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Paris Nocturne

Chapter 1 
Early February 1941, Occupied Paris, France 
     	The sofa was a relic from an era long past, featuring sags, lumps, torn fabric, and a determined metal spring poking out near the left armrest. Given that I was trespassing I wasn’t about to complain. The nameplate on the door indicated the room belonged to a Monsieur Jacques Benet. After an extensive search of the entire nightclub, I’d discovered this space was one of three private areas backstage offering more than a rickety chair placed in front of a cracked mirror. Two blessings—the cushions were clean and the sofa long enough to withstand the body of a woman measuring five feet ten inches. It wasn’t a silken-sheet-covered bed at a luxury hotel, but I was warm and dry, and hopefully, with a few hours’ sleep, I might remember how I got here. Better still...who I was. Not to mention discovering why and how the odd vision of a theater collapsing, followed by a television announcement of a murder, had come knocking into my brain. And who the heck was Ajay Roy? 
     	I shrugged it off as a weird hallucination due to lack of sleep. I needed to rest. I was in the process of mashing down one of the mounds in the center of the sofa when I heard shouts, followed by the sound of chairs crashing. I extinguished the table lamp and opened the door a crack. 
The hallway was empty. It appeared I was safe from discovery and questions...at least momentarily. 
I slipped out of the room. I should note I was dressed in black trousers, black pullover sweater, and soft ballet slippers, a combination that fortuitously might provide some cover for stealth and action. The angry voices yelling in German convinced me that stealth and action were definitely the order of the day or, more accurately, the night. 
They were on the stage now. I could hear the stomping of heavy boots on a wooden floor. From my new position at the bottom of the stairs leading to the stage left wings, I was able to follow strong beams of light swaying from individual torches. 
I sensed movement behind me and turned. 
A blond man—wearing blue-gray trousers, a short jacket the same color, and a cap with odd-looking badges decorating the front—stood next to a dark-haired man dressed in black trousers and pullover sweater similar to my own outfit. Hatless. Both men appeared to be in their early twenties. They were partially hidden behind an old upright piano in the far corner backstage, only a few feet from where I was standing. 
I recognized the man in the black ensemble. About ninety minutes earlier, with not a soul in sight, I’d explored every inch of Café Violette and spotted his photo displayed in the lobby with his name written in easily read letters: Noel Matheson. I’d stared at the photo for at least ten minutes, not only because I was drawn to his features but because the name seemed familiar. I hadn’t been able to remember why, but I knew it was important. The two men were now looking my direction, their facial expressions conveying both surprise and fear. 
It was time to take a chance. I pointed toward the stage. “They’re coming fast,” I 
whispered. “Your best bet is the catwalk.”
 Matheson whispered. “Who are you?” 	
If I said, “No idea,” he’d think I was a lunatic. I was sure I wasn’t, even if my memory currently didn’t include my own name. But I sensed folks on the stage were in hunting mode and in no mood for a fun evening’s entertainment, so fast action was needed. Based on my earlier, albeit brief, solo tour of this old theater, which had included gazing at photos on walls and checking a calendar I’d found in an open office, I’d determined I was in Paris in 1941 in a city currently under German Occupation, which meant the guys clomping around above us on the stage weren’t friendly. 
There wasn’t time to waste on explanations I couldn’t provide. 
“Um...look, these guys will be backstage very soon, which is why I suggest the catwalk. There’s an exit leading to the roof.” I paused, hearing the echo of a male voice inside my head, saying, Always get the lay of the land when you enter a new building. Escape routes are vital. I shook it off. Something to ponder later, along with figuring out who I was and what I was doing in the middle of what appeared to be the flight to freedom of a British pilot. 
Indecision emanated from the corner. I could feel it. I added, “Hey, I realize this is wacky and you have no reason to trust me, but if they find you, I’m sure life is going to become very unpleasant. If we can find a way to divert their attention for a few minutes, you should be able to get out of the building. I’m kind of assuming you have some help waiting somewhere...” 
Matheson hesitated. Well, why shouldn’t he? As I’d stated, he had absolutely no reason to trust a strange woman popping up in the middle of some kind of raid. A woman who was brazen enough to suggest a way out he either wasn’t aware of or hadn’t considered. 
But the hesitation was brief, five seconds at most. In English, with a pronounced French accent, he asked, “Mademoiselle, can you guide him across the catwalk and outside? There will be a gentleman across the street at the bookstore, dressed in a brown suit and brown fedora, holding a copy of William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. The password is any sentence with use of the phrase ‘Bard of Avon.’ You can trust this man.” 
“What about you? If you stay here, they’re liable to find you any minute now. Wouldn’t it be better for me to try and stall them? I might seem less threatening. At least I’d be something unexpected. You could steer him toward this bookstore. Where, I guess, your, uh, friend knows you?” 
“He does, but if you stay, I fear you would be in grave danger. I will be taking the offensive here. I shall go out and meet these Germans. I have a perfect right to be in the club at this hour in the morning. It is where I work and where often I stay to sleep, especially over the last months.” He turned to the younger man. “Flight Officer Sam Seymour, meet...this lady. She will take of you.” His next word sounded like a combination of prayer and anxiety. “Oui?” 
I replied, “Oui.” 
Seymour flashed a cheery smile and, in a broad English accent, stated, “Off we go, then, miss.” 
I motioned for him to follow me to the spiral staircase a few feet from the piano. Noel Matheson hurried onto the stage as Sam and I hit the middle tier.
 A second later, I heard Matheson shout, in decent German, “Was ist hier los? Why are you here at bloody three in the morning! What in hell do you want?” 
Sam Seymour and I paused for a moment at the top of the staircase, listening to a mass of voices below blending into a discordant noise. We were surrounded by muddy darkness. The hunters hadn’t found the switch which provided a dim light in this part of what must once have been an old opera house before a conversion turned it into a nightclub/cabaret. The lights from the stage provided a small source of illumination but hopefully would not be strong enough to reveal our location, unless some enterprising thug decided to aim his torch upward. 
I was about to take a step onto the catwalk when Seymour buckled over, nearly falling down the stairs. 
“Are you okay?” 
“Just a bit woozy, miss. My balance should be better on the ground, but I can’t seem to find my ‘sea legs’ as it were.” 
“When did you last eat?” He tried to smile. “Can’t recall.” 
“Okay. Stay here for a minute. I’ll see if anyone’s left anything in the lighting booth.” 
“But...” 
“No buts, Flight Officer. Can’t have you tumbling onto a stage full of killers. And I doubt the food where they’d take you would be up to RAF standards. Look, I’ll be quick. Stay exactly where you are and keep your head down. This is a blind spot for anyone looking up, which helps.” 
The entrance to the catwalk was also the entrance to a much narrower walkway leading to the lighting booth about six feet away to the right. Ridiculous! Sticking a sixteen-inch-wide piece of wood at a height of thirty feet above the stage floor and calling it a passage for grown men to navigate in the dark. 
My balance, in dark or light, is excellent and I made it into the booth without incident, apart from a brief, weird flash of recall. I’d made this kind of trip from catwalk to light booth very recently...just not here. Not in this space. Not even in this country. I remembered the image and hearing myself say, “Chanson Theatre.” 
I was wasting time probing inside a faint, short, confusing memory. I scrambled around in the dark and quickly found a reason to thank whoever ran the lights at Café Violette. A bag of croissants, still moderately fresh, and several large hunks of wrapped cheese had been abandoned at the end of the show. Any hungry mice must have been sleeping or partying elsewhere around Paris, because they hadn’t yet discovered the feast. I grabbed everything and made my way back to Sam. 
“Take a couple of bites now before we cross the catwalk. You need as much balance as you can manage,” I told him. “Then, we’d best make tracks while the Nazis are still talking and not searching.” 
“Or shooting.” 
“Yeah, that too.” I thrust away thoughts of a bleeding Noel Matheson sprawled on the stage and motioned Sam to go ahead. 
“Miss, shouldn’t I be the one to follow? I don’t feel very gallant leaving you behind.” 
“No. Don’t worry about chivalry. If you do lose your balance I’ll be right there to catch you. Plus, if they see me, I’ll be in less danger than you. I doubt the Nazis are 
looking for women tonight. Shush, now. Sound travels.” 
Our progress halted when we’d reached the middle of the walk and I heard Noel call out in English, “Major Bauer! Are you insane? You are thinking someone to be hiding at the top of the theater? You have quite the imagination. You are to be guessing you will find some British pilot swinging from a rope and preparing to land, like a pirate in a swashbuckling film from America?” 
“Sam, get down!” 
Sam didn’t need to be told twice. We flung ourselves onto the catwalk and flattened our bodies as much as was possible in order to escape the strong beam of light careening from left to right, then back again. 
A voice rang out. I’d bet the bag of croissants it was this Bauer person. He spoke excellent English. “This is absurd. We can determine nothing by waving torches into the air. Herr Matheson, how does one attain access to the bridge and whatever dark crevices exist above in this old theater?” 
Jeez! The man was spitting out correct grammar at a quarter past three in the morning while conducting a search for a downed pilot of His Majesty’s Royal Air Force. 
“Sam, hurry.” 
The flight officer didn’t need to be told twice. We reached the other side of the catwalk in record time. 
“Follow me.” I waved at him. 
I ran across the platform leading from the bridge to a large sliding panel. I opened the panel and unveiled a ladder which had probably been installed in the late 1800s. 
If this young pilot wondered why some strange young lady knew how to find an exit leading to the roof, he didn’t ask. I was his best means to safety. We made it up the ladder, over the roof, down an outside fire exit, and across the street in about two minutes. 
It was ironic. Sam was to meet the person guiding him to the next contact at the same bookstore where I’d taken shelter no more than an hour earlier, after I’d toured Café Violette and decided I needed air. The shelter had consisted of staring at the doorway of the nightclub while I attempted to access something in my brain that would trigger a solid memory. An older man, perhaps in his sixties, dressed in brown, with a wide-brimmed brown fedora atop his head, stood by the door of the bookstore, smoking a cigarette. A copy of Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury was tucked under his arm but visible in the light. Quite bold, really, but I supposed, if questioned, he could explain he’d stepped out of the rain for a smoke. Mine was not to reason. Mine was to hand Sam over to him and pray they’d make it to the next stop without incident. 
We checked both ends of the street before joining him. The action was all still at Café Violette. Dumb, in my opinion, but I wasn’t going to go out of my way to tell Herr Bauer or his buddies their plan to capture this pilot was just lousy stupid. Plus, I had a very weird feeling Bauer didn’t really care about tonight’s outcome. Something to revisit later. 
“Do you speak French?” I asked Sam. 
He tried to smile. “Not really. I can ask where to find the W.C. and say ‘thank you.’ I definitely don’t have the skills to come up with a smart Shakespearean reference. We thought...I thought...Noel would be handling this part of the escape.” He sounded truly scared for the first time since I’d seen him by the piano, backstage. 
 	The contact hadn’t said a word. He must be making sure we could be trusted before he found himself in a hole at the 18th Arrondissement waiting for the gendarmes to turn him over to some black-booted officer attached to the Schutzstaffel or Gestapo. I applauded his caution. 
“No problem.” I winked at Sam and held my hand out to the man in brown, saying, in somewhat fractured French, “Bon nuit, Monsieur. Intéressant! I see you have a copy of The Sound and the Fury. I love that book. Of course, the title is lifted from one of the Bard of Avon’s best works...the tragedy of Macbeth.” 	
The older man smiled and responded in French. “Ah, oui. Merci, Mademoiselle. An excellent play with its themes of the dominance of power over individuals who were once noble. Sadly, too apropos for our own times.” He nodded at Sam and then greeted him in heavily accented English. “We go now, oui? Before one of Bauer’s soldiers decides to exit the theater and finds a merry little group out in the rain in the middle of the night looking for some culture.” 
They began to walk away from the bookstore. Sam turned, hurried over to me and hugged me. “Thank you. But what about you? Are you all right to get home?” 
I had no idea where home was, so I answered truthfully, “I’m not going home. I’m heading back into Café Violette. I’d say more improvisation is needed to keep our friend safe. And it might also serve as a bit more distraction for your departure.” 
“You are very brave.” 
I smiled. “Far less than either of you. And right now? I’m angry. There’s no valid reason those Nazis just happen to have arrived at Café Violette at this hour. I’d 
 wager someone in the circle of French conspirators is either an idiot and has a big mouth, or there’s an informer. A traitor. Lowest of the low.” 
Another image, clearer than the one I’d experienced in the light booth, clicked inside my head. I could see myself standing outside a ruined dwelling, crying, as a woman about my age silently mouthed, “Ajay was betrayed.” 
I waved them on. “Take care and be safe.” 
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