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The red-hued cabaret


She was tall, lamp-post thin and slightly giraffe-like as she gazed up at the lifeless neon sign. ‘Le Prix d’Amour’ she read aloud to no-one in particular, her freckled nose wrinkling its incomprehension, ‘the price of love’. She stopped and stared, dropping her bulging tapestried carpet bag and tatty, overstuffed suitcase on the pavement at the front of the building as she studied the sign. ‘So, what is the price of love?’ she asked, as if expecting the premises to explain itself. The building was low and broad-fronted with a series of huge glass doors under a heavy iron lace edifice. Above the edifice was the enormous neon sign that proclaimed the building’s sumptuously theatrical name, its solid rectangle outlined in coloured bulbs that promised to ripple at night, directing all passing pedestrian traffic through the glass doors beneath. This was Le Prix d’Amour cabaret, one of the most popular nightspots in the Paris of 1938. The building was smartly appointed, its brassy gold and scarlet paint brightly hued and garish, the black edging at the corners adding a touch of gravity as if to curtail an excess of frivolity. It suggested an air of mystique, an aura of cabaret naughtiness, as if secret desires and longings jostled and thronged within. This was a building with a come-hither call, a magnetism that few could resist.


The leggy girl with the freckle-kissed face and a head of tousled, dark brown curls was not about to try. She gave the cabaret one last questioning look and, when no answer was forthcoming, retrieved her baggage with a heave and shouldered her way through the glass doors, falling inside in an untidy tangle of long legs and luggage.


The squat faςade of the building opened to a plush foyer entirely fitted in red velvet and gold. On one side of the room, soft, blood-red carpet gave way to heavy, gilt-fringed, red velvet drapes that hid the wall. A facing wall held glass-fronted ticket booths and a cloakroom counter, while the other disappeared into solid, golden double doors, the gateway to the cabaret proper. Intricately wrought, gold-framed billboards stood in clusters around the foyer flaunting posters of leggy showgirls peering from the soft foliage of ostrich plumes and arching in sequined gowns slit to the thighs. Pouting red lips and provocatively swayed hips, taunting expressions and beckoning, kohl-rimmed eyes teased from the billboards. Cameos of celebrated artistes with star-studded lure punctuated the glittering images of the dancers. Le Prix’s jewels were displayed for all to see.


The long-legged girl picked herself up, utterly mesmerised by the scene in which she was now immersed. She studied the glitzy billboards at length before suddenly recalling the purpose of her entry into this realm of pleasure.


‘Hellooo!’ she yodelled, ‘anybody there?’


‘Oui, Mademoiselle,’ answered a voice promptly as a wizened janitor sprouted suddenly from behind the cloakroom counter startling the girl.


‘Mon Dieu!’ she yelped, ‘where did you spring from? You nearly gave me a heart attack!’


‘Pardon, Mademoiselle,’ the gnome-like janitor replied gravely, ‘I was dusting behind the counter.’ He emerged into the foyer waving an enormous purple feather duster that almost dwarfed his diminutive form.


‘I’m looking for Madame Claudette,’ began the girl tentatively as if still uncertain whether the gnome belonged to the realm of reality.


‘Ah, Madame Claudette,’ he responded brightly, ‘follow me, please!’


He swished his voluminous duster in a sweeping, vaguely beckoning movement and headed for the golden double doors. The girl gathered her luggage with an effort and plunged after him, keen not to lose her little guide as he proceeded into the dark unknown that lay within.


It was the smell that hit her first. As she followed the gnome into the cabaret proper, a strong, sweet smell of stale alcohol rose to greet her entry into this darkened zone. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out knots of circular tables attended by gilt-edged, red velvet chairs dotted throughout what was an enormous theatre. To one side was a bar, its mirrored ceiling hung with upended glasses of every shape and size, a frosted cave with rounded glass stalactites. Shifting her eyes from the bar, the girl turned towards the direction in which her miniscule guide was rapidly disappearing and studied the enormous and lavishly appointed stage that dominated the theatre, its edges bedecked with the same red velvet curtains that fringed the foyer. A deep orchestra pit ran along the front of the stage and disappeared into the void beneath. The ceiling of the stage was a mass of mirrored balls, the backdrop a mesmerising wash of shimmering colour. The girl stood, gazing in admiration, her brown eyes wide with awe and her jaw dropping in wonderment. A small cough from the gnome reminded her of her mission and she gathered her dishevelled thoughts, loping after him with gracefully angled strides, intent on avoiding the tables and chairs that appeared out of the gloom as if hell-bent on tripping her.


At the back of the theatre proper was a labyrinth of dressing-rooms, costume and prop stores and wooden-floored practice rooms complete with barres and mirrors. In the largest of the practice rooms a collection of a dozen or so lithe-limbed girls in a motley array of clothing capered, kicked, pranced and danced on a slightly raised wooden dais that covered three-quarters of the room’s floor. A thirty-something fluffy-haired pianist, vaguely female in a drab brown cardigan, peered at her music through gold-rimmed spectacles, tapping a tune with overplayed beat. Watching the girls was a tall, elegant woman in her early fifties, her soft, greying hair escaping from a green silken turban secured at the front with an elaborate diamond brooch and a large, white ostrich feather. Her face bore traces of former beauty, the high cheekbones and fine features retaining the final vestiges of youthful hue. The woman wore a paisley shift, brightly coloured and fluid, over which a sequined grey silk shawl was artfully draped. One bejewelled hand held a wafting cigarette holder at right angles to her body, the other hand was firmly planted on her hip and echoed the disapproval that shaped the red, tightly pursed lips.


Alongside the elegant woman stood a natty little man wearing a striped suit and a look of benign concern. His green eyes were lively and small crinkles at the corners told of a man who laughed often and sported a keen sense of humour. His reddish hair was speckled with white and receded gently at the front, but had been swept carefully back in a stylish demi-wave, while his matching reddish moustache showed no signs of receding at all. As if to contradict the thinning propensity of his hair, the moustache was full and bushy, although trimmed into orderly edges like a well-kept hedge. Behind the man with the topiary moustache and towards the back of the room sat another woman, possibly in her early thirties, her mousy brown hair pulled back into a severe bun and whose waif-like figure was lost in a shapeless dress, predominantly charcoal grey in colour. She nursed a voluminous garment which she was busily sequinning, the thin line of her mouth sprouting a series of pins, her eyes darting from dress to dancing girls to elegant woman in restless mobility.


The girls finished prancing and stood, posed and dramatic, as Madame Claudette’s pursed lips opened to emit a voluble sigh.


‘No, no, no!’ she pronounced, the crescendo of her voice rising with the final ‘no!’ to a bellow that echoed around the room, freezing the expressions of the girls and adding a tinge of alarm to the myriad pairs of eyes.


‘Again!’ she ordered, her direction prompting an immediate rearrangement of the bodies on the dais and a frantic flapping of pages at the piano. Madame Claudette drew heavily on her cigarette, pausing to allow the tendrils of smoke to seep in a dense, flattened cloud from her open lips.


‘There is no passion!’ she hissed to the natty man beside her, ‘no vibrancy, no joi de vivre! Maurice, mon cher, they are truly soulless without la belle Sybilla.’


The man’s ginger moustache twitched and he looked up at Madame’s anguished face.


‘Ah, cherie, it will come with time and practice, we should not expect too much at this early stage.’


The pianist resumed her tortured fingering and the dancers fell back into their routine, high kicks interlaced with fluent movement, flowing arms, pointed legs and twisting bodies, puppets controlled by the keyed rhythm of the piano. As the movements gathered pace and the dance sequence’s climax approached, a sudden flurry from the side saw a tall shadow throw itself into the front line of dancers and execute a dramatic flourish with a coloured chiffon scarf that echoed the swing of a matador’s cloak and captured the last few beats of music, completing the routine in an extraordinary finale. It was a perfect, precise movement, no less graceful for its precision, the girl’s arms and legs moving in fluid unison. This was a dramatic, eye-catching and show-stopping action that made her the instant centre of attention.


A stunned silence ensued as the chorus line froze and the pianist stopped abruptly, her hands raised from the keys and petrified in midair. Madame Claudette stood stock still, her eyes narrowed to skewer the intruder, her usual frown of disapproval now forming great crevices on her face, her cigarette smouldering in red-eyed condemnation. The impasse was broken by a spontaneity that shocked them all.


‘Bravo! Bravo!’ cheered Monsieur Maurice, his stocky form jiggling with glee. Madame Claudette turned to him with a look of deep disapproval and pronounced disdain. He ambushed the approaching reproof.


‘Don’t you see, my darling? The matador! This is exactly what we need here! Flourish, sweeping flourish, blood-red fury, drama, then death!’ Madame’s icy glare continued to bore into him, her disapproval steadily deepening, the looming death possibly his own. But Maurice remained spectacularly unmoved. Instead he turned to her, took her hand and dropped his voice to a soft murmur.


‘Don’t you remember, Claudette?’ he crooned. ‘Don’t you remember all those years ago when you gave the world the matador? You were magnificent, feted, celebrated and loved by an adoring public for the genius that you brought, the touches of brilliance that set you apart from the rest. Don’t you remember?’ The little man’s eyes had moistened, although his obvious joy remained undiminished. He held Madame’s gaze and watched it soften as the mists of memory cleared.


‘She’s you,’ he whispered so that only Claudette could hear. ‘She’s you ... all those years ago.’ Madame seemed to wake as if from a dream and a tiny smile played across her face, dissolving the crevices of disapproval and illuminating the traces of that long-forgotten youth.


‘Ah, Maurice, mon cher, was I ever so young?’ The tiny smile played briefly, she squeezed Maurice’s hand and, with a long draw on her cigarette, turned back to the girls, who had been watching in quiet astonishment. Madame was never interrupted and they now waited for the intruder to feel the full force of her ire. The Sword of Damocles was poised and ready to fall.


But Maurice’s words had struck a chord and Madame’s ire had been neatly deflated.


‘Enough for now, we will have a little break ... I will call you to resume directly.’


She watched as the girls jostled off the dais, pointing an elegant, bejewelled finger at the lanky intruder.


‘You,’ she ordered, ‘come here.’ The girl hesitated and approached meekly, her throat flushed and her freckled face creased with concern.


‘I beg your pardon, Madame ...’ she began before the besuited gentleman interrupted.


‘You answered the advertisement, didn’t you?’ he asked, his face beaming with sudden recognition. The girl’s face lit with a responding half-smile.


‘The advertisement,’ she echoed with increasing enthusiasm, ‘yes, that’s right —’, but the dapper little man had turned to Madame.


‘This is Sybilla’s replacement,’ he told her, ‘Mademoiselle Lily ...’


‘Lestrange,’ Lily supplied helpfully, ‘Lily Lestrange.’


‘Aah,’ replied Madame, clearly yet to be convinced that Lily Lestrange was a desirable addition to her dance troupe.


‘Mademoiselle Lestrange has danced at Le Troc in Marseilles and in Spain, in Madrid ...?’


‘That’s right Monsieur, in Marseilles and Madrid . ..’ agreed Lily, opening her mouth to add more detail to her portfolio of chorus line experience. But Madame and Monsieur were now interested only in their own conversation.


‘At Le Troc? In Madrid? Hmm ... impressive.’


‘I think she could add some flourish to our routines ... a little colour here, a touch of panache there ...’


‘Perhaps.’


Both turned to regard the lissom showgirl at the same time as if worked by the hand of an invisible puppeteer.


‘You’re hired,’ announced Maurice brightly, ‘go and tell the girls and they will look after you.’ Lily was overwhelmed, both by the prospect of instant employment and the recognition that her impetuosity could have proved her undoing.


‘Merci, Monsieur, merci, Madame!’ she replied effusively, throwing her thanks over her shoulder as she trotted happily after the noisy throng of showgirls, bent on settling quickly into her new life. Paris was a long way from Marseilles — even further from Madrid — and she was ready for her next challenge.


Monsieur Maurice and Madame Claudette exchanged glances. You had better be right about her, said Madame’s narrow-eyed look as she swirled the skirt of her shift and set off in search of a replacement cigarette for her holder. But Maurice responded with a broad, confident beam. He did not have her dancer’s instincts, but he had a good head for business and he nursed his own hunch about the willowy miss he had just hired. She might be just the boost his cabaret needed right now.




Chapter 2
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Variety is the spice ...


‘You the new girl?’ this from a flossy blonde with a red dancer’s shift split to the thighs.


‘Lily,’ smiled the newcomer shyly as heads turned and names tumbled at her, raining in an incomprehensible torrent. The torrent abated abruptly with an acid comment from a buxom, flame-haired dancer who regarded Lily through heavily lidded, kohl-rimmed eyes.


‘You nearly blew it with that matador fling,’ she said in a low voice. The ensuing pause in the hubbub sufficed to tell Lily that this was the general consensus.


‘I did,’ she admitted humbly, ‘don’t know what came over me really ...’ Several of the girls laughed.


‘Did you see Madame’s face?’


‘I thought she was goin	g to have a fit!’


‘You were very good,’ cooed another voice and Lily turned, smiling, towards this girl, ready to reward the compliment. But something in the way the girl regarded her so intently stopped her in her tracks. She was slender and dark, her hair a glossy cap that fitted her head snugly like a 1920s cloche cap. Her eyes feasted on the new arrival in a manner that left Lily entirely unsettled. A touch on her arm rescued her.


‘Hello cherie, I’m Poppy, don’t mind Sabine, she’s a bit different, if you know what I mean.’ Lily had not the least idea, but smiled sweetly, grateful to Poppy for her intervention. Poppy was as tall as Lily, with coiffed strawberry blonde hair that sat in huge curls under a bright yellow hairnet.


‘Are you Sybilla’s replacement then?’ asked Sadie, the flossy blonde. Lily was lost for a reply.


‘I suppose I am,’ she replied candidly, ‘I answered an advertisement that said there was a vacancy here for a dancer ...’


‘Yes, she’s Sybilla’s replacement,’ Sadie announced to the gathering, ‘they don’t take long, do they?’ Lily looked at the girls in mute incomprehension.


‘What happened to Sybilla?’ she asked Poppy quietly, conscious that she might be reopening a festering wound. Wild looks greeted her question and she was struck instantly by the fear that she had destroyed any chance of an effortless assimilation into the group. She bit her lip. But Poppy was intent on a successful salvage and gave her a reassuring smile.


‘Plenty of time for that,’ she said, patting Lily’s arm gently, ‘I’ll explain everything once you’re settled. Shall I take you to your room at Madame Gloria’s?’ Poppy glanced at the clock in the corner of the room. ‘It’s only eleven — she might still be sober.’ Lily’s look of astonishment prompted the blonde dancer to add, ‘she’s fond of a drop, spends most of her day sozzled, really, but she’s an absolute darling.’ Lily’s head reeled and she wondered whether she had come to a madhouse rather than a cabaret. Too confused to argue, she raced to find her luggage before following Poppy to meet Madame Gloria, ready for whatever lay in store.


Madame Gloria was the concierge and landlady of the first of two apartment-cum-boarding houses that accommodated many of the dancers and artistes who worked at Le Prix. Her apartment sat directly behind the theatre in a happy marriage of dilapidation and shabby comfort that would have verged on the eye-catching with a fresh coat of paint. Behind the three-storey building that housed Madame Gloria’s fine establishment was a small courtyard overlooked by another, larger apartment building, ostensibly better maintained and generally in a healthier state of repair. Madame Gloria’s apartment however, had the distinction of sitting closest to the theatre that squatted ostentatiously to its front.


Struggling under the weight of Lily’s bags, the two long-limbed dancers heaved their way through the ornate front door of Madame Gloria’s apartment boarding house. Inside, the entrance hallway was patterned with diamond black and white tiles, while polished timber dressers and hallstands lined the walls.


‘Hellooo Madame Gloria!’ sang Poppy as the two girls struggled through the door. A small sound greeted the call and Lily shook her head in disbelief. It sounded just like the popping of a champagne cork. It was. A short, rounded woman in her fifties with a softly pretty face and brightly dyed, coppery brown hair emerged from a door opposite the base of the staircase clutching a champagne bottle, the delicate waft of bubbles that issued from its neck telling of the cork’s recent release.


‘Ooh Poppy dear, is this our new little girl?’ Madame Gloria exuded fumes and maternal warmth in equal proportions as she beamed a welcome to her new tenant. Lily laughed mentally at this small, comfortably built woman calling her a ‘little girl’. Madame Gloria barely reached Lily’s shoulder.


‘Yes, Madame, this is Lily,’ announced Poppy, her voice slightly raised and her words slow and deliberate in recognition of the befuddled state of her landlady.


‘Hello Lil, my dear,’ chirped Madame Gloria, brandishing the champagne, ‘I must have known you were coming! Shall we celebrate?’


‘Thank you Madame,’ replied Lily graciously, ‘a little early for me perhaps ... the bubbles do go to my head!’


‘And to mine, dear,’ replied Madame Gloria as if this were par for the course in her apartment.


‘Shall I show Lil to her room?’ intervened Poppy, aping Madame Gloria’s slurred rendition of Lily’s name.


‘Yes, yes, dear, Sybilla’s old room,’ to Lily, ‘you don’t mind, do you dear?’


‘Not at all,’ answered Lily uncomfortably, torn between the wish to keep her new landlady happy and a coursing desire to know what had happened to the unfortunate Sybilla. They resumed their stagger, bowed by the weight of Lily’s bags and this time with the added difficulty of a flight of stairs. Madame Gloria waved them off as if they were embarking on a voyage and returned to her kitchen where the clinking of glassware announced that the champagne would soon be further liberated.


At the top of the stairs the landing opened out to a series of rooms that flanked a shabbily comfortable sitting area cluttered with mismatched, overstuffed sofas and a menagerie of cushions. The stairs continued to climb behind them, announcing the existence of a further storey to the building.


‘This way,’ called Poppy, hauling Lily’s tapestried bag through the sitting area to one of the rooms on the side closest to the top of the landing. She pushed the door open to reveal a room that was homely and cheerful, furnished with a large bed, a heavy wooden wardrobe, easy chair and a shelved table with a washstand, a large china dish and jug perching on top. At the far end of the room was a window dressed with chintz curtains that looked out over the tiny courtyard and towards the other apartment building that stood companionably on the far side and which Lily had glimpsed from the alleyway below. The courtyard was so small and the buildings so close that Lily stifled the urge to reach out the window and pick a geranium from the windowbox of the apartment opposite.


‘Welcome to your new home, cherie, the bathroom’s down the end of the corridor.’ Poppy dropped the tapestried bag at one end of the bed and plumped on its soft covers, springing and bouncing with delight. Lily plumped next to her, enjoying the sumptuous feel of the thick covers and the soft bedspread. It was a pretty, light room that felt happy and loved. Lily’s concern over the fact that this had been the late, lamented Sybilla’s room began to recede slightly. Nonetheless, this was a subject she felt duty bound to tackle.


‘Poppy,’ she began directly, ‘what happened to Sybilla?’ Poppy sighed and stopped bouncing.


‘Sybilla was big and tall like you and had loads of blonde hair and ... mon Dieu, what a cleavage! She was great fun and everyone loved her ... we all jostle along rather well, you see.’ She paused as if studying the picture she had painted for Lily. ‘But Sybilla had a bit of a problem,’ Poppy sighed again. ‘She liked men ... a lot. She didn’t care whose they were or were they came from ... “variety is the spice” she used to say.’ She stopped to study the toe of her court shoe, black with a series of little red hearts that tripped along the edge. ‘She also loved a drink — she would have had that drink that Madame Gloria offered you when you walked through the door without even thinking about it, she loved champagne ... bit too much really.’ Another sigh before the narrative resumed. ‘Anyway, one night she had a little too much champagne — that was her style, so we didn’t think anything of it — and off she went with her man of the moment in his sports car. Wasn’t long before we heard the clanging of the ambulance bell. Seems she was larking around in the car with her gentleman friend and she fell out and was collected by a passing truck. The man scarpered because he was married — and not to her, if you get my meaning.’ Poppy shook her head. ‘Poor Sybilla, it was bound to happen really. That was the way she lived — too much champagne, too many men, too fast a life.’


She paused and a heavy, mournful silence threatened to settle, flattening the cheerful ambience of the room. Lily was not keen to spend time mourning her predecessor who sounded as if her fate was not entirely unexpected, nor did she want to stifle the warmth of her new friend Poppy. She let the silence reign for a brief moment before pulling Poppy back into the bright sun of the living.


‘Way to go, though,’ Lily murmured, smiling impishly and casting a glint-eyed look at the other girl. Poppy mused for a moment before she too broke into a grin.


‘Yes, what a way to go!’ she answered. ‘She had the best life really. She was the envy of us all. No-one else dared live like that, but she didn’t give a hoot what anyone thought. Maybe she knew it wouldn’t be for long.’


As Lily unpacked, Poppy regaled her with stories of the other girls and the artistes who populated life at Le Prix. To Lily each seemed fascinating, particularly as Monsieur Maurice, who managed the theatre, followed a strict policy of allowing the girls’ private lives to remain precisely that. To Lily this was a show business version of the French Foreign Legion where every soldier began a new life, often with a new name to match and no questions asked. Monsieur Maurice asked only that the girls could dance. He chose not to enquire too closely into the nature of their past lives and what occupied them in their spare time.


Poppy’s stories quickly revealed that this was a company with an extraordinary mix of personalities. While Madame Claudette was the dance mistress and choreographer, Monsieur Maurice was the business head behind Le Prix. He was also manager of the diverse array of staff who ranged from the accountant and office boy, the musicians of the orchestra, the seamstress and her assistants, the bar manager, the gnome-like janitor and the artistes, performers and showgirls. It seemed to Lily that Le Prix was characterised by the peculiar. The Master of Ceremonies was a dwarf named Chinon who told ribald jokes, sang, danced and performed a series of acrobatic stunts alongside the prancing showgirls. The boyishly sensual Coco titillated patrons with a captivating burlesque routine before strutting the stage dressed as a bondage mistress. Orlando, an enormous, hairy-chested Spaniard, was an illusionist who performed a series of magic tricks enticing female members of the audience onto the stage. The charismatic Spaniard’s smouldering good looks and red-sequined cutaway costume that revealed tanned, rippling muscle and a hairy chest laced with gold chains, ensured there was no shortage of volunteers. The glamorous and seductive Crecy Duplessis was a female impersonator who sashayed his way through a seductive routine that left many of the male patrons convinced that he was a voluptuous, curvaceous siren. Ambiguity was Crecy’s byword and he delighted in an aura of mystery, uncertainty and allure. Le Prix also boasted a number of singers and dancers, many of them guest artistes who performed for a few weeks and moved on, while the regular performers lived in the apartments behind the theatre. But it was the bevy of a dozen lithe showgirls who attracted Lily’s attention and held it for the first few days as she found herself immersed in a kaleidoscopic, layered world where nothing was as it seemed. With mounting excitement, Lily realised that she was in for a fast ride in this, her new home.




Chapter 3
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Creatures of the mind


Lily quickly found her niche in Le Prix d’Amour. As she had initially suspected, Le Prix gradually revealed itself as a cornucopia, a veritable collage of mesmerising characters. The air of mystique was deepened by the fact that most of the dancers and artistes who populated its red velvet interior were less than forthcoming on the fascinating subject of their previous lives and their reasons for joining the company. More’s the point, no-one asked; they co-existed in the happily unstated knowledge that their past was a Pandora’s box that might never be opened. Each inhabited a personal glass house in a little world where no-one threw stones.


The cabaret itself was the property of a wealthy French industrialist with a penchant for dancers who had bought the bankrupt club several years earlier and rebuilt the business, his sole motive his desire to maintain a personal collection of obliging showgirls. For three years he had lived a life of unadulterated bliss until an automobile accident had robbed him of the use of his legs, forcing him into a wheeled bath chair and a life of dependence on his devout Catholic wife who had remained mercifully ignorant of his cabaret indulgence. Madame knew only that her husband owned a business he referred to as ‘Le Prix’ which she had misguidedly deduced to be an accountancy firm peopled by clerks — all model citizens, philanthropists and regular churchgoers like her husband.


Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner had engaged Monsieur Maurice to manage his cabaret, poaching him from his dull but ordered life as a bank manager with the promise of pecuniary compensation and a titillating workplace to boot. Monsieur Maurice’s wife, Madame Claudette, was Russian, a classically trained ballerina who was melodramatically proud of her tragically displaced heritage. Her family had lived in middle-class comfort until the revolution of October 1917 had forced them to flee to Paris along with several thousand exiled compatriots where they formed a voluble and strident community of musicians, dancers, writers, poets and other artistes, all passionately homesick and loud in their denunciation of the Bolsheviks who now replaced the Black Death as the single worst blight on the face of human history. Monsieur Maurice had caught sight of the beautiful ballerina and immediately set out to woo her, promising her the stability of a comfortable home and a secure income. She had brought colour to his life and introduced the neat little banker to the world of dance and the theatre. She had retired from ballet at the age of thirty-five and was immediately engaged to choreograph works for small dance companies, gradually moving into theatre and the avant-garde world of experimental dance. Despite her traditional training, Madame Claudette was innovative and gifted and loved the flashy colour and glitz of cabaret life. She brought discipline and hard work to the flighty, tempestuous coquettes who tended to populate the Parisian night world.


Lily was used to hard work. She was also used to being surrounded by girls whose appearance, personalities and peccadilloes ranged from the fascinating to the downright bizarre. For Lily, this was all part of the attraction. She felt sure that she could never work in ‘respectable’ occupations, smacking as they did of security and dependability. This spelt predictability and the danger of a slow death from monotony and the suffocation of expectation. No, Lily was far happier in the constant eddy of the cabaret, the dizzying pattern of personality, the recurring thrill of performance and the rapture of the suited, slavering audience that clinked its glasses and thundered its applause through a veil of misty grey smoke.


Le Prix was one of a well-patronised coterie of cabarets in Paris, rubbing its glitzy shoulders with the likes of the renowned Moulin Rouge, Le Chat Noir and Folies Bergère. While Le Prix was smaller and less renowned than its celebrated companions, it never suffered a paucity of customers and, happily for both Monsieur Maurice and his employer, Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner, turned sufficient profit to pay their performers, keep the gold-hued, red velvet Le Prix in sparkling shape, and allow them to live a life of modest comfort. The Paris of the late 1930s was clearly sufficiently hedonistic for all its cabarets to pay their way.


Lily devoted herself to learning her routines and becoming acquainted with her new colleagues in the dance troupe, many of whom were also her fellow tenants in Madame Gloria’s apartment boarding house. Madame Gloria occupied the ground floor of the apartment building which was taken up with the kitchen, dining and bedrooms, salon, sitting rooms and laundry. The first floor saw showgirls Sabine, Sadie, Lily and Poppy residing alongside two of the show’s artistes, female impersonator Crecy Duplessis and the boyish burlesque dancer and bondage mistress known only as Coco. Upstairs, the rooms were occupied by several more of the dancers. The remaining girls, Madame Claudette and Monsieur Maurice, and the other artistes lived in the rather smarter and larger apartment building across the courtyard at the rear of Madame Gloria’s, dominated by the exacting Madame Fresange whose chief occupation was spying on her own and Madame Gloria’s tenants. It was a close little community in which trials and tribulations were shared equally alongside the occasional tantrum and lashingly fierce quarrel.


The girls were used to newcomers, as cabaret performers formed a typically transient population, and Lily found herself accepted almost immediately. Had she been looking for a place of refuge, a sanctuary in Paris, she would have found it in Le Prix d’Amour. In those early weeks she listened, watched and learned and spent all her time with her new friends. The days were long, filled with hours of relentless practice that began in the mornings on days when the cabaret was closed and in the early afternoon from Wednesdays through to Saturdays when the cabaret opened in the evenings. On opening days, the girls assembled at the theatre in the early evening to be dressed by Mademoiselle Gris, the dowdy little costumier whose creations were incongruously magical, ethereal and dazzling. Lily was intrigued by Mademoiselle Gris who seemed to pour all her colour into her costumes leaving herself entirely bleached, devoid of hue of any description. She was assisted by a flock of dressers, women who swarmed in at costuming time, buzzed excitedly around the performers, fitting and robing them in their glitzy creations, and then disappeared into the wings ready for the costume changes. They chattered excitedly among themselves, rarely to the dancers who they appeared to regard as living mannequins, referred to always in the third person.


Once the evening show had concluded, the dancers became waitresses, moving among the tables of patrons with bottles of champagne, cognac, wine and exotic spirits, their task to persuade their clientele to imbibe as much as possible and boost the cabaret’s tills. The girls wore long, sequined dresses with deep cleavages and thigh splits that hugged the curvy contours of their bodies. They wound their way through the misted landscape, the tables islands of bubbling joviality where they anchored until they could persuade the island’s residents to purchase a bottle of golden elixir. Some of the girls — including the ill-fated Sybilla, according to Poppy — became rather more acquainted with their patrons and provided services not covered by Monsieur Maurice’s charter. Monsieur himself never enquired and was never told.


Le Prix closed at two o’clock in the morning and, by that time, the girls had exhausted the adrenalin that charged their performance and were ready to wend their way home to bed — theirs or another’s, as the case may be. All the girls knew, however, that they must arrive at the theatre in time for the first rehearsal the next afternoon at one o’clock sharp. On this point, Monsieur Maurice was unequivocal. He was prepared to give immediate notice to any girl who arrived late or in a state that rendered her unfit to dance.


In amongst the frenzy of learning a dozen new routines, Lily attended endless fittings with Mademoiselle Gris and her army of assistants. Fortunately, Sybilla had been the same height as Lily, although she was far more voluptuous with what had clearly been a magnificent bust. Adjustments to Sybilla’s costumes were quickly effected and Lily found herself with an entire wardrobe of dazzling creations, bejewelled, feathered, sequined and silky. The only costume that was crafted exclusively for her was a gold-encrusted matador’s cape, a tangible sign that her initial burst of spontaneity on the day she had discovered Le Prix had been a stunning success. And it was. The audience loved the matador and Lily soon found her painted visage staring out from one of the gilt-framed billboards that thronged the foyer of the cabaret.


Serving champagne at the end of the evening may have been a chore to some, but to Lily, it was an opportunity to come face to face with the extraordinary variety of patrons who flocked to the show and packed its bar until closing time. It was a collection of colourful diversity, from the callow youths on their first outing to the grizzled septuagenarians who had seen the show grow and develop; from the shabby patched suits of those who earned little but loved life, to the classic cuts of the gentry. Most of the patrons were men and all delighted in the showgirls. Yes, it was a piece of sheer vanity, Lily admitted, as she slipped through the maze of tables collecting the compliments that were tossed at her like so many bridal bouquets. She deserved these compliments, she told herself, she had earned them. She had worked hard, rehearsing again and again until Madame pronounced herself satisfied that her girls were ‘adequate’ and that, as long as the patrons were sufficiently drunk, they would be pleased enough with the show. This was as far as Madame’s praise extended — she was never truly satisfied, no matter how many times the girls rehearsed, no matter how effusive the plaudits of the audience. And the audience loved the girls. The applause thundered, the compliments rained and the post-show champagne flowed in equal abundance.


Becoming used to the long days was difficult at first and Lily found herself exhausted at the end of her first night. She greeted closing time with barely concealed joy, desperate to rest her aching legs. Poppy had disappeared with a charming moustachioed patron and Lily followed Sadie, Chloe and Sabine back to the apartment. By the time they arrived at Madame Gloria’s front door, only Sabine remained, Sadie and Chloe both having disappeared on assignation. Lily began to think that playing mistress to a patron was more common among the dancers than she had first supposed.


‘Where did those two go?’ she quizzed Sabine who flicked her silky bob.


‘Sadie has a Jewish lover,’ replied Sabine casually, ‘a respectable banker, I think, so she can’t be seen with him in the club, and Chloe ...’ she stopped as she pushed the door open and laughed, turning back to provide more details on what she clearly considered to be Chloe’s unorthodox tryst. ‘Chloe is with Chinon,’ she said, smirking at the incongruity of the revelation. Lily thought she must be mistaken.


‘Chinon .’ she stammered, ‘but isn’t he ...’


‘The dwarf?’ supplied Sabine, apparently relishing the fact, ‘Mmmm, interesting, isn’t it?’ She laughed again at Lily’s shocked face and evidently felt obliged to supply more salacious details. ‘Chloe says it happened quite by accident, but that he’s a very satisfying lover. Ask her sometime — she’d love to tell you all about it!’


Lily had absolutely no intention of asking Chloe, despite the fact that she found the whole notion intensely intriguing — mindboggling, in fact. Sabine took Lily’s arm as they traipsed up the stairs and paused at the landing where the little sitting room opened up in front of them. Lily’s mind continued to wrestle with the images that crowded her consciousness. Sabine pulled her closer.


‘Come and sit down, sweetie, and I’ll massage your back for you,’ she offered. Lily’s aching back quivered at the heavenly notion of a massage, but there was something in Sabine’s voice and the look with which she devoured Lily’s form that was not quite right. Her tone was almost lascivious — something that Lily was quite unused to in her female friends. She hesitated, looking for the right words to extricate herself without offending Sabine. She was saved by a husky voice at her elbow and a firm grip on her arm as someone moved past from behind and took her from Sabine. It was Crecy Duplessis.


‘Sabine,’ murmured Crecy in a velvety whisper, ‘Dodo’s looking for you.’ Sabine reacted immediately.


‘Dodo? Where did you see her? Was she in the theatre?’ She moved quickly past and darted down the stairs without waiting for an answer. Lily watched her go with a feeling of all-consuming confusion.


‘Who’s Dodo?’ she asked Crecy as they gazed after Sabine’s retreating form. Crecy paused until the front door closed with a dull thud before turning to face Lily.


‘Dodo,’ he said, his head tipped at an angle as he regarded her, ‘is a figment of my imagination.’ Lily gasped and then laughed as she took in the painted face under the profusion of platinum curls. Crecy was slightly built, standing a little shorter than Lily, slim-hipped and finely appointed. His features were sculpted, his cheekbones high, his lips full and pouting. Big green eyes stared at her from under glittering false eyelashes, heavily lidded in several layers of shimmering eye shadow and rimmed with a thick edging of kohl that would have suited Cleopatra. Crecy’s hair was voluminous and bounced in giant curls, held to cascade by a jewelled clip in the sinuous shape of a serpent. His dress, while brilliant red, gaudily sequined and bedecked with large jewels, was cut discreetly and an enormous bust disappeared behind clever silken tucks that endorsed whatever they contained. For all that Lily knew Crecy Duplessis was a man, she was quite certain that most of the patrons in that dark, smoke-filled theatre would never have imagined that this was anything but a magnificent and voluptuous woman.


‘Dodo,’ explained Crecy, ‘is my best friend. She saves me on a delightfully regular basis.’ He plumped on a sofa and drew a cigarette from a little packet left on a nearby table. His movements were elegant and graceful, his long, slender fingers caressing in a soft, languid sequence. Lily seated herself opposite, fascinated by this exotic creature. Crecy drew daintily and exhaled soft wisps of pale smoke. The femininity of his movements astonished Lily. A moment later, Crecy resumed his musings.


‘Dodo is, like me, a creature of my mind ... a night-dweller, like the rest of us. The daylight drains me of my life, it saps my vitality, my joie de vivre and, worst of all, it robs me of my looks.’ He paused to draw on the cigarette, oblivious to the ash that fluttered gently to the floor, tiny grey snowflakes in the dim half-light.


‘The me you see now,’ he said, turning to Lily, the big green eyes wide under finely arched eyebrows plucked to form delicate lines, ‘is my night-time persona. It’s the real me, the one that can’t live with daylight. I do my best to cope with the day, but it makes my skin look so grey and positively flattens my set.’ He patted the huge coiffed curls and Lily followed his delicate movement with her eyes, her mind refusing to believe that anything at all could dent the serpentine coils.


‘But you, Lily-pilly,’ Crecy continued, now in a voice tinged with mournfulness, ‘you have the good fortune to be just as gorgeous during the day as you are at night.’ He sighed heavily, a dramatic gesture that heaved his entire bosom and shifted the angle of his head in a single, complementary move. He paused momentarily as if to allow Lily to absorb the full weight of his words, stubbed his cigarette and rose from the sofa.


‘Well now,’ he announced, his husky voice now brisk, ‘can’t hang about, dahling, I have a little beauty treatment to try before I meet Toby at three.’ He winked and tossed his coiffed curls before strolling to his room, his hand fluttering a farewell. ‘Nighty night, Lily-pilly,’ he sang. The door closed and he was gone.


Lily sat for several long moments pondering what exactly lay behind that fascinating exterior before she, too, disappeared into her bedroom, closing the door and leaning against it. Her thoughts returned to Sabine. Now she knew the meaning of the covetous look with which Sabine had greeted her on the first day she had joined the company. Now she knew what Poppy had meant when she described Sabine as ‘different’. Thanks Poppy, she thought, mentally berating her new friend, thanks for warning me. She wondered briefly why Poppy had not thought to mention the likelihood of an advance from Sabine. Perhaps this was some bizarre rite of passage that she had to endure so as to be truly initiated into the company. If that were the case, was this the only rite of passage that awaited her? She thought of Sabine’s comments on Chloe’s extraordinary relationship with Chinon. She braced herself, hoping that Chinon would not be the next member of the company to make a bid for her affections. Given that he stood only as high as her waist, it painted an intriguing picture and one that made Lily laugh out loud. That was it, she resolved, the only way to manage the possibility of an amorous Chinon was to remain armed with a healthy sense of humour.




Chapter 4
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A shrill portent of war


The little world of Le Prix d’Amour loved, laughed and drank its way through the summer sun of 1938, glorying in its position in one of the most cosmopolitan and hedonistic cities in the world. At Le Prix, business was pleasure and pleasure was all-consuming, even as summer gave way to the chill winds of autumn that blew more than the dying leaves of the boulevard’s trees. The shrill gusts also blew the news of uncertainty and vague warnings of political upheaval within the fractured states of Europe. France’s mighty German neighbour had rearmed throughout the 1930s despite the stringent sanctions of the Treaty of Versailles and the leaching of the German economy through reparations for the dreadful war fought only twenty years earlier, much of it on French and Belgian soil. Monsieur Maurice remembered this war only too well. He had been a young bank clerk who had volunteered in the early days of the conflict and had survived a number of bitter and bloody battles before being wounded at the horrific Battle of Loos in which the French armies had been decimated. His wound had healed slowly and he had effectively missed the remainder of the war, much to his own chagrin and the lasting thanks of his grateful mother who had pleaded with Saint Joan on a nightly basis. A slight limp in his right leg served as a permanent reminder of the effects of war on fragile young men and Monsieur Maurice had no wish to see his country devoured by another such conflict.


Monsieur Maurice was well aware of his wife’s delicate political sensitivities and knew that he could not voice his misgivings over the international situation to her. Instead he held whispered conversations with the leader of his little orchestra, a dusky Brazilian trumpeter named Hiram who had fallen in love with a showgirl during a visit to Paris some years ago and consequently never left. Hiram spoke bad French taught to him by eager missionaries from New Orleans who ran a school in a cheerful, whitewashed building in the slums of Brasilia. His mother had insisted that her lad be educated and godfearing and the missionaries promised to combine both qualities for the price of one. Best of all, in his mother’s view, they had asked only whatever the poor could spare from their meagre daily fare in return for his schooling. In Paris, Hiram’s salvation was his huge, toothy grin that instantly begged forgiveness for his parlous linguistic skills. Hiram was one of life’s optimists. He simply refused to be pessimistic no matter how bleak the outlook.


Maurice sat with Hiram one morning as the orchestra finished its rehearsal and broke for a bowl of steaming café au lait.


‘Hiram, mon ami, have you heard the latest news?’ he asked the gangly trumpeter.


‘I hear it, Maurice,’ answered the trumpeter flashing his enormous grin, ‘but I don’t pay no mind to the bad bits, cos they says we all goin’ to war.’ Maurice shook his head sadly and reached for a cigar, offering one to his dusky colleague.


‘Did you hear about Austria?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, I hear ’bout Austria,’ came the answer, ‘what’s this Anschluss anyway? Did them Austrians want to be German then?’ Maurice lit his cigar and shook his head slowly.


‘Non, non, it’s this fellow Hitler. Seems he’s building himself an empire.’ This dire pronouncement seemed to shake the optimist from his rosy haze and he looked sharply at the older man.


‘Think he’ll want to add us to his empire?’ he asked, a shadow crossing his face.


‘I’m no expert, but I can tell you the Germans in the last war were very keen on empires. I think we’re part of Monsieur Hitler’s plan, no doubt about it.’ The trumpeter looked down at his obsessively shiny shoes as if searching for a means to dispel any hint of veracity from Maurice’s statement. At last he looked up.


‘What do we do?’ he quizzed his manager. ‘What if them Germans come to Paris?’ Maurice studied the younger man’s earnest face.


‘It would be best to leave before they came,’ he told him gravely, ‘I saw what they did in the last war and I have no wish to live under the German jackboot.’ His listener reacted with muted shock.


‘You think we should leave?’ he responded incredulously, ‘but Paris is our home ... Le Prix is our home ...,


‘And ours too. We have nowhere else to go.’ He looked at his bewildered trumpeter. ‘Could you return to Brazil? Do you have family who would take you in until any fighting was over?’ Hiram heaved a sigh.


‘I suppose we could go to my folks ... but ... this is our home,’ he repeated dolefully, ‘we want to stay here.’ His eyes pleaded with Monsieur Maurice who nodded slowly and placed a gentle hand on the other man’s arm.


‘It is home to us all Hiram, we all want to stay. The question is: should we stay? Is the risk too great? That is what you and Lisette must consider.’ With that he patted the trumpeter with as much reassurance as he could muster, stubbed his cigar and rose, moving away as his friend remained deep in thought.


The other keen student of international politics whose views were less well known within the red velvet walls of Le Prix d’Amour was Chinon, the stocky dwarf who was the cabaret’s Master of Ceremonies. Chinon was an avowed communist — a belief he kept to himself for fear of persecution — and hated fascism with a fiery passion. Not long after his sombre conversation with Hiram, Monsieur Maurice also found himself comparing notes with the diminutive red.


‘The Boches,’ muttered Chinon darkly, ‘those Nazi fascist bastards are looking this way, Maurice, are they not?’ Maurice nodded gravely.


‘I’m afraid so, mon ami, I fear for this country.’ Chinon thumped the table at which he was seated so violently that he frightened Mademoiselle Gris who was sewing in a nearby corner. She scowled at him and sucked the finger she had pricked in her fright.


‘But we will fight!’ declared Chinon, ‘the French armies will send the German rabble back over the border with its tail between its legs — just as in the last war! We sent them packing in 1918 — you fought, Maurice, you remember how it was?’ Maurice looked at him quizzically.


‘Oui, oui, but I had no idea that you also ...’


‘I? Oh, no, I was too ...’ Maurice stifled the urge to supply the missing word, instead waiting curiously for Chinon’s response.


‘Too young, of course.’


‘Of course,’ replied Maurice immediately, mentally rebuking himself and chasing less appropriate words from his mind.


‘My father fought, as did my brother,’ explained the dwarf, noting the return of confusion to Maurice’s face. ‘I am the only one in my family to be .’


‘Ah, I understand,’ nodded Maurice gently, ready to steer the topic to firmer ground. ‘And what will you do if the Germans invade us, Chinon?’ Chinon’s face turned purple and his notorious temper showed signs of erupting to the surface.


‘Invade?!! The Boches will never invade! The heroic French army with its valiant English and Belgian allies will halt the Boche bastards at the Maginot Line and teach them a lesson they will never forget! It is said that the Maginot Line is impregnable — I’d like to see the Boches try to breach it! Our French army will pick them off like ducks on a wall.’ And Chinon raised his stubby arm and made a shooting motion that quickly convinced Maurice that he had never held a weapon and never should. He calmed his fiery performer and moved off to wrestle with his foreboding in solitude.


The international situation continued to deteriorate with the passing of the winter months and, as 1938 became 1939, Maurice made repeated attempts to warn his little company of the potential for war. It was a difficult task and he realised quickly that, like his pacifist countrymen, he was fighting a losing battle. It was not that the company members refused to listen; on the contrary, they listened very carefully and dutifully to his oft-repeated warnings of the dire prospect of war. But his business was against him: he was engaged in the fulfilment of pleasure and the prospect of war simply did not fit the business mould. Patrons continued to pour through the golden double doors, visiting artistes of every nationality arrived to perform and any thought of war was simply lost in the hedonistic haze. It took the declaration of war with the German invasion of Poland in September 1939 to wake the company from its self-induced slumber and endow its members with a sense of grim inevitability. By then, it was almost too late.


The declaration of war with Germany brought a sudden end to the air of normality that most Parisians had clung to with desperation. Young men were mobilised and packed off to training and staging camps, uniformed soldiers now filling the streets and railway stations as pretty girls and sombrely clad matrons waved them off on their way east to meet the German threat. Among the citizens of Paris, a gradual, visceral groundswell saw many pack up their homes and depart for the safer southern regions. They left complaining at the inconvenience, reluctant to move to uncomfortable safety as if they begrudged the war its ability to disrupt their idyllic lifestyle. Children were sent to relatives in the country and schools arranged excursions to the south from which their young charges would not return until the uncertainty of war had been resolved — one way or the other.


On the Boulevard de Clichy where the gilt-edged glass doors of Le Prix simpered in the sultry heat of an Indian summer, there was little movement. A few of the residents of nearby apartments packed and left, their places soon taken by others keen to live in this glitzy hub where politics was a rare and unwelcome intruder. Many of the girls who had special favourites among the patrons were secretly glad to see families packed off to the south leaving the men alone in the city with only their mistresses to comfort them. Coco the bondage mistress immediately doubled her clientele — and her fees. This was profiteering of a different kind.


Lily had little idea of any threat to her own safety and regarded the looming war as a quarrel between foreign politicians who were better left to sort out their problems in the far-off cities of London and Berlin. No-one at Le Prix had discussed the notion of leaving and Lily, leaning out of her apartment window one day, was surprised to hear Madame Fresange, the hawk-eyed landlady of the neighbouring apartment block, discussing the question with Madame Gloria.


‘Non, non, Madame,’ reassured Madame Gloria, ‘we are perfectly safe, my Hubert is at the Maginot Line and he says it is like a fortress.’


‘Your husband is mobilised?’ queried the other, ‘I thought perhaps he was a little old for soldiering.’ Gloria beamed with obvious pride.


‘Yes, I told him as much,’ she replied, ‘but he refuses to leave the younger men to fight without a steadying hand. War is not new to him, you understand, he fought in the last war, you see.’ Madame Fresange greeted the mention of the last war with a spit and a curse.


‘We should have been harder on the Boches,’ she declared, her face contorted with disgust, ‘the soft politicians punished them too lightly and now they threaten us again. You mark my words, Madame, this time they will do the job properly. We will all be under the German heel!’ But Madame Gloria’s faith in Hubert was unshakeable.


‘Our forces will prevail,’ she persisted calmly, ‘our British, American and Belgian friends will help us just as they did last time.’


‘Belgians!’ spat Madame Fresange, who clearly placed her Flemish neighbours even further down the list than the German foe. ‘And what use were the Belgians in the last war? Most of them ended up here, squatting in people’s homes and cluttering up the parks. No, Madame, we have to rely on ourselves. I hope your Hubert is every bit as good a soldier as you believe because we will need a legion of Huberts to stem the tide of Boches.’ Unshakeable belief or not, Madame Gloria was now keen to end her conversation with her neighbour and returned to its opening parley.


‘So you will leave, Madame?’


‘We should all leave,’ retorted the older woman, ‘I have a daughter in Toulon and can stay with her if I wish. But this apartment is my home — it is my life — and I have no wish to see it vandalised by German soldiers.’ She paused to consider this awful prospect, emphasising her distaste with another spit. The rather more refined Madame Gloria grimaced at the watery splat of its collision with the pavement.


‘Non,’ grumbled Madame Fresange, ‘I will stay for the moment and see what these useless politicians can do to prevent us all being murdered by the Boches.’ She turned back to her neighbour. ‘Let us hope for that legion of Huberts.’


On the floor above, Lily closed her window quietly and stood lost in thought. War was not an inviting prospect. She, too, would have to place her faith in the soldiering skills of a man she had never met and who, by all accounts, appeared to be in the twilight of his years. It was a sobering prospect.


While the gradual and sporadic exodus of Parisians had little impact on the daily routine at Le Prix, the mobilisation had an immediate effect — albeit, not an effect that Monsieur Maurice could have foreseen. The ranks of the patrons were now filled with handsome, uniformed soldiers eager for a night of fun before heading off for the serious business of training for war. The girls were delighted. Even the most nondescript young man looked dashing in a well-cut uniform. The crowds increased and Maurice considered opening for an extra night to accommodate all Le Prix’s would-be patrons — and maximise profits, of course. With the acquiescence of Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner, the cabaret extended its nights to include Tuesdays and Madame Claudette choreographed new routines with a military theme.


The artistes likewise expanded their repertoires and adapted to the times. Coco, who performed as a burlesque dancer as well as a bondage mistress, added several bejewelled pieces of weaponry to her routine and her audience swelled in response. Coco was a striking young woman in her late twenties who had been a member of the company for some three years. She was tall and imperious with short, velvety black hair worn in a chic, mannish style. Her features were sharp, her eyes dark and smouldering and she oozed charisma. She favoured tailored men’s suits for her off-stage wear and smoked exotic cigarettes in an elegant diamante holder. Coco’s voice was deep, rich and syrupy and she exuded an air of dominance. She was a tantalisingly sensual burlesque dancer, removing her clothing in a series of provocative movements to reveal the leather corsetry of a bondage mistress. She would tease the audience, singing husky, titillating songs and stirring them into a frenzy with the clever manoeuvring of a series of whips, the main props for her act. Coco was one of the major drawcards boasted by Le Prix and her following was slavishly devoted to her.


But Coco was not just an on-stage performer, she also entertained clients off-stage in her room at Madame Gloria’s apartment boarding house. Her clients ranged from the illustrious and the wealthy to impoverished poets and artists who had fallen under her spell. She ran appointments in the hours following her performance until closing time at Le Prix, her clients making their way through a side door to the apartment via a narrow alleyway. Other customers wove their way to her door on weeknights when Le Prix was closed and under cover of darkness. If Madame Gloria herself knew the nature of Coco’s flourishing business which operated under her very roof, she offered no sign. Coco’s little cottage industry remained discreet and never threatened to disturb the carefully nurtured veneer of respectability under which Madame Gloria operated.


Coco’s most bizarre trait, however, was that she was an avowed manhater. The girls whispered that this made it easier for her to punish her male clients as they demanded. Sabine had earlier entertained some notion that Coco may have been of her own persuasion — a notion that Coco dispelled with a haughty laugh and a pointed rap of her little whip. No, Coco did not share Sabine’s predilection and the company remained lost as to the nature of her actual preference. Whatever it was, her audience loved her and the threat of war gave her yet more material for a spicy show in which she played a leather-coated German spy with whip at the ready. Monsieur Maurice shrugged and consigned Coco’s antics to the realm of ‘entertainment for the troops’.


Perhaps the only artiste who seemed to understand Coco’s bizarre tussle with her own sexuality was Crecy Duplessis who clearly regarded himself as more woman than man. Crecy was slightly older than Coco and an accomplished singer and comedian. On stage he was witty and brazen, quick with repartée and saucily amusing. Off stage, Crecy had difficulty grasping reality and, as if abandoning the fight altogether, chose not to, remaining ostensibly female to all outside the confines of Le Prix. It was not difficult for Crecy to pass himself off as female with his fine build and softly shaped features. His lips were full while his eyes were lazy, dreamy and drooped slightly at the corners baring a latent sensuality that he used to full effect. He was naturally blonde, although his penchant for peroxide meant that he became increasingly platinum. He kept his hair long and it fell obligingly into natural curls that bounced at the back while framing his face in cherubic ringlets. Crecy’s voice was soft, husky and feminine and his hypersensitive nature made it easy for him to play the frail damsel, wronged and distressed. He attracted two distinct followings: those who genuinely mistook him for a ravishing blonde, and those who knew his true gender and shared his proclivities. His friendship with Coco was more difficult to categorise and impossible to explain.


Thus it was that Le Prix d’Amour and its curious collection of artistes coped well with the declaration of war — so well, in fact, that profits soared to record heights and Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner bought a little holiday house in Marseilles. While men all over France were mobilised, there were no men in Le Prix’s motley company who were in danger of a military call-up. Monsieur Maurice and most members of the little orchestra were too old, and the only ablebodied young men, Hiram the Brazilian trumpeter and Orlando the illusionist, were foreign nationals. Orlando proclaimed himself a patriotic Spaniard, a refugee from Franco’s civil war that had ravaged that country, although his precise origins remained something of a mystery. As was his way, Monsieur Maurice allowed the specifics of Orlando’s past to languish undiscovered. The other male members of the company were so clearly unfit for military service that Monsieur Maurice held no fears that the war would see him denuded of either staff or performers. As he liked to joke with Hiram, the female members of Le Prix would have made far better soldiers than their male counterparts. He eyed the squat Chinon, the delicate and feminine Crecy, André the consumptive Hungarian violinist and Cabot the wizened janitor as he shook his head.


‘Send them Coco, Poppy or Sabine,’ he was fond of saying, ‘they’ll keep the Germans at bay!’


Most Parisians tried hard to take the looming prospect of war seriously but, in the end it simply eluded them. In the first few weeks following the declaration of war, many of the capital’s citizens had hurried south, fearful of the westward advance of the rampaging German army. Those who remained had been issued gas masks and Le Prix’s enterprising performers had incorporated these into their routines with surprising results. Coco, in particular, proved adept at manufacturing new and bizarre uses for the gas mask, pairing it with her trusty whip. Crecy followed suit, teaming a black velvet, sequined gas mask with a luxurious evening gown. Air raid shelters were designated and Le Prix obligingly advertised these at the commencement of every show, Chinon announcing in his throaty ringmaster’s tones that the closest shelters were located in the basements of buildings that flanked the theatre. The idea of building an air raid shelter in the basement of Le Prix was only briefly entertained by Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner who declared that such a move would be bad for public morale. But he was persuaded by Monsieur Maurice that he should at least provide some protection for his employees and the basement was duly fitted with sandbags, soft furnishings and ugly necessities such as torches, the door now bearing the faintly threatening sign ‘abris’ — air raid shelter.


Potentially worse for public morale was a move by the government to close all theatres and cinemas following the official declaration of war. Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner was outraged and pulled strings with impunity in an effort to have the edict overturned. He demanded an appointment with his close friend Georges who was a member of the French Parliament and to whom he pleaded with tears in his eyes that the soldiers must have their entertainment or they would suffer extreme nerves on the battlefield.


‘Have pity on our young men,’ he beseeched, ‘they are soon to meet the Boches in bloody combat and must have something to fight for!’ Having argued persuasively that Le Prix represented a cause for which the flower of the nation’s manhood should fight, he managed to wrest an exemption from the government and Le Prix remained open while other furious cabaret owners were forced to close.


But the serious business of war did not last. The Germans, having ravaged Poland, seemed to lose interest in fighting, and the marauding Germanic hordes appeared becalmed. Parisians settled into a strange state of war which they dubbed ‘la drôle de guerre’ — ‘the funny war’. The men who had mobilised, donned their uniforms and departed bravely to tearful farewells at railway stations were now back from the front wearing an air of desperate boredom and eager to rediscover the delights of cabaret life they had missed so badly in their shelters and redoubts. Had they seen any Germans? Not so much as a glimpse. Perhaps the Germans had heard of their fighting prowess, had remembered the defeats of the last war and had recognised the invincibility of the Maginot Line. Perhaps the legions of Huberts had materialised and, following some fist-shaking and an exchange of biting insults, had sent the browbeaten Germans on their way. Perhaps common sense had prevailed in the rarefied atmosphere ofthe Reichstag and someone had persuaded Monsieur Hitler to stay at home. The handsome soldiers laughed at the notion of the moustachioed dictator trading his hysterical rallies and martial parades for a night at home in front of the fire wearing his comfy slippers and re-reading Mein Kampf for the hundredth time.


The charade continued until most Parisians decided that German inaction was likely to last so long that they might as well wait out the stalemate in comfort. Convoys of cars began to return from southern refuges and the streets filled again with the usual hustle and bustle of life. The theatres reopened, the men in uniform now fewer in number, most belonging to parties of soldiers who had returned from the front for a ‘holiday’. Sadie’s banker, now a familiar figure at Le Prix, decided to leave his family in the south ‘just in case’, much to Sadie’s delight. As winter retreated and the weather warmed in early 1940, Parisians relaxed further, any lingering thoughts of war now banished from the city’s collective consciousness. The French government, however, did not share the apathy of its citizens, warning against the ‘enemy within’ represented by the villainous communists who embodied the treacherous entente between Hitler and Stalin that allowed the Russians to share the spoils of the plundered Poland. Chinon the secret communist became even more determined to keep his political sentiments to himself and the little company at Le Prix closed ranks. Chinon carefully hid his copies of the banned Party newspaper L’Humanité, suppressed his hatred of the fascists — evidently in control of the government of this country too — and vented his fury on the Nazis, the day’s most popular target.


As the warmer weather approached, the French government adopted a sterner mode with its people and rationing was introduced. Bread was the first staple to be targeted and the girls at Le Prix mourned the loss of the soft twists beloved by so many. Croissants had escaped the eagle eye of the rationer and Maurice sighed with relief that Madame Claudette could still sate her appetite for the delicate chocolate croissants she consumed with elegantly restrained delight. The closing of the chocolate and pastry shops on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays raised the ire of the artistes, Crecy Duplessis declaring that the Germans could invade directly as the civilised world had clearly come to an end. He turned on one jewelled heel and took to his bed, moaning softly under a cold compress.


As rationing extended to the consumption of alcohol, Monsieur Le Prix’s Owner sought another audience with his friend Georges. Again, his powers of persuasion saved the day as Georges reassured him that the ban on alcohol extended only to the sale and public consumption of liquor. Le Prix could safely operate in its time-honoured way and the alcoholic haze through which most of its company viewed life would continue to mask the grim face of reality.




Chapter 5
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Ragged, all-pervading fear


It was a softly warm late spring morning and the dancers limbered up, flexing and extending, stretching cat-like as they prepared their sinuous bodies for the morning drills that formed the entrée to Madame Claudette’s exacting daily routine. The room hummed with the muted buzz of voices punctuated by the rhythmic sharpness of the piano keys as Madame Gartrille warmed her bony fingers and played snatches of favourite pieces, swaying mutely and wearing a mournful look on her long, pasty face as if hankering for some lost greatness. The girls ignored her studiously, wrapped in their gossip, their rollered, netted heads gathered in conspiratorial bunches as they strained to catch the juicy vocal titbits that were lobbed around the room.


The murmured buzz increased as the rapid clip-clop of Madame’s heeled feet ricocheted off the walls of the corridor and tumbled towards them in an untidy staccato. One or two of the girls stopped talking and listened intently as if somehow there was a change to the familiar pattern of Madame’s strident footfall. There was. Her typically regular gait was broken and stumbling as if she were fleeing something, as if she were running helter-skelter towards the safety of the practice room. One by one the girls’ conversations trailed off and they began to exchange looks of alarm. Madame reached the door and burst in, her beautifully composed face now twisted in fear, her hair in disarray as the wild strands waved in alarm.


‘The Germans are coming!’ Madame screamed at the assembled throng of dancers, poised and trembling in nervous anxiety. She stared wildly at the frozen figures. ‘The Germans are coming to Paris and all who can leave should go now!’ She broke down and fell in a twitching, fluttering heap on the nearest chair. ‘It is too much,’ she sobbed, ‘what will become of us?!’


Maurice, Orlando and Hiram quickly materialised and the little manager now fell at her side, signalling the two men to assist him.


‘Take Madame back to the apartment,’ he directed in a voice that was somehow mesmerising in its calmness, ‘she will have a little rest while we discuss the situation.’ The sorry little party left the room, Madame’s loud sobs trailing them down the corridor, a bubbling wake that washed over the walls and echoed back in agonised waves. Maurice looked at his dancers. A ragged, expectant silence hovered.


Madame was right. The early months of 1940 had seen the Germans resume their westward advance, taking Denmark in April followed by Norway a few short weeks later. The full might of the German army was unleashed as the blitzkrieg rolled across the Netherlands and into Belgium. The British, French and Belgian armies collapsed and retreated as the tide threatened to envelop them. The legions of Huberts were nowhere to be seen. This was the grim situation as Monsieur Maurice faced his little troupe.


‘If you want to leave ...’ he faltered, ‘you should do so soon ... you are under no obligation to stay.’ It was Sabine who voiced the thoughts of the group.


‘But we have nowhere to go ...’ she began uncertainly. The harsh truth of this statement was instantly confirmed by the crescendo of wails and strident cries as the others woke from their shock.


‘I have no family outside Paris,’ protested one.


‘My life is here,’ agonised another.


‘I don’t want to leave,’ wailed a third.


‘Ladies, please, calm yourselves!’ Maurice raised his hands, appealing with beseeching eyes for his distraught showgirls to control their distress and listen to him. Despite his diminutive form, Maurice was a man of presence and his gravitas now calmed the storm that threatened to erupt before him.


‘I will stay.’ He spoke slowly and deliberately. ‘I hope to send Madame to a place of safety in the south ... we have friends in Montpellier ... but I will stay here at Le Prix and try to persuade the Germans that we are no threat and that they should leave us in peace.’


Again, silence greeted his words as the girls tossed their fate in a mental juggling act. Gradually they spoke, their response expressed in anguished whispers or cries of desperation. Maurice addressed each plea, each sob.


‘I will stay with you.’ Maurice smiled gravely and pressed a hand in gratitude.


‘I have no money.’ Again a pressed hand and a soft smile.


‘I will help you.’


‘I have nowhere to go.’ Maurice looked around.


‘There must be someone who has relatives or friends who can help others in the company. We are a family, non? Please think carefully, try to recall any connection at all ... distant relatives, childhood friends, those you have worked with in other parts of the country ... some of these people may be able to lodge someone until we can make other arrangements.’ He paused and looked at the motley group that stood before him shrouded in uncertainty.


‘Who can help?’ he asked, shifting his gaze from one face to the next in turn. A bewildered silence greeted his entreaty as if the weight of individual responsibility had banished all prospect of collaborative care. Maurice looked slowly along the row of faces as Orlando and Hiram rejoined the anxious group.


‘Orlando? You are Spanish ... perhaps you could take some of the company and guide them across the border . they could stay in one of the little towns until this war is over ...’ Orlando shook his massive head vigorously.


‘Maurice, you are mad. The border is hundreds of kilometres away across rugged mountains — we could no sooner make such a journey than fly to the moon!’ Maurice nodded in weary acknowledgement and turned to Orlando’s left as a slight figure joined the group.


‘Coco? You must know someone in the south ...’


‘Non! My relatives are idiots with no education and even less in the way of manners. They are brutes who live like animals — I would prefer the company of the Germans!’ spat Coco, her whip working furiously against her leg as her eyes flashed with venom. Maurice sighed heavily. His eyes rested briefly on Chinon who lowered his head to avert his manager’s gaze. Maurice knew better than to tempt fate. He shifted his look to Sabine who stared back at him as if he was asking the impossible.


‘Don’t look at me,’ she blurted, ‘I’m an orphan, I was raised by nuns.’ This startling revelation saw jaws drop as one. Lily guffawed into her hand.


‘That explains a great deal!’ she jibed to Poppy in an undertone, ignoring Sabine’s murderous glare. Maurice turned towards Lily with a hopeful look.

OEBPS/Images/img703cb0a384f1.jpg
www.bigskypublishing.com.au





OEBPS/Images/imgaaae8a369034.jpg





OEBPS/Images/imgc23478487374.jpg
SECRETS ..
SHIWGLS

o ; Occupled Pans
A g||tzy cabaret where nothlng is as it sed

_Catherine MKullagh ‘;/

i
A./I//.n“





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg
T A cataiogue record for this

k is available from the

bool
LIFARY  National Library of Austral






OEBPS/Images/imgd8dd5a931ec2.jpg
Sacré-Coeyr

b

BOULEVA’

Moulin Rouge

ﬁ:® .®

5 DE LA CHRPELLE )

edm,

e
B
25
2
g

iy,

LA SEINE j
] nRsAy

4, Number

L
American Hospital 6 Place de la Concorde Gare Saint Lazaref%
10 | Le Prix d’Amour 7 Notre Dame Gare du Nord
D, 9-10| Boulevard de Clichy g Boulevard Garibaldi Gare de 1’Est

G, 6 [Hotel Ritz Gestapo HQ, 11 Rue de Saussaies Palais du Louvre
G, 4 |Hotel Majestic 10 Gare de Lyon 1 Arc de Triomphe






OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml


  

    Table of Contents



    

      		Cover



		Halftitle



		Copyright



		Title



		Dedication





		Contents



		Chapter 1 The red-hued cabaret



		Chapter 2 Variety is the spice



		Chapter 3 Creatures of the mind



		Chapter 4 A shrill portent of war



		Chapter 5 Ragged, all-pervading fear



		Chapter 6 An iron resolve



		Chapter 7 The bitter tide of invasion



		Chapter 8 Patriotism duly shelved



		Chapter 9 Playing with the enemy



		Chapter 10 A delicious diversion



		Chapter 11 Racketeers and revelations



		Chapter 12 The delicate question of identity



		Chapter 13 A certain uniqueness



		Chapter 14 The crushing cost of survival



		Chapter 15 The unexpected acrobat



		Chapter 16 An odious interloper



		Chapter 17 Madame Gloria’s culinary conundrum



		Chapter 18 God’s inescapable will



		Chapter 19 A rare breed of nun



		Chapter 20 Trussed-up trouble



		Chapter 21 An inconvenient corpse



		Chapter 22 A powerful ally



		Chapter 23 Yellow stars fading



		Chapter 24 Dirty Dietrich comes to call



		Chapter 25 A mercy dash with a difference



		Chapter 26 A dose of red-tinged optimism



		Chapter 27 The budding subversive



		Chapter 28 A goose behind the door



		Chapter 29 The whisper of betrayal



		Chapter 30 A tricky pursuit



		Chapter 31 The bell tolls for Madame Claudette



		Chapter 32 A quest for divine assistance



		Chapter 33 Exquisite timing



		Chapter 34 The shrouded beast



		Chapter 35 Knee-deep in contraband



		Chapter 36 Fomenting insurrection



		Chapter 37 The barricade king



		Chapter 38 The LPDB defeats its arch-enemy



		Author’s note



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author 



		BCover



    



  



