes and very pale skin.  Some artists have even portrayed him as blonde with blue eyes!  Can you imagine?  An indigenous, Semitic man of the Middle East….pale, blonde, and blue-eyed?  You see, because the artists were European, so were their depictions of the Divine.  I mean, there is no doubt but that Jesus was a man of color!  But here’s the thing, friend….just because those images are man-made…contrived….does it follow, therefore, that there is no God?  No Jesus?”

John’s brows knitted thoughtfully as replied, “No….”

“Precisely!  And so it is with the devil.  You’re friend is correct in his explanation about images of the devil and where they came from, but that doesn’t mean that the devil does not exist.  If, by the devil, we understand it as a force of pure evil and malevolence in the universe.”

“So,” John started tentatively, “Yer saying that the devil does exist?”

“Not only does it exist, but it has perpetrated its most successful campaign of deception against humanity yet….convincing so many that it is just fiction….a theological bogeyman accepted only by superstitious fools.”

John considered this for a minute, then asked, “But why?  Why wouldn’t the devil want people to know he existed?  It doesn’t make much sense!”

“Ah, well, you see, now you have come to the heart of it all, friend.  Consider the old saying, ‘Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.’  If one were to, say, wish to do harm to another – or use one to do harm - how can that be more successfully accomplished?  By overtly appearing as one truly is?  Intentions laid bare?  No, of course not!  But obfuscate the truth….appear harmless….keep the intentions shrouded…and one can be so easily fooled.  There are always exceptions, my friend, but how many people would knowingly put themselves at risk by getting in league with evil…with the devil?”

What the young priest was saying made sense to John, and that confused him even more.  Phleiss claimed he was not a devil – claimed there was no such thing.  But here was a priest explaining to John that the devil’s most potent weapon was man’s ignorance….man’s willingness to believe that the devil was a mere fabrication.  “So, it’s sort of...‘How can I be afraid of something if it doesn’t exist?’”

The priest blew smoke out the side of his mouth, nodding in agreement, “Yes, yes…or, ‘What do I have to avoid if it doesn’t exist?’”

John mulled this over, then asked, “If the point of having folks not believing in the devil is to trick them into cooperating with him or it or whatever, then what becomes of those people?  Tricked or not, aren’t they still…you know…d-damned?”

Father Michael looked John in the eye.  For a moment, John could have sworn he’d seen sympathy in the young priest’s eyes.  “Is that what has you troubled, friend?” 

At that moment, John feared he’d revealed too much, “Well….”

“Do you hope to one day be a father?” The priest suddenly interrupted, the awkward segue catching John off guard.

“Wha-?  I am a father, but what does that….”

“Are you? Splendid!  Son or daughter?”

“Er…son…Julian…but, Father, I don’t….”

“Do you love him?”

“What?!  Of course I love him!  He’s mine, isn’t he?”

“Well, there you are, friend!  Can you imagine your son, whom you claim, whom you love, ever doing something so terrible, so wicked, that you would stop loving him?  Something he could do that you would condemn him to suffer for all eternity?  Anything for which you would have him…damned?”

John stared at the young priest.  As Michael smiled at him, John understood with total clarity what he was driving at.  “No,” John answered softly.  “No, I wouldn’t.”

“You see, friend?  If we humans, with all of our foibles and shortcomings are capable of such love and forgiveness, why, then, do we insist on believing our Divine Father is capable of anything less?  Damnation, as it were, is not bestowed, it is chosen, and as we are free to choose damnation, we are also free to choose redemption.”



“Redemption,” John repeated.  “So, you’re saying God can redeem us when we’ve mucked it all up.”

“Not totally, friend.  It is like this….I can offer you a gift, yes?  But it is not really yours until you accept it.  You see?  It is the same with redemption.  God can offer it, but, ultimately, we must accept it.  We must participate in our own redemption.”

“But how?”  The question came out sounding more desperate than John intended.  The tone didn’t go unnoticed by the young priest.

Father Michael silently gazed into John’s eyes. Though John knew it was impossible, he felt as if the priest could see it all…Phleiss…the scarab…the murders…Stuart…the Beatles….but his eyes held no condemnation, just sorrow.  “Accept it, friend.  That is the answer you seek.  ‘What does it profit a man to gain the world entire, but lose his own soul?’”  

Shaken, John took a last drag from the stub of his cigarette.  Looking out over the garden, he exhaled, then crushed the stub beneath his boot heel.  Having been forced by Mimi to attend Sunday school as a child, John was familiar with the quote Father Michael recited.  It was from the Old Testament as he recalled, and it was a completely appropriate response to his question.  But how could Father Michael know that?

The young priest pushed himself forward from the railing and stretched.  “Well, friend, I have work yet that needs seeing to, although I have enjoyed our discussion very much.”

Snapping out of his reverie, John, too, straightened, taking the priest’s proffered hand.  “Hmmm?  Oh, yeah…yeah, Father.  Sorry, I didn’t mean ta hold ya up.”

“Please, friend…no…no, not at all.  I needed a bit of a break from the dust and dimness, and good company is always welcome!”

“Well…it was good to have someone to talk to, I appreciate yer listening, Father….”

Again, the young priest smiled, “There’s always someone listening, John,” he said as he glanced toward the sky with a playful smile.  “Perhaps we’ll meet again, friend,” he added as he grasped John’s hand in the both of his, squeezing gently.  “God bless!”

John watched Father Michael disappear through the alcove doorway, then turned back toward the garden.  It’s nice, here in this little spot.  Out of the wind, the sun shining bright….the garden must be really nice when it’s in bloom.  Perhaps I’ll come back in the spring…or summer.  Yeah, me and Cyn.  She’d love all this here.  And then, I might see Father Michael again – that would be nice. I wonder if he’d remember me.  A place like this - he must see hundreds of people each day…can’t imagine he’d even remember me name….  Suddenly, John’s head reared back, a growing expression of confusion morphing into shock as he recalled the priest’s parting words…. 

“There’s always someone listening, John”    

“How the fuck did he know me name?” John said aloud.  Quickly, he took off in the direction from which Father Michael had led him. The click of his boot heels reverberating off the marble tiles as he entered the church caused tourists and worshippers both to turn his way.  Ignoring the agitated glares, he glanced into the side chapel where he had first seen the priest at work.  The ladder, the rags, the bucket….all were gone.  He couldn’t have cleaned up that fast.  Perhaps someone else had picked up while we were outside.

He stood in one spot and glanced at each side chapel in turn, looking for the dark haired young priest.  Seeing an old nun walking his way from the altar, he called out to her, “’scuse me, Sister?”

Her brow furrowed in annoyance, the nun put her finger to her lips to quiet him and hastened her approach.  “Oui, monsieur. Qu'est-ce que c'est?”

“Er…ya wouldn’t happen ta speak English, would ya?”

Huffing in irritation, she responded, “Oui, a bit.”

“I’m looking fer Father…er, Père Michel. He just came this way.  Have ya seen him?”

“Père Michel?”  she repeated in confusion.  “There is no Père Michel at Sacré Coeur, monsieur.”

It was John’s turn to get irritated.  “Yes.  Yes, there is.  I was just blood-…I was just speaking with him.  Père Michel Bardot.”

At the sound of the priest’s last name, the nun’s eyes widened.  “Père Michel Bardot?”

“Yes.”

Looking at John curiously, she responded, “Père Michel is no longer at Sacré Coeur and has not been for quite some time.”

“That’s not right, Sister.  I was just speaking with him,” John repeated slowly, as if this would somehow make the old woman understand him better.  She was shaking her head before he finished the sentence.

“Non, monsieur, he is not,” she said adamantly.

“Sister, yer habit must be a bit too tight ‘round yer head, he was right here, cleaning that altar.  This here is his box fer confessions…,” John said, pointing to the side altar, then swinging his hand around to point at the name plate above the confessional.  He froze.  He read and re-read the name above the door:  “Père Christian de Chergé.”

“That’s not right,” John murmured more to himself than to the nun.

“Oui, that is Père de Chergé’s,” the nun replied, misunderstanding John’s confusion.

“B-But…no, that was Father Michael’s!” John asserted, looking to the old woman for some kind of explanation, but she remained silent. “Look, I’m not mad, ya know!  He was here!  Father Michael was here!”

“Oui, monsieur.  Père Michel Bardot was here,” she replied plainly.

“Well, then why were ya trying to tell me he wasn’t?!” John demanded as he looked from the nun to the mysterious name plate and back again, losing himself in too many unanswered questions.

Inclining her head to the side, the old nun regarded John for a moment before instructing him, “Follow me, monsieur.”  

John followed her up the side aisle toward the back of the basilica.  Reaching the back of the church, she stopped and pointed to a brass plaque affixed to the wall, “Içi, Lisez.”

John approached the plaque and began to read:

A la mémoire de Père Michel Bardot (15 Avril 1913- 7 Juin 1940)

Armée de terre , 4e division Legère de cavalerie

mort à l'âge de 27 ans, à Amiens

Repose en paix

           "Nul n'à plus grand amour que celui çi, donner sa vie pour un ami"
 
“‘Greater love hath no man than he who would lay down his life for a friend,’” the woman translated the biblical quote at the bottom of the plaque as John stared in wonder.  “You see, young man, Père Bardot left Sacré Coeur in the spring of 1940 at the order of the Aumônerie Militaire to be installed as chaplain of the Fourth Calvary Brigade.  He met his death as the German army moved up the Somme in the operation known as Fall Rot.”  Her voice softened as she added, “Père Bardot was administering Extreme Unction – the Last Rites – to a fallen soldier.  The lad was dying, you see, and Père Bardot refused to leave him to die alone.  It was a decision that cost him his life.”

As he listened, John’s gaze traveled up the plaque to the very top where a small photograph was encased in an oval frame.  There was no doubt about it….he recognized the empathetic gentle eyes immediately, and, although the photo was back and white, John knew those eyes were a soft brown, for he’d looked into those very eyes not even twenty minutes ago.  They were the eyes of Père Michel Bardot.
As he thanked the old nun, John slowly walked out of the basilica, bits and pieces of his conversation with Père Michel still ringing in his ears….

“Yer saying that the devil does exist?”

“Not only does it exist, but it has perpetrated its most successful campaign of deception against humanity yet….Convincing so many that it is just fiction….”
“We must participate in our own redemption….”

‘What does it profit a man to gain the world entire, but lose his own soul?’”

At the bottom of the long flight of steps, John turned back and looked up at the towering visage of Sacré Coeur.  In the midst of his confusion, he gave in to the gnawing feeling that he was caught in the middle of a struggle that was much bigger than him…much bigger than the Beatles…much bigger than humanity…and it scared the hell out of him.  

