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For those who know falling in love
is the most important experience in life.
* * * * *
CHAPTER 1
It’s a Friday evening in late May in Paris when our hero’s pacing back and forth in front of the main entrance of the Père Lachaise Cemetery, at the intersection of Boulevard de Ménilmontant and Rue de la Roquette—frequently glancing north towards the Père Lachaise metro station, scanning the sidewalks of the boulevard, in the hope of sighting the two young women for whom he’s waiting. No matter that he’s arrived a good ten minutes before their meeting time of 5:15 PM: he continues to wonder whether his friends have failed to counter the influence of jetlag and overslept or become lost in the metro or run into complications regarding their mission to purchase two bottles of champagne. At the same time, he’s literally tingling with exhilaration, gazing at his surroundings with unconcealed delight: the high white stone wall, curving away from him concavely in a semi-circle, of the cemetery’s entrance; the view of the cemetery’s interior, its jumble of sepulchers and greenery, through the gate; the buildings across the street, their architecture markedly different from those back home; the shimmering brightness of this sunny spring day. Again he glances north; still failing to detect his friends, he consults his cell phone for the time and laughs, saying to himself, It’s not their fault I’m early.
But let us describe our hero: although of twenty-three years he’s often mistaken for a teenager, primarily on account of his fresh youthful appearance but also due to his playful and mocking disposition—persistent refusal to admit he takes much of anything seriously. His height measures at six feet one inch and his weight’s never far from one hundred fifty-five pounds. He has a higher than average forehead on a handsome face of even features, fine light brown hair just long enough to betray its tendency to curl, dark brown eyes, a fair complexion, and long tapering fingers. At once quick and graceful in gait and gesticulation, there’s often an air of being lost in daydreams about him; this quality of abstraction somehow carries a mood of intentness with it, as if it’s maintained out of defiance or reflects a simple desire to be in possession of a vantage point, deal with others from a position of once-removal. He’s wearing a black cotton dress shirt with rolled up sleeves, the untucked tails of which flutter in the lively gusts of breeze, and blue denim pants and black hiking boots. He’s an American, born in San Francisco, who’s been a resident of Manhattan for over six years, where he attended New York University and is currently employed. His name is William Bergen.
It’s not William’s first visit to Paris; he’s been here twice before, for a week when he was fourteen and for three weeks during March and April of the previous year. He doesn’t recall many particulars of Paris from his first visit, when he accompanied his father on a business trip, because he was far more interested in getting to know the Italian girl who was staying with her family at the same hotel. Paris during that visit was but a blurred backdrop to an adolescent infatuation happy to content itself with flirtation, kisses, and light petting—a stirring chapter of his emotional education. He feels he came to know the city fairly well, though, during his last visit: he rode on virtually every metro line, exited at stops in each arrondissement and went for lengthy exploratory strolls. He was bound and determined to map out Paris in his head because he’d decided to make it his second city—his fling-responsibility-aside-and-surrender-to-frivolity city. Most importantly, he’d befriended a number of the locals and had several memorable adventures in their company.
So here he is in Paris for the third time, breathing air he’s never breathed outside of carefree-mode; that carries no reminders of regularity of routine, any variety of commitment. How removed his frame of mind is from the work obligations he put on hold less than twenty-four hours ago—when he exited the office early, picked up his luggage at his apartment, rendezvoused with his two friends at JFK, and caught a flight to Orly: goodbye New York work-grind, hello Parisian giddiness. Such is William’s lightheartedness it almost as if the force of gravity’s been altered: he feels as if he’s floating about instead of pacing about; it’s as if basic self-propulsion requires less energy. It’s amazing how quickly an alteration of geographical location has caused the inanity of office politics to vanish from his thoughts, and no longer seem real. Not that William has a bad job—far from it. If anyone ever had a cushy job, he does. He works at a large law firm, ranked in the top thirty worldwide, and his official title is Corporate Resources Specialist—a fancy way of saying he performs searches in legal databases for specific documents or samples of legal phrasing at the request of attorneys. As the searches are generally easy to perform and there’s never a backlog of requests, his primary responsibility consists of padding his billing. His job, in fact (despite the description in the firm’s official literature, which includes the phrase, “increased efficiency for fulfilling the needs of clients in an expeditious manner”), exists for the purpose of padding billing. He’s essentially being paid very well to do nothing half the time: as long as he bills for that idle time, his salary’s more than covered and the firm turns a tidy profit from his employment. Good work if you can get it and William knows it and isn’t lacking in gratitude, even though he often mocks the setup.
But when people are confined to offices for hours at a time day after day and month after month they often begin to bicker over nothing, form alliances and rivalries, trade gossip incessantly, start rumors and/or assist with perpetuating them. Some fling themselves wholeheartedly into office politics; others are pulled into office politics against their will; virtually no one’s immune because nonparticipation has a tendency to incite all parties against one: it’s a case of either bond with a clique or suffer the consequences of having no allies. William, who’s never breathed a word of gossip about anyone in any building he’s ever lived in, is—we regret to admit—a primary player in the politics at his place of employment. He’s told himself he ought to seek to minimize his participation in office politics, for fear it might blow up in his face, but has never been able to resist going at it full throttle: he always winds up considering it a game. He and his cohorts have concluded that the root cause of office politics is the tedium of office life: it’s a means of introducing adventure and uncertainty into an otherwise nauseatingly predictable environment. If there’s no real adversity, people will create some; if the unexpected has gone into hiding, people will lure it into the open; when faced with boredom, people create tension: it’s an instinctive form of protest.
Your humble narrator apologizes for the aside concerning office politics. Again, the point is that William’s been cut loose from the influence of the office and is as free of care and dizzy with delight as it’s possible for a person to be. Factor in the fact his employer’s granted him a six week leave of absence and the reader will understand the amount of freedom he’s relishing in advance. I’ll be scamping about Paris for a month and a half, he thinks, smiling, while continuing to gaze enrapt at the scenery; continuing to dwell upon the upcoming night’s adventure, which he conceived of over a month ago and has fondly anticipated ever since.
Bending to attend to the two bags he’s placed on the cobblestones at his feet—weigh down the lighter one with items from the heavier so it won’t be shoved about by the breeze—William hears, “Hey Billy!,” glances in the direction of the voice, and sees Christina Alari on the traffic island in the center of the boulevard.
“Hey Chrissy,” he answers with a wave as she scampers to his side of the street, the wind swishing her long blond hair, flattening the front of her dress against her slender frame. Her movements radiate the natural poise of a dancer. “Where’s Pas? Isn’t she coming?”
“I left her outside the metro,” laughs Christina. “A pebble slipped inside her shoe and she’s getting rid of it. She dared me to walk off without her, so of course I had to!”
“Wicked girl,” he smiles, spreading his arms in anticipation of encircling her with them.
“It’s not like I left her on Mars—she’ll be here any second,” she responds as they embrace and exchange greeting-kisses. Born into a second generation Italian family and raised in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, Christina’s recently turned twenty-one, has just completed an internship as a translator at the UN, and resides in Manhattan’s East Village, diagonally across the street from William, close to the all-night cafe where they met. A part time job awaits her at the UN in September; while using it for an income, she’ll be continuing to attend voice and dance classes and answer casting calls, with the aim of breaking into Broadway. She’s a size two, five feet six inches in height, has hazel eyes, a perfect oval of an alabaster complexioned face, and—as mentioned—long blond hair, wavy in texture. She’s wearing a sleeveless indigo knee-high silk dress, a jumble of silver bangles on each wrist, and black hiking boots.
Following their embrace Christina backs a step away from William, flings her hands up so that the bangles slide down her forearms, and asks with mock solemnity, “And how are you, sir, on this lovely-enough-to-die-for day?”
“Dying for love of it, of course,” he answers. “As happy as your bangles are as they jingle and jangle on your lovely arms! Such a cheerful sound, like the pinging in my senses—my springtime-in-Paris senses, racing at the speed of light! Chrissy, we’re going to have so much fun—my head whirls into a zillion beautiful pictures at the thought of all the stuff we’re going to do!”
“Yeah, we’re in one of those go-wild-in-a-foreign-place adventure stories,” she says. “Clichés can be a thrill if they happen for real.”
“But who wants to be in a story?” he says, making a face of mock aversion. “Patterns of ink on a page that only come to life in the minds of readers can’t reach out and do this.” So saying, he caresses her neck.
“Umm,” she purrs, tilting her head in the direction of his hand while closing her eyes and lifting her chin.
“So you see,” he laughs. “We’re living and breathing flesh and blood New Yorkers on holiday, instead of the airy concoctions of an author’s imagination!”
“I make a crack about storybook stuff and you use it as an excuse to pet me?” she smiles, pressing against his chest again. “Want me to reel off more nonsense? For the love of sacred springtime and the dizzying fireworks it births in our blood, I’ll spout all the silliness you want! I’ll even...”
“So rude! No welcome!” interrupts a nearby voice. Up steps Pascale Rosetourne, the third member of the party. “First Chrissy deserts me at the metro, then you both ignore me!” Born in Asnieres, a suburb to the northwest of Paris, Pascale relocated to Manhattan’s Upper East Side with her family when she was four years old. Having spent many summers with relatives in various locations in France during childhood and adolescence, she’s as familiar with the language and customs of her native country as she is with those of her adopted one and considers herself a French girl, even though she’s never thought of leaving New York. A recent graduate of the Fashion Institute of Technology, she’s joined her friends for a final fling before applying herself to a career in clothing design. Like William and Christina, she resides on the 400 block of East 9th Street, between 1st Avenue and Avenue A; her building is three doors east of his on the same side of the street. Pascale and William met as a consequence of springtime sunning on their fire escapes: glances were exchanged for a couple days; on the third day he suggested, via hand-signals, that they descend to the sidewalk for a chat. Their chat, during which there wasn’t a single interval of embarrassed silence—not a moment when either of them needed to pause to search for the right words to say—ended up lasting for over seven hours, that seemed to fly by in minutes, in her apartment. William, already close to Christina, introduced Pascale to her and the two hit it off immediately. Thus was born a special threesome chemistry, characterized more by friendship than intimate relations (although the latter aren’t lacking), that has strengthened with each passing month, nearly twelve of them now. Pascale has magenta streaks along the face-framing portion of her straight raven black hair, cut at her neck in back and longer in front, and is wearing a mid-thigh high black leather skirt, scarlet silk t-shirt, and black hiking boots. About half an inch taller than Christina, she’s likewise a size two and shares the same appealing shape of face; in fact, if the two of them wished to do so, they could dress alike and dye and cut their hair alike and fool many into believing them to be fraternal twins. Pascale will turn twenty-two in September and has brown eyes.
As we’ve indicated, Pascale’s acting offended at not having received a greeting. After chiding her friends regarding the oversight she does an about face, makes as if to walk away.
“Sorry Pas, we didn’t see you there,” laughs Christina, tapping her on the shoulder and inducing her to turn around again, whereupon she kisses her on each cheek.
“I sort of snuck up, if you want to know the truth,” Pascale says with a grin, kissing Christina in return while extending an arm in William’s direction, grasping one of his hands. “I wanted to see how close I could get before you saw me! I got pretty close!”
“Sure, prowling kitty,” William says as he pulls her to him, frames her face with his hands, lightly rubs her temples with his index fingers. “Good to see you! It’s been nearly three hours! I was starting to forget what you look like!”
“Good to see you too, sweetie,” responds Pascale, giggling as she kisses him. Then, raising the bag that’s in her hand and shaking it, she asks, “But what’s the idea of making us cut our after-flight naps short and traipse all the way up here, cross half of Paris, with champagne? Your friends are having a big party later and have a whole case of champagne! Aren’t we going to their party?”
“I’m mystified myself,” seconds Christina, winking at Pascale.
“And, especially,” resumes Pascale, “why am I wearing clunky hiking boots when I have ultra-sleek slingbacks to show off? Answer me that! What sort of girl clops around in hiking boots? I feel like an outcast and a fool! And why haven’t we had anything to eat? Why the insane urgency? No time to nap, no time to snack! Just lunatical rush rush rush while tired and starving!”
“You’re bright girls,” William answers, gesturing at the gate of Père Lachaise. “Certainly you’ve surmised why we’re here. Didn’t I say we’re doing something we can’t do in New York that neither of you have done before and will love? I’ve brought food and water, three headlamps, and climbing rope. Guess where we’re spending the night.”
“In other words,” Christina laughs, “tombyards are good for a good time!”
“Smart girl,” William says, “you’ve guessed correctly. Père Lachaise officially closes at six and we’re going to unofficially stay as long as we please. Tonight’s agenda is play in Père Lachaise until we’re exhausted enough to swoon in a tomb, mimic the dead.”
“If I wanted to be dead, I’d move to New Jersey and work in a mall,” declares Pascale.
“Yeah, that’s it,” says William, with a light poke at her ribs. “Be difficult for the sake of being difficult. You know I mean glorious absorption in fun and games until we’re blissful inside, at peace with ourselves, happily spent. Such is the opposite of dead! Pure euphoria!”
“Euphoria, shmoria,” Pascale scoffs. “What’s euphoric about grass that’s slimed with dew, getting our clothes soaked? What’s euphoric about swarms of insects landing on us and biting us, getting caught in our hair? What’s euphoric about spiders crawling up our legs? Yuck! Why waste a Paris night, and a Friday one too, on running around in a dismal park where corpses decay?”
“So what’s become of the Pascale that I know?” William asks. “What’s become of the fearless, always-thirsting-for-a-new-thrill, girl? The Pascale I know would never pull a frail flower act, whine about wet grass and bugs! She’d never kiss a unique and golden opportunity goodbye because she’s afraid of breaking a nail!”
“She’s here, sweetie—is she ever!” Pascale says as she wraps her fingers around the back of his neck, gently pulls his head down and kisses him on the forehead. “And, believe it, your Pascale’s eager to play in a graveyard! I love my hiking boots now, and to hell with pretty shoes!”
“Being jolted out of a jet lag catnap—with half my dreams seeming to linger in my head, blend with the waking state—and dashing up here, with no time for more than a mere splash of a shower and cup of tea, is priceless!” Christina exclaims. “It’s a swirly blurry half-out-of-my-body feeling, with my two favorite people on earth! Am I in New York or Paris? I’m suspended between the two! On New York time, but flooded with Paris vibrations! But, boy, am I starved! And I’m talking about food!”
“I’m with you there, Chrissy,” Pascale says. “I could devour five chickens!”
“Don’t worry about that,” William says. “I’ve brought plenty of delectable provisions, as only the French can make them. Pate, brie, baguettes, the best butter on earth, and those cans of tuna with the vegetables and marinade—there’s nothing remotely like them back home. Plus celery and cherry tomatoes, fruit—blueberries, strawberries, figs—and three liters of water.”
“And I have the champagne,” Pascale says. “So what are we waiting for?”
“Just one thing before we go inside,” William replies, leading them to the left of the entry area and pointing at the wall that encircles the cemetery. “The gates will be shut at six so we’ll be exiting by coming over the wall, using the rope and gloves I’ve brought. I don’t think we want to wait until eight-thirty in the morning for the gates to reopen. In fact, I insist Père Lachaise be solely a nighttime adventure.”
“Absolutely,” Christina says. “Aside from the nighttime factor, fifteen hours would be too long.”
“Of course graveyard wanderings are best before sunrise,” Pascale laughs, “if one’s looking for maximum atmospherics! And we are!”
“OK, here’s the deal,” William continues. “Unlike elsewhere, the wall here in front’s only about four feet high on the cemetery-side, thus sparing us having to ascend it. I’ll stash the rope and gloves in a nearby tomb and we’ll retrieve them when we’re ready to leave. The rope has knots in it for foot- and hand-holds and the gloves are to protect against rope burns and so we can get a better grip. I’ll climb down first, then help you do the same. I’ll grab you before you reach the ground to minimize your time on the rope. As you can see, the wall’s about fifteen feet high on this side. With your aerobics training I’m not worried about you handling the descent, but take a good look anyway and remember how it looks from here on the sidewalk.”
“Petite things we may be, but we’re toned and muscular,” Christina says, flexing her arms. “It’ll be fun climbing down.”
“I’d say we’re set, Billy,” Pascale says, saluting him. Then, as she turns towards the gate and glances up at its twin pillars and perceives the hourglasses and torches engraved thereupon, she adds, “How appropriate! It’s spring and our torches are blazing bright, but life’s brief and our hourglasses are measured, so the thing to do is use our time to have fun! Let’s go!”
“Here Chrissy—you can carry the lighter bag, with the headlamps,” William says, handing her the said bag as he picks up the one containing the water and most of the food.
“But why headlamps?” Christina inquires. “We’re in a city. Street lamps are all over the place.”
“No lamps in the city of the dead,” William laughs, gesturing at the cemetery. “No lights in the sepulchers we’re going to explore!”
“Never let it be said you’re not a fun date, Billy!” Pascale exclaims as the three of them stroll through the gate.
CHAPTER 2
“First we hide the rope and gloves,” William says, leading his friends up the short flight of steps to their left, after which they stroll alongside the wall they were recently examining from the street-side. Before they’ve taken two dozen steps they encounter a tomb with three distinctive circles on it, and he declares, “Perfect landmark—the rope and gloves go here,” as he slips them underneath a nearby planter, raised on short legs. “Now, take a look at our exit route from this angle,” he continues, stepping to the wall and leaning over it (as a reminder, it’s about four feet high on this side). “Not exactly jumping down distance, is it?”
“That it’s not,” laughs Pascale as the three of them examine their future descent, “but I wouldn’t want it any other way! As Chrissy said, it’ll be fun tackling it!”
“And as I said, I know you can handle it,” William says. “I just don’t want any of us taking anything for granted—it wouldn’t be fun to fall.”
“Yes, I believe we can discern that—duh!” Pascale sasses, lightly bumping him with her hip; then, seeing he’s about to remonstrate, “We’re not idiots, Billy! Of course we’re going to be cautious!”
“We see how high it is, and aren’t going to monkey around when the time comes,” chimes in Christina, “but that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy it!”
“Yeah,” Pascale continues, facing him and tapping his chest. “Caution and thrills aren’t mutually exclusive!”
“Truer words were never spoken,” William smiles; then, laughing, “You thought I was going to argue, didn’t you? How can I argue when you’re absolutely right?”
“Yay!” shouts Pascale as they turn to retrace their steps to the lower area just inside the cemetery’s entrance.
Once they’re near the entrance again, Christina, seeing the map that’s posted there, darts up to it and announces, “Père Lachaise has avenues, chemins, and divisions—cute! It truly is a city of the dead!”
“What’s chemin mean, anyway?” William inquires. “I never thought to ask.”
“A path.”
“Anyhow, I have a map,” he says, patting his pocket. “We’re going straight ahead, to the end of Avenue Principale, then veering right, getting away from the main avenues and paths as soon as possible. I doubt if they patrol the whole cemetery before shutting the gates, but we still don’t want to be in plain sight. And we have to stay away from Morrison’s grave: a guard’s posted there, because of the bastards who deface the area and litter it with trash. As long as we stay in isolated areas in other divisions, we’ll be fine.”
“Where’s Jim?” Christina asks.
“Here, in the 6th division,” he answers, indicating its location on the map. “They actually tried to exhume him and kick him out of here, but discovered his site’s leased in perpetuity. It’s amusing that an American’s the most troublesome resident, even if it’s inconvenient for us.”
“Jim, shame on you,” Pascale laughs, wagging her finger towards the interior of Père Lachaise. “Speaking as someone who likes your music, I don’t like your posthumous antics one bit! How dare you attract disrespectful louts who vandalize the cemetery and necessitate the installment of a guard! You give us respectful cemetery-rompers a bad name!”
“But why are we veering right, when Jim’s to the right?” Christina asks.
“We’re not veering that far to the right,” William replies as they commence walking. “We’re going where the terrain’s rough, with hills and retaining walls, tombs so tightly packed together we’ll almost have to crawl over them. We’ll eat in an isolated and picturesque spot.”
“The whole place looks like isolated spots—I can barely see past the first rows of tombs and trees,” says Christina, gesturing at the sides of Avenue Principale. “It’s as much a garden as a graveyard! It reminds me of a fairytale enchanted forest, where mysteries lurk in the shadows, around every bend! Who knows what wonders or dangers will greet us the moment we step from the path? Who knows what strange phenomena await discovery? Ooooo! It gives me the tingles something fierce!”
“Sheer inner up-rushes of delight,” adds Pascale. “Endless rows of ornate tombs, trees twisting in the breeze, flowers everywhere, the sweet smell of springtime air! It’s a fizziness-all-over feeling!”
“Glad you approve of our humble excursion,” William smiles. “I’ve been looking forward to this night seemingly forever, and have a feeling it’s going to vastly exceed expectation!”
Upon reaching the end of Avenue Principale, our three friends swing onto the stairs at their right and ascend a hill, still heading in the same direction (the stairs being something of a continuation, albeit a far narrower one, of Avenue Principale). At first the vegetation’s dense enough to block their view of the sky; then they emerge into an opening, with an expanse of lawn on their left.
“I thought we were going to an out of the way place, cluttered with graves, where we can’t be spotted,” comments Pascale.
“Oh, be quiet,” William answers. “Here, to the right.”
Following another section of stairs and some more veering to the right, they arrive at the corner of Avenue de la Chapelle and Chemin du Bassin and turn left onto the latter. After advancing a few more yards, William points at the jumble of tombs on their right and announces, “Dinnertime!”
“And a fabulous feast it shall be in this scenery—well worth the wait!” exclaims Christina, scampering from the path without hesitation, Pascale and William at her heels. The three of them weave among a forest of monuments and sepulchers and trees and shrubs of all shapes and sizes as they descend a hill.
“Here’s a perfect dining table,” Pascale says, pointing at a flat-topped vault, about a yard high. “And it has flowers!” She’s referring to the concrete flowerbox at its head, planted with crimson and orange tulips.
“Courtesy of Claude Bernard,” Christina says, reading the name engraved upon the front.
“So kind of Claude to provide us with a table and floral arrangement,” Pascale says, as she and Christina begin spreading napkins on the vault, weighing them down with food items and rocks so they don’t blow away. “What are Claude’s dates? Hmm... 1813-1878! He’s no spring chicken, our Claude! Too bad he’s unable to join us!”
“Poor Claude’s gone the way of all flesh,” says William, peeling the foil and unwinding the wires from one of the champagne bottles.
“As long as I have my flesh, I know what to do with it,” says Pascale, running her hands up and down her thighs while shaking her hips. “A-Woo!”
“A-Woo!” seconds Christina, lifting her arms to the sky and raising one of her knees to her chest before tearing open the package of plastic cups and handing them out.
“A toast,” says William once the champagne’s been opened and poured. “May tonight’s adventure be one we happily remember for the rest of our lives! May it be the first of too many to count in this great metropolis! May our six weeks in Paris redefine the meaning of delirium!”
“I’ll drink to that with all my heart—my very soul,” Pascale smiles.
“Redefining delirium’s a scrumptious goal, and we’re going to do right by it—count on it,” says Christina as the three of them touch their cups together and exchange kisses, before drinking.
“And now we devour,” Pascale announces, gesturing at the food and plastic utensils arranged on the napkins atop the vault. Soon our friends are consuming cans of vegetable- and marinade-accentuated tuna while tearing chunks from the baguettes and smearing them with pate, brie, and butter—all the while popping cherry tomatoes into their mouths and chomping on celery stalks. When done with the main course, they wrap up the remaining food, place the trash in a separate bag, set the baskets of blueberries, strawberries, and figs on their table, and open a liter of water.
“So do I know where to find beauty, or what?” asks William, sweeping one hand across the horizon while helping himself to a couple figs with the other. “Some would say desolation, a disturbing reminder of our mortality, but I disagree: the presence of the dead heightens my awareness of life.”
“I’m alive, all right,” says Christina. “How could I not be jumping out of my skin for joy when I’m with my best friends in an open air art museum spreading towards all points of the compass as far as the eye can see? The wind’s picking up and temperature’s dropping—my legs are goose-pimpled, shivering a bit—but guess what? The shivers are pure invigoration, mini-fireworks overspreading my skin! I’m a girl who ought to be cursing herself for forgetting to bring a sweater, but who’s dizzy with energy instead!”
“Right,” says William, “a slight oversight! We’re dressed for a warm sunny day when it’s a blustery evening, with the sun soon to part ways with us, not to mention we’re planning on spending a good part of the night here. I’m wearing pants, though, and will have it easy, so listen: if anyone gets cold, becomes uncomfortable in any way, we’ll return to town immediately. This is for fun, not discomfort. No one’s going to conceal it if they want to leave, right?”
“Of course not,” answers Christina. “Sorry I mentioned it! I mentioned it out of delight, not distress, get that straight! Being underdressed is going to bring me closer to the elements, where I want to be! I’m not going to want to leave before we all want to leave, that’s a promise! We’re not exactly stranded on a remote mountaintop!”
“Just making sure,” William says. “I’m enjoying the breeze too, but I’m not wearing a dress.”
“Just being the overprotective male, as if we’re delicate dainties fond of being sheltered,” Pascale says, whacking him on the shoulder. “You’ve said it yourself: you like your women fluffy on the outside, steely on the inside. You know us, so no more worrying about whether the poor girls are going to get coldie-woldie! No one’s leaving until the decision’s unanimous! If I get chilly I’ll run around, or use the age-old natural remedy: shared bodily warmth!” So saying, she hugs him tight.
“Whatever happens, happens,” Christina giggles, joining in on the hug. “There’s no plan, right Billy?”
“Leaving by the way I showed you is the only plan,” answers William. “This is our launch-party, as in launching ourselves into our six week antidote to the ordinariness that afflicts our lives too much of the time back home—that afflicts every person who’s being forced, by the necessity of remaining fed, to endure the impositions of our unnatural civilization—so it’s not going to be ruined with any pre-set program! Whatever happens, happens, is right!”
“And so Billy’s finally gotten around to hinting at his favorite subject,” Christina laughs, winking at Pascale. “Modern civilization’s a hijacking of our true primal selves—a false refuge of moral abstractions, artifice by which we avoid responsibility for our feelings! Isn’t that so, Billy?”
“Right,” Pascale chimes in. “We’re all being infiltrated by pop culture shallowness, media-dictated pseudo emotions! Religion’s become meaningless sham acting, parrot mimicry! True transcendence no longer exists! Authenticity of feeling’s rapidly going the way of the dinosaurs! Soon humans will be little better than robots; our species as heretofore known on earth will be, for all intents and purposes, extinct: only a shell stripped of spirituality will remain! Am I phrasing it correctly, Billy? (She brings her hands into prayer position, widens her eyes in exaggerated supplication.) Please instruct me if I’m not! Feel free to sermonize your heart out!”
“Preach to us ignorant girls, Billy,” Christina adds, likewise making prayer hands and putting on a submissive look, going one better and dropping to her knees.
“Tell you what,” William laughs. “Just to teach you to beware what you wish for, even in mockery, maybe I will treat you to a fine speech!”
“Mockery? Who’s mocking?” Christina protests, tapping his knees. “I’m sincerely asking to be enlightened, and believe the same is true of Pas.”
“Of course it’s true of me—I’d never make an insincere request. I don’t know the meaning of irony!”
“Why don’t you go up there?” Christina suggests, pointing at the top of a nearby sepulcher, about two yards wide, that’s adjacent to an easily climbable tree. “It’ll make your sermon more visually compelling, more effectively drive home the relevancy of your message.”
“Serious messages stand on their own merit and are in no need of ostentatious theatrics, memorable locations of delivery,” William says. “On the other hand, I do like a good vantage point.”
“Hurry up, then,” says Pascale, seizing his hands and yanking him towards the sepulcher. “We poor civilization-victimized girls are in need of an antidote for the spiritual weakness that ails us, and undermines our resolve! This city of the dead’s starting to spook us! Without the rejuvenating medicine of your words we’ll lose heart and sicken with fear and hightail it back to the gate!”
“Nothing like overacting,” William smiles. “As I said, be careful what you wish for! I might...”
“Oh, get on with it!”
Laughingly shrugging his shoulders, William advances to the sepulcher, ascends the tree beside it, and crawls onto its roof; once there, he seats himself on the edge with his feet dangling into the air. Christina and Pascale sit on one of the vaults below.
“But now it’s been drained of spontaneity,” declares William. “How can I spout heartfelt opinions after all this setting of the stage? Spur-of-the-moment inspiration’s been killed by over-preparation: I’d only be playacting, laughing at myself.”
“No, no! We’re eager to be harangued, be it from the heart or not,” insists Christina, making a pout-face. “We’re already quaking at the thought of ghouls and goblins because our parasitical civilization’s left us emotionally ill-equipped to handle this out-of-the-ordinary cemetery experience! We desperately need to be restored to equilibrium by your comforting voice!”
“The build up of anticipation’s taken deep hold of us, is churning in our tummies something fierce,” adds Pascale, rubbing her stomach. “It would be inhuman to let us down—you can’t back out now that we’re pining for instruction! See (She makes the sign of the cross and Christina quickly imitates her.), we’re good Sunday school girls and won’t judge or mock you! We’ll be silent and respectful, gaping in amazement at the glorious edification of your words!”
“Instruction?” William laughs. “The only thing you princesses want to be instructed about is where to find the latest designer clothes at bargain basement prices! Making other females foam with envy without having to break the bank is the real path to serenity, right?”
“Pas, we’ve been found out! We’ve tried in vain to fool Billy into believing we’re more than ditzy dolls! We thought we’d duped him into thinking we can see beyond the clutter of makeup on our vanities, but we haven’t! He’s discerned we only care about being consumers of slickly packaged fashion products, are suckers for trendy trinkets—that we’re the dream-stuff of Madison Avenue demographics studies!”
“Right, Chrissy! Of course we’re only interested in endlessly posturing, idling about in stylish vacuousness, frittering away our expensive educations on the latest ways to preen ourselves and be seen!” says Pascale, before uprooting a weed and tossing it—along with the soil clinging to its roots—at William.
“A hit, girl! A palpable hit!” shouts Christina as the weed strikes his upper thigh and dirt sprays onto his shirt. Then she uproots a clump of grass, tosses it just over his head.
“Missed!” taunts William, retreating from the edge of the roof. “You’re a bad shot, but Pas isn’t! She filled my shirt pocket full of dirt!”
“I won’t miss next time! I’ll fill your mouth full of dirt!”
“I bet you think there’s no ammo up here and I’m defenseless,” William says. “Think again!” He peels a mat of moss from the sepulcher’s roof, tears it into palm-sized chunks, begins raining them down.
An exchange of spiritedly thrown botanical specimens ensues: Pascale and Christina are racing about the base of the sepulcher, attacking from all sides with clumps of grass and weeds, and William’s alternately approaching and retreating from the edge of the roof while flinging moss and, once that runs out, twigs torn from the tree. Finally, they’re all lying on their backs laughing.
“And so,” William says while the girls are still catching their breaths, they having run around a great deal, “we’re already slipping into the psyche-healing spontaneity that we’ve come here for, well on our way to washing away civilization’s will-immobilizing influence! There’s nothing like frivolity for flushing excess clutter from our thoughts, restoring us to our rightful selves!”
“Spontaneity was healing us until you opened your mouth, and chased it away!” exclaims Pascale, sitting upright. “Now, we’re reduced to thinking about it! Words kill feelings! Thoughts kill emotion! Analyzing things is a surefire loss of innocence!”
“But didn’t I say be careful what you wish for?” responds William. “Did you think I’d forgotten? You wanted a sermon, so here... (He breaks off laughing, attempts to fight it off.) Girls, we find ourselves in a vast playground, a... (He’s laughing harder, slaps the roof of the sepulcher, doubles over on his side.) My stomach hurts!” he manages to shout.
“Cry cry for poor Billy!” mocks Christina. “He’s laughing too hard and his tummy hurts! Let’s have a pity party for Billy!”
“Serves him right,” Pascale says, standing and extending a hand to Christina, pulling her to her feet. “He wounded sweet spontaneity by speaking its name, so he deserves to suffer! As for me, I’m not about to endure one of his silly sermons! I say we leave!”
“Absolutely,” Christina says, following Pascale to their makeshift table. After they each grab a handful of fruit, they scamper away giggling and soon disappear in the jumble of tombs.
“Fine,” William yells as he begins climbing down the tree from the roof of the sepulcher. “You two hide out! I’ll pop the top of the second bottle of bubbly and have it to myself!”
“Thanks for the warning!” Christina laughs, darting forward from behind a monument with a large cross affixed to its top. She easily reaches the table before he’s finished descending the tree, seizes the bottle of champagne, and runs off with it.
“Hide it, Chrissy!” Pascale yells, clapping as she rises from where she’s been crouching. Then she darts out of sight again.
William, leaping to the ground from the lowest limb of the tree, runs to where he last saw the girls, but it’s easy to remain concealed among the tombs and foliage and they’re nowhere to be seen. “Yoo-hoo!” he hears, the sound originating from ahead of him; so he advances in that direction, being obliged to turn sideways to wedge himself between a couple sepulchers as he does so. “Yoo-hoo!” is heard again, with some giggling, a few yards to his left. When he circles around a large ivy-festooned sepulcher he sees his friends sitting with their backs to the railing of a retaining wall, smiling from ear to ear, as the ground drops from sight behind them.
“What took you so long, sweetie?” Pascale smiles, holding the bottle of champagne out to him.
“You didn’t really think we were going to start without you, did you?” Christina asks, sliding forward onto her knees and raising her lips for a kiss.
“Not for a second,” he responds, bringing forth his hidden hand to reveal three cups, before kissing both girls.
“Here’s your seat, Billy,” Pascale says, scooting a couple feet from Christina.
William, after sitting between his friends, sets about opening the champagne as they rest their heads on his shoulders.
“So cozy-wozy,” Pascale says once their cups are full; then, scrunching more insistently against William and raising her cup, “To shared bodily warmth!”
“To shared bodily warmth and undying friendship and cemetery romps!” Christina adds as they touch their cups together.
“Beautiful toasts from beautiful girls,” William says, rubbing his head against the heads of each in turn. “I couldn’t possibly improve upon your wise words!” And, with that, they drink while gazing at the sky.
Soon they turn around to admire the view: the railing, being constructed of bisecting metallic tubes a foot apart, allows them to pass their legs through it and dangle them over the retaining wall. Speaking little while snuggling close, they take their time draining the bottle—not neglecting to pour generous libations over the railing onto the sepulchers below, in honor of the dead and resident Gods—while gazing over the tops of the sepulchers as the hillside falls away before them. After close to an hour of quiet contemplation they return to their dining table, finish packing everything up, and set about exploring more of Père Lachaise. When they toss the bag of trash into a receptacle on Avenue Transversale 1, sunset’s approximately an hour away.
CHAPTER 3
It’s been dark for at least half an hour and the absence of sunlight hasn’t hindered our friends in their explorations of Père Lachaise. Their lightweight LED headlamps, purchased by William at a sporting goods store and ideal for camping, are in place on their heads and emit bright wide beams. Far from missing daylight, they’re enjoying the swishings of the beams against the darkness; and dark it is, for the cloud cover’s such that there’s no trace of moon or star. They might be in the center of Paris, but the city’s lights are for the most part blocked by the cemetery’s wall, as well as by the trees and tombs. Likewise, are the city’s sounds muted: our friends are amazed at how quiet it is.
“Where are we now?” inquires Christina as they pause to admire several tight-packed rows of tombs, arranged one above the other on a terraced rise bisected by a flight of stairs.
“I don’t know exactly,” William answers. “Aside from one quick look to make sure we’re staying away from Morrison’s grave and that guard, I haven’t checked the map since sundown.”
“You could check it now.”
“What for? Why not let this scene remain mysteriously locationless, as if glimpsed in a dream?”
“It is a dream,” Pascale says. “Look how the silver light of our lamps flits among the tombs, scatters patterns of brightness and shadow in all directions—ever restless shapes, as if vapor’s coming to life!”
“Ghosts you mean,” laughs Christina. “Unlike the other tombs, these—for some reason—seem arranged in a sinister pattern, as if the dead have taken over the earth and built their homes on every last yard of ground and there’s no room left for the living! And I love it! I arch my back, picture ravening monsters of the night—ghouls, vampires, succubi—and shimmer with unease-tinged delight!”
“A sinister pattern?” asks Pascale. “How so? I see neat rows, with not an inch of space being wasted.”
“Not really sinister,” answers Christina. “It’s a passing mood of mine that twists it into being sinister, because such suits my pleasure. I was afraid of heights as a girl and would seek them out, look down from the tops of towering buildings, so I could shiver deliciously in the face of my fear. Alas, I’m no longer afraid of heights, but sometimes I can taste a hint of the same vertigo by indulging in mental tricks and that’s what I’m doing now.”
“Speaking of mental tricks,” William says, gesturing to their left, “look at the two women flanking the green-stained tomb. Now, whisk your light beams back and forth across them—faster, that’s it! They come alive, the stone folds of their robes splash about, as they raise the wreath! Such swirling symmetry! One’s holding an urn, the other has a...it looks like a thyrsus. The Greek and Roman influence is obvious! Beautiful!”
“Famille Crespin,” Christina reads on the tomb, between the waists of the women, after the three of them approach it. “And here it says Crespin du Gast. Why two names? Or is Crespin du Gast a family motto? I’m ashamed to admit it, but I don’t know what Gast means.”
“It isn’t a word, Miss UN translator,” Pascale laughs. “It’s a name variation within the family. But who cares? Look at the flowers among the tombs—the shouts of scarlet, violet, orange, and white in the gray! Geraniums, chrysanthemums, and lilies in the liquid crystal dream-glow of our light beams, undulating in the breeze! And the curly-cue-patterned gates and gingerbread eaves of the tombs—the Doric columns of that one up there! So ancient seeming, a scene from a bygone age!”
“Take away the crosses and what do you have?” William asks. “Think of the facades of the Roman tombs in the Met—the fundamental designs haven’t changed much. And these two beauties aren’t Christian women! They’re Pagan women in all their glory! No one’s dressed like that since the Roman Empire collapsed!”
“The Romans are gone, but their designs and fashion live on,” Pascale says. “I wouldn’t mind having a robe like these! And they sure knew how to do their hair!”
“The Romans are gone, and someday this too will be buried and built upon by another civilization,” William says, sweeping an arm across the scene before them. “They’ll have some of these tombs in their museums.”
“And they’ll copy the designs all over again,” Pascale says. “They might have a different government and religion, but they’ll have the same designs. We copy Egypt and Greece and Rome and everyone else, and future societies will copy us. Fashion lives forever!”
“Sure,” laughs William. “Do we have the slightest idea what fashion was like fifty thousand years ago? The span of time between the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans and us is a very small sample size! Fifty thousand years from now will anything of the Romans or us be around in any shape or form? All will be as obliterated as chalk drawings on the sidewalk after a rain!”
“Yes, dear,” Pascale responds, patting him on the back. “We’re well aware that time will demolish all trace of our existence!”
“Look,” William ignores her, pointing skyward. “Aim your light beams straight up and watch them vanish in night’s embrace: that’s where we’re headed, utter oblivion! We’ll be joining the dear departed in the blink of an eye!”
“I blinked and we haven’t joined them yet,” Pascale says, swatting his shoulder. “Shows what you know, Mr. Know-It...”
“Speaking of the fragility of humans,” interrupts Christina as she folds her arms across her chest, vigorously jumps up and down. “This wind’s whipping right through my dress and making me feel naked—I might as well be naked! Brrrrr! I could do with a little warming up, and guess where?”
“What?” scoffs Pascale. “You want to leave?”
“Of course not,” Christina counters. “I meant let’s warm up in one of the tombs for a spell, get up close and personal with the residents. Why visit a place if one’s unwilling to mingle? I’m more than willing to mingle with the dead, contrast my living muscles with dry bones! I’ll play with the bones inside a smashed casket if it gets me out of this wind! Come on!” Scampering to the stairs that bisect the rows of tombs, she dashes up to the second terrace—that is, third row—and turns onto it.
“Chrissy might rhyme with prissy, but Chrissy’s no prissy!” William yells as Christina vanishes from sight.
“And Billy rhymes with silly, and Billy is silly!” Christina yells back.
“The tombs look like mini-houses, even have their own landings and flowerboxes,” Pascale says as they follow Christina onto the second terrace. “Umm! Yummy flower-scents, tickling and tingling my nostrils, sweeping shimmering ribbons of electricity through my nerves! (She bends to pick a couple scarlet chrysanthemums, holds them to her nose and inhales deeply, then places them in her hair.) One for me and one for Chrissy! Hey Chrissy! I have a flower for you!”
“In a moment,” Christina answers abstractedly, trying the handle of the gate of one of the larger sepulchers.
“Our light beams are more concentrated here, bouncing off the tombs on both sides of us, bending and blurring the air, giving it a thick velvety quality,” Pascale continues, turning to William—who’s behind her—and stopping. “Look how the light ripples over us, changes our skin into radiant effervescence! Ghostly platinum light’s caressing me! Look at my legs! (She lifts the hem of her skirt, extends a leg towards him, taps his belt buckle with the toe of her boot.) I love being here, where I’m reminded life’s a miracle that’s not to be wasted! The dead remind us to make the most of what they no longer have, and relish the fireworks in our senses! Thanks again, sweetie, for this beautiful night!” Bringing her upraised leg back to the ground, she steps to William, wraps her arms around his neck, presses him against one of the tombs, briefly kisses him, then springs away laughing.
“My pleasure,” William says, saluting her. “Life’s a miracle, all right, and those who fail to realize it are to be avoided like the plague! Just think: a year ago we were strangers, now we’re running around together in Père Lachaise! Try to predict that or anything else in life! One girl’s having a salad in a cafe, another girl crawls onto her fire escape, and now the three of us know each other as well as if we grew up under the same roof!”
“A-Woo!” Pascale yells. “Life, sweet life! And more flowers!” She crouches in front of a vessel that’s overflowing with multicolored snapdragons and leans forward, gently runs her hands through them, brushes them against her cheeks. “So sleek and soft, and there’s a universe in their aroma!”
“I found one!” Christina calls. “Come on!” She pushes open the gate of a sepulcher a few yards further down the terrace and vanishes inside it.
“Be my doorman, Billy?” Pascale laughs when they reach the sepulcher. She puts on an air of exaggerated sophistication—lifts her chin, brushes her hair from her temples with her forefingers, takes high steps.
“The honor’s mine, ma’am,” he says, holding the gate open.
“It’s not as big on the inside as on the outside, but I think it’s the best we can do,” Christina says once all three are within what’s about a five by six foot space, wider than it is deep.
“The better for bump and grind,” Pascale says, rubbing against William.
“And bump and grind’s the best for warming up,” Christina adds, rubbing against his other side.
“And beautiful tresses are my favorite toy,” William says, gathering their hair and spilling it into their faces; as he does so the chrysanthemum blossoms fall from Pascale’s head onto the floor. “Sorry, I knocked your flowers off,” he says, bending to pick them up.
“You definitely get punished for that,” Christina laughs, winking at Pascale as she pokes him in the ribs on both sides.
“Ow!” William yells, jumping upright. “Alright, you want to play games? You mentioned the thrill of picturing vampires in your head: you ought to be careful what you picture, because the pictures might spring to life! Open your skin and give me the liquid crimson I crave!” He grasps Christina by her shoulders, fastens his mouth on her neck, makes slurping sounds.
“Ha ha ha!” shrieks Christina. “You’re just tickling! Stop!”
“Tickle you both!” chimes in Pascale, directing her fingers towards their stomachs. Christina and William instantly spring apart, slap her hands away.
“Vampires aren’t choosy!” William says as he backs Pascale up to the wall and pins her against it. “Any girl’s blood-elixir will do!”
“Turn your back to me, will you, as if I’m a negligible threat? What an insult!” Christina cries as she pokes at William’s ribs again, causing him to release Pascale.
“Got a stake, Chrissy?” Pascale asks, taking advantage of the opportunity to circle around to William’s back as he reaches for Christina’s wrists. “We must rid all good people of the scourge of the undead! Hurry! The stake!”
“I stake my claim on you, tasty maid!” William says, twisting around and planting his mouth on Pascale’s breastbone.
“Careful, Billy,” Pascale says as she slides her hands under his untucked shirt, lightly draws her nails across his chest. “Wildcats are as deadly as vampires, especially when they need to sharpen their claws!”
“Is that supposed to be a scratch?” William taunts. “Just can’t bring yourself to follow through and claw me, can you? All empty threats and bluster, no cutting edge!”
“Is that so?” Pascale counters while pressing her nails against his skin with arched fingers, quivering her hands. “Feel the edges of my ten little knives? Just say one more word, and they start slicing and dicing! Mock me again, if you dare!”
“Maybe I’m a cat too!” Christina laughs, slipping her hands under the back of his shirt. “Maybe my ten little knives are addicted to the sticky feel of torn flesh!”
“Christ! Look at that hairy spider!” William yells, shaking with revulsion. As the girls freeze and glance about in alarm, he laughingly scoots from between them.
“Oh, ho ho!” Christina shouts. “Big man scaring girls with fake sightings of spiders! What a cheap, low, pathetic, cowardly trick! I’ll bet you’re real proud of yourself!”
“You should’ve seen your faces—ha ha ha!” William’s laughing too hard to be fully coherent. “Pas almost—ha ha! What a picture—the worry! And—ha ha! because of a little spider! As if you’re squeamish grade schoolers! Just like—ha ha! the time...”
“Don’t get too comfortable,” Christina cuts in, narrowing her eyes. “We’ll make you regret that shoddy cry-wolf tactic, get’cha good and proper, before the night’s over! Count on it!”
“May the dead rise and devour us if we don’t!” adds Pascale.
“I’m soooo scaarrred!” William mocks.
“Why you...” Pascale begins.
“But, wait—just listen!” William interrupts, crisscrossing his hands in a cease and desist gesture. “I want to tell it before I forget! That time—ha ha! Adrienne Heidion, in the third grade... I caught a big moth on the playground, brought it back to class. Adrienne’s sitting at her desk, pretty and serene, in a frilly light blue dress with billowing folds. ‘Hey Adrienne,’ I say, ‘look at this!’ and toss the moth into her dress—it’s furiously beating its wings, trapped in the billows—looks like a big brown bat! And did she ever scream! Ha ha ha! I can still hear that scream, the way it filled up the room! Finally the moth flew up at the ceiling, flapped against it! Adrienne treated me to a priceless look of fury and reproach!”
“You evil child!” says Pascale. “Picking on girls! You sure haven’t changed!”
“I got in trouble for it—had to stay after school for a week. Rather severe for a harmless prank.”
“Adrienne’s fright wasn’t harmless—she probably saw big brown scary flying things in her dreams for a year!”
“Her dad was our dentist—treating her to that prank could’ve been risky. I’m sure she told daddy all about it.”
“Her dad was your dentist, and you pranked her?” Christina cries incredulously, widening her eyes. “Say hello to stealth malpractice! Daddy would know how to set up a delayed tooth problem, rig a nice time-release dental minefield in your mouth! Better get your teeth checked very thoroughly—tell them to look for hairline cracks—before they crumble to dust!”
“It’s not like anyone else is exempt from the same fate,” William responds. “The family that’s interned here, for instance. (He traces his fingers along the names engraved on one of the walls.) What do you think they look like now, when the last one—let’s see—departed for the great beyond in 1909? Dust is our shared destiny!”
“Oh no you don’t!” Christina laughs. “I get to sermonize this time! I want to do a temporality-of-life lecture! A better-live-now-because-a-body-doesn’t-last-long lecture! A futility-of-outdistancing-time lecture!”
“I wasn’t going to give any lectures, but obviously you want to—the floor’s all yours,” he says, bowing.
“Sure, Chrissy,” Pascale says. “If you want to preach, we’ll be your congregation. Just don’t be boring or...”
“Boring?” Christina cuts in, flicking at Pascale’s hair. “Who’s boring?”
“No one’s boring,” Pascale says quickly, curtsying with something of an evil grin. “It’s just that we were playing, and now there’s this lecture interruption!”
“Hey!” Christina shouts. “You listened to Billy’s story, so you’re going to listen to me! Both of you are! I’m in a lecturish mood and would like to be indulged, as I’d indulge you! Common courtesy! Is that too much too ask?”
“So count me indulgent,” Pascale says, shrugging her shoulders. “Just bear in mind there’s a time limit on my indulgence.”
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