

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


DESCRIPTION

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

QUOTE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

END CREDITS


 

TEACH ME

Steamy Secrets, Book Two

Diane Demetre

When destiny beckons, what is a girl to do?

At twenty-four, Samantha O’Brien scores her dream job as a dancer at the famous Moulin Rouge, only to arrive in Paris to find her well-laid plans in disarray. Fortuitously, Sam is rescued by the eccentric, tarot-card reading proprietress of Hotel Hollandaise, who cautions that Paris is for lovers, but not always love.

As Sam launches into her new career, she suspects that the show’s super sexy, Sicilian stage director, Tony Di Falco is more than just a creative genius and hard taskmaster, leaving her to wonder whether secrets are best shared.

Meeting Philippe Lacroix, a struggling, young artist in Montmartre saves Sam from imploding under the pressure. He introduces her to the city of love, captivating her with his angelic good looks and sensuous touch. Yet the mounting attraction intensifies between Sam and Tony, and their tense, sexually charged relationship threatens to overwhelm them. But the show must go on.

Filled with backstage bitchiness, tough rehearsals, a sprinkling of cocaine and the French addiction to cigarettes, Sam grapples with her new life. Then without warning, her destiny changes literally before her eyes, and she learns that even in the most romantic city of the world, you don’t find love, love finds you.

Teach Me is the second stand-alone book in Diane Demetre’s genre-busting erotic romance series, Steamy Secrets. If you love strong heroes, hot sex and feisty heroines, don’t miss this page-turning love story with a twist.
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 DEDICATION

 For Tash

My Tiny Dancer

May we all dance forever, together


 QUOTE 

If I could tell you what it meant, there would be no point in dancing it.

— Isadora Duncan
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CHAPTER ONE 

SAM’S SHOULDER SCREAMED IN protest as she lugged her suitcase up the narrow, creaking staircase. Uncertain if she was going to make it to the reception counter before she collapsed, she gave one final tug, hauling behind her stubborn suitcase, dance bag and hand luggage. Dumping the bags on the floor, her shoulder sagged in relief as she shoved the suitcase under the counter and tapped the desk bell.

With a skinny, roll-your-own cigarette balancing between yellowing teeth, an old man raised his head from behind the counter, like a tortoise peering out from its shell.

“Monsieur Boucher?” Sam’s bright tone was in direct contrast to the landlord’s unwelcoming frown. He nodded. “I have a reservation. My name is Samantha O’Brien. From Australia.” Handing him the folded email with her reservation’s details, Sam allowed herself to relax for the first time since she’d arrived in Paris only a few hours earlier. Monsieur Boucher stared at the email. He continued to scratch his chin and chew his wet cigarette.

“You see. Here.” She reached toward the email pointing out the confirmation details between herself and Regina’s Montmartre, the small hotel in which she’d planned to live. “You confirmed here and here. I have a reservation beginning today for the next six months.” The triumph in her voice as to the veracity of the booking did little to convince Monsieur Boucher. Tilting his head to one side, his grapefruit-sour face squeezed tighter, and he shrugged. Pulling his tattered black beret a little further down his forehead, he nodded and lowered himself down to whatever was more interesting below the desk.

“Monsieur Boucher, I have a reservation. Here at this hotel, Regina’s Montmartre,” Sam’s voice rose. “I’ve just flown all the way from Australia and would like to go to my room, se il vous plait.” Sam knew her French was limited but she threw in the ‘please’ hoping it might sweeten the landlord’s mood.

“Mademoiselle.” The grapefruit face opened for a slow, deep voice to dribble out, but since Sam had no idea what he was saying, she became mesmerized by the cigarette that threatened to fall from his lips. With another shrug of his drooping shoulders, he returned to his disappearing act behind the counter.

Sam’s fatigue from the recent travelling bubbled to the surface. “Now listen here to me, Monsieur Boucher. I have a reservation. There it is.” Sam jabbed her finger so hard on the desk she thought she heard it crack. “I want to go to my room this very minute.”

Monsieur Boucher reached below the counter and produced a reservations diary which looked as old as he. He flicked the pages, ran his nicotine-stained finger down the listings, found O’Brien and turned the diary to face Samantha.

“Good,” she said, “About time.” In a grand voice, she read the entry aloud. “The twenty-sixth of September 2016. What? My reservation wasn’t for next year, it’s for this year, 2015!” Sam’s finger worked overtime stabbing her email while Monsieur Boucher’s finger tapped at his entry.

Angry tears bit at her eyes while Sam tried to explain once more. Complicated by the language divide, the landlord’s constant shrugging and apparent lack of any sympathy for her plight, made the situation excruciating. With her stomach twisting in knots and on the edge of screaming, she looked around and saw there wasn’t even a couch on which to sit in defiant protest of such incompetence. Wedged at the counter, she could either remain trapped upright arguing with a man who showed no compassion or responsibility for ruining her life or trundle down the stairs to the unknown. Which version of hell to choose?

With a final nonchalant shrug, Monsieur Boucher made the decision for her. Unable to tolerate the scene any longer, Sam threw her bags back on her shoulder and stormed down the stairs, unconcerned about scraping the old timber from the steps with every thud of her trailing suitcase. At least, the landlord’s angry yelling gave her some satisfaction. On reaching the bottom, she turned to see him standing at the top of the staircase, shaking his fists, his reddening face ready to implode on the quivering cigarette. Sam promptly responded by poking her tongue out. With a toss of her ponytail, she turned on her heel and strode away.

“Stupid old bastard,” she spat as she battled with her luggage along the uneven pavement. Musing over the childishness of her tongue-poke made her smile, and as her temper subsided, so did the pace at which she marched down the Rue des Abbesses.

“Oh, God,” she cursed under her breath. “What am I going to do now?” Dodging other pedestrians and with her resistant luggage in tow, she headed for the nearest café. Propped at a tiny red table under a pretty red awning, she sat in the red-light district of Paris awaiting un café as she scrolled to the number on her phone.

“Bonjour. C’est Moulin Rouge,” came the friendly female voice on the other end.

“Bonjour. Do you speak English?” Sam asked sipping the worst coffee she’d ever tasted.

“Oui. How may I help you?”

“My name is Samantha O’Brien, from Australia and I’m one of the new dancers in the Partie Paradise show. I was booked to stay at Regina’s Montmartre, but I’ve just arrived to be told they don’t have my booking. I’ve got nowhere to live, and I’m stuck somewhere in Montmartre. I need to find somewhere else to stay. Can you help me please?” The longer she spoke, the more she struggled to swallow the emotion clawing at her throat.

“Oui, Samantha. You are not far away from the Moulin Rouge. If you hail a taxi, it will bring you here. Come to the box office and ask for Yvette. That is me. Oui?”

“Oh, thank you, Yvette. Yes. Oui. I’ll be there soon. Thank you.” Samantha gladly left her lukewarm, bitter coffee to hail a cab. Yvette was right. The Moulin Rouge was close by, giving Sam just enough time to compose herself in the back of the cab.

On paying the fare and with her suitcase and bags stacked beside her, Sam stood on the pavement in front of her new career. At twenty-four years of age and being blessed with a 1.85-metre-tall, long-limbed body, she’d made her dream come true. Her mother and Aunty Michele had both danced at the Rouge when they were about her age. Soon, the name Samantha O’Brien would become part of the legend, as one of the Dorris Dancers for the next Moulin Rouge production. Regardless of Monsieur Boucher’s ineptitude, nothing could dampen the thrill of starting her new life in Paris. Looking up at the iconic red windmill, she took a deep breath, picked up her bags and headed to the box office. Through the entrance corridor she strolled, taking her time to study the current show’s glass-encased posters which lined the walls. Stopping now and again to soak up the atmosphere and history, Sam reflected on the venue’s fame that dated back to 1889. Daydreaming of the wonderful time she was about to have being part of one of the Rouge’s famous cabaret productions, she relaxed and, for the first time since arriving in Paris, her luggage behaved.

When she stepped into the foyer, flaming shades of red leapt to engulf her. The carpet, the walls, the furnishings and the drapes; everything blazed such an exotic vermilion she could almost smell the cinnabar. Like a seductive lover, the pigment’s brilliance beckoned her down the many stairs and toward the box office.

“Bonjour. I’m Samantha O’Brien.”

“Bonjour, Samantha, I’m Yvette.” A tiny redheaded young woman perched on a stool at the ticketing window. “I’m so sorry about your trouble, but Josette Deschamps was supposed to meet you at the airport. Did you not see her?”

“I know, but she wasn’t there. At least, I couldn’t find her.”

“I will call her now. Just a moment.” Yvette dialled and chatted in rapid French to the person on the other of the phone. “Josette says she was there but must have missed you. I am so sorry, Samantha. One of our dancers is supposed to meet all new dancers at the airport and make sure everything is all right. Josette is on her way here now. Miss Faraday will be most displeased Josette missed you.” It was common knowledge that the ballet mistress, Miss Faraday ruled the dancers with a fair, but iron will. Sam was relieved it’d be Josette and not her, who would attract Miss Faraday’s scrutiny on this occasion.

“In the meantime, I’ve found somewhere for you to stay,” Yvette said.

“You have? That’s marvellous.”

“Madame Lucette owns Hotel Hollandaise. She has one room left to let. It’s a small hotel or how you say, a boarding guest house. Not far from here. You can walk from the Rouge to the hotel.”

“Really? Oh, thank you so much, Yvette. I could kiss you.”

“No, no. Not necessary.” Yvette’s petite hands waved Sam’s gratitude away and at the same time, a leggy blonde leapt down the stairs two at a time, making a beeline to the box office window.

Her long eyelashes fluttered over sparkling sapphire eyes and her blonde ponytail kept two-four time, swinging like a metronome behind her head. She threw her arms around Samantha’s neck. “I am so sorry. I don’t know how I missed you at the airport. I even paged you, but you must have gone. Are you all right?”

Assuming this was Josette, Sam unclenched herself from her chaperone’s fierce hug. “It’s okay, Josette. I’m okay. Yvette has sorted everything out for me.”

Again, Josette threw her arms around Samantha’s neck. “Oh, that is wonderful news.” Then on releasing Sam, she turned to Yvette and blew her lots of air-kisses smattered with innumerable merci beaucoups.

Josette spoke good English, less broken than Yvette’s, so Sam gave an abridged version of her reservation fiasco and the new accommodation Yvette had secured at Madame Lucette’s for her.

“Hotel Hollandaise,” Josette shrieked in approval. “It is so cute. You’ll love it. Come on. Let’s go.” She hauled Sam’s bags onto each shoulder, leaving Sam to handle the suitcase and say a hurried farewell to Yvette, who returned to her normal ticketing duties.

~ ♥ ~

SOON THE PAIR STRODE down the Boulevard de Clichy. Zigzagging through the passing traffic, Josette was undeterred by the wrath of angry drivers, while Sam trailed behind, smiling and apologizing for their impertinence. Taking a left into Rue Puget, Josette finally slowed her marathon pace.

Josette turned to Sam with a dazzling showgirl smile. “So, are you excited?”

“Yes, very much,” Sam said, mirroring Josette’s smile.

Chatting idly, neither girl took much notice of the stares their presence produced. The local Parisians were used to seeing showgirls on the street, their long legs tucked into tight jeans and killer high heels. But it was the tourists, unaccustomed to seeing such poise and beauty close up, who turned as they passed by. Nearly a full head taller than mere mortals, Josette and Sam were a carbon copy of each other, except that Josette’s flaxen hair was in direct contrast to Sam’s thick, liquorice-coloured locks; remnants of her Irish ancestry, as were her emerald eyes.

Josette veered right into a small public courtyard and for the first time, Samantha took the chance to appreciate the prettiness of the 18th arrondissement of Paris. Two rows of sprawling linden trees with their canopies of rich, dark leaves stretched overhead like giant awnings. The diffused shade protected the graceful bodies of men and women as they relaxed on the park benches, enjoying their autumn lunch and talk of love. Manicured grass, plush as velvet crept to meet the cobbled pathway that threaded through the courtyard, caressing it with a lover’s touch as if to match the furtive glances of a local’s lunchtime tryst.

“This is petite fontaine bleue, small blue fountain,” Josette said when they stopped at the cobalt-blue marble fountain in the middle of the courtyard. Held aloft by four nymphs, its cup of water trickled down into the cobblestone trough at its base, with only the slightest murmur.

“It’s beautiful.” Sam circled the fountain, pointing to the scattered coins in its base. “Is it a fountain of love?”

“Oui, all is love in Paris.”

At the rear of the courtyard, and camouflaged by golden, honey locust trees, hid Hotel Hollandaise. A narrow, early twentieth century, three-story white-washed stone block structure, it stood wedged between larger period buildings like a little sister squashed between much larger brothers. With a tight central doorway splitting its façade and tiny balconies protruding from the rooms above, Hotel Hollandaise welcomed Samantha with its slender curtained windows and French doors winking in the sunlight.

“This looks perfect,” she said, appreciating her new home away from home.

“Yes, it’s so quaint. I know you’ll love it here. It’s where I lived when I first arrived from Monte Carlo a few years ago. And Madame Lucette is wonderful. She’s a fortune-teller, you know. But you’ll find that out for yourself.”

Before Josette could continue, out from the front door launched a dynamic woman wearing a floating multi-coloured caftan and a black fringed shawl which failed to disguise her bony shoulders. Grey hair swirled atop her head in a loose bun skewered by two Chinese chopsticks. By the glint and jangle of bracelets, earrings and necklaces, she was a costume jewellery retailer’s dream customer.

“Bonjour. Bonjour. You must be Samantha. Ah, Josette, it is good to see you.”

Like a giraffe stretching down to drink, Josette exchanged double cheek kisses with her diminutive, ex-landlady whose face wore the friendliest of smiles.

“Bonjour, Madame Lucette. It’s so good of you to take me in like this.” Unexpected emotion welled in Sam’s eyes and Madame Lucette rushed forwards, embracing her new tenant, reaching up with a kiss to her cheeks.

“There, there, chère fille. It is all right. I will look after you. Hotel Hollandaise is not the most beautiful hotel in Montmartre, but it is the most charming.” With a flourish of her hand, Madame Lucette signalled the way into the hotel.

Crammed into a small corner in the foyer was the reception desk, behind which the wall was amateurishly painted in a scene depicting the nearby Sacré-Coeur, the famous white-domed Catholic church of Montmartre. The hotel tried to smell its age, but Madame Lucette’s scented candles and incense burnt away its attempts. Although the walls needed fresh licks of paint, Sam noticed the foyer was clean and organized. Decorated with clusters of knick-knacks, fortune-telling cards and baubles, the atmosphere reminded her of a gypsy’s caravan, warm and mysterious. Breaking the spell, a computer glowed in the corner. Madame Lucette squeezed behind the counter and arranged all the details of Samantha’s reservation with efficiency and friendliness as her oversized, crystal droplet earrings jingled in time with her movements.

Large brass key in hand, Madame Lucette led the dancers up the stairs to the first floor. “I call this my salle do soleil, my sunshine room, Samantha. Every morning the sun shines in and fills it with light. I know you dancers like to sleep late, but it is so important to let light into your life.” She turned back to Sam and winked for emphasis before continuing her climb. Josette nodded at Sam with a ‘told-you-so’ expression.

Turning the brass key in the lock, Madame Lucette opened the creaky door with pride. A double bed all but filled the room, its sagging mattress covered with clean sheets, mismatched blankets and a hand-made fringed quilt. Not more than four steps from the end of the bed, a small ornate fireplace lay claim to the wall. To one side of the bed crammed a nightstand, while on the other squeezed an old teak armoire, barely big enough to store the clothes Samantha had in her suitcase. Next to this squatted a bar fridge, which sat as sentinel to the door leading into the even tinier bathroom.

Not wanting to sound ungrateful, Sam said, “It’s wonderful. Thank you. This will suit me perfectly.”

“I know it is small, chère fille, but it is the room for you. The cards told me so.” Madame Lucette placed the large key in Samantha’s hands, kissed her cheeks once more and made a sweeping exit, all but catching her shawl in the closing door.

Sam pushed her suitcase into a corner and nodded at Josette to discard the other bags likewise. When they flopped onto the bed, it sank beneath their strictly controlled weight, making them laugh out loud.

“Well it’s not what I expected but I have a roof over my head, a fireplace and a bathroom. I consider myself lucky. It’s very expensive, though. I’ll have to get mum and dad to send over some extra money to help out I think.”

“Everything in Paris is expensive. Although, it would be better to have a stronger bed for when you make love to your new French boyfriend” Josette bounced up and down as proof of the poor performing mattress.

“I didn’t come here to find a boyfriend. I came here to dance. I’m only interested in my career. I don’t have time for boyfriends.”

“Idiote,” Josette scolded. “You are in Paris, the city of love. Of course, you will find love. It is all around you.”

“No, Josette. I don’t want love. I want a career. Love can wait.” Samantha had worked long and hard for this opportunity and she wasn’t going to lose her heart to some man and ruin her future.

“Poor Samantha,” Josette said with sarcastic pity. “It doesn’t matter what you want. You are in Paris and Paris is love.” With a grand kick of her legs, she was off the bed and at the door. “I’ll be back around seven o’clock tonight. We will go out and find you some love.” As Sam repeated her rebuttal, Josette closed the door and was gone.

Pushing open the stiff French doors on the other side of the bed, Sam wiggled out onto her narrow balcony to watch her new friend prance away. Josette turned, did a perfect bump-and-grind and blew Sam a kiss. When nearby men whistled her impromptu performance, Josette took a bow and left the courtyard a quieter place.

Looking out at the wise, old trees and the lovers on the park benches below her, Sam smiled in contentment. This quaint, old-world hotel had become her new home and she wondered what the city of love had in store for her.


CHAPTER TWO

“I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE you rang me, Aunty Michele. It’s two o’clock in the morning over there.”

“That’s okay, my Tiny Dancer. I promised your mum I’d call you in Paris since she’s still on the flight home from London.” Having been showgirls together years before at the Moulin Rouge and lifelong friends, Michele was calling Sam for SallyAnn, who’d be worried sick about her daughter’s arrival in Paris.

“You know, Aunty Michele, I’m not that tiny anymore.”

“I know, honey. But you’ll always be my Tiny Dancer because that’s what I called you when you started ballet. I’m so proud of you, you know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. Thanks for everything, Aunty Michele. Please make sure mum doesn’t worry too much. But they’ll need to organize some more money for me though so I can pay the rent here. Paris is so expensive. I doubt I’ll be able to afford to eat anything other than coffee and salads.”

“I’ll let your dad know about the money in the morning. He’ll sort it out. They’ll just be happy that you found somewhere to live after all the mix-up. Now, remember, not only is Paris expensive, it’s also very romantic. There’s always lots of love on offer. Your mother had a wonderful affair when we danced there—”

“Okay. Too much information. I have to go, Aunty Michele. Josette is taking me out tonight. Love you.”

“Love you too, Tiny Dancer.”

Samantha had one hour to finish unpacking and get ready before Josette turned up. She recalled what Aunty Michele used to say, ‘time to put your skates on’ so Sam did just that and was ready and waiting downstairs just before seven.

~ ♥ ~

“I SEE YOU ARE going out, Samantha,” Madame Lucette crooned from behind a large potted philodendron she was tending.

“Yes. Josette is going to show me around a little.”

“It’s a full moon tonight, Samantha.” Madame Lucette glanced outside and then to Sam as if telepathically sharing the significance of the moon’s cycle.

Sam smiled awkwardly and returned to curling up the cuffs of her white blouse, which she tucked once more into her low-slung blue jeans. With her long black tresses hanging loosely over her shoulders and her makeup artfully applied, she was a striking contradiction of youthful innocence and exotic sexuality.

“You are a very beautiful girl, Samantha, and Paris is a very beautiful city. But sometimes beauty is not always a blessing.” Madame Lucette’s gaze remained fixed on the leaves she lovingly polished.

“Oh, Madame Lucette, there are many more beautiful girls than me in Paris. Josette is far more beautiful than me.” She shifted her weight uneasily from foot to foot.

“No, I do not think that is true, chère fille.” Madame Lucette looked up and met Samantha’s green eyes. “I talk about inside beauty and you are filled with it.” She paused and watched Samantha continue fidgeting. “But with beauty can also come demons. And the cards tell me you have both inside you . . .”

“Bonsoir, Sam. Are you ready for love?” Josette called in a bright voice as she strode to the front door where Samantha stood waiting to be saved.

“No. But I’m ready for a glass of wine.” Samantha cast a farewell smile and a quick wave to Madame Lucette before making a hasty exit.

“Is something the matter?” Josette asked as they headed through the courtyard, their high heels navigating the cobblestone pathway.

“It’s Madame Lucette. I thought you were joking when you said she was a fortune teller. I thought she was just eccentric, but she said something just now—”

“What?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. I just need a drink.” Sam dismissed her apprehensions and the odd conversation with the landlady with an elegant wave of her hand.

“That I can do.” Josette linked her arm through Sam’s and guided her to her first party night in Montmartre.

~ ♥ ~

MADAME LUCETTE WAS RIGHT. Samantha’s room was salle do soleil. Having forgotten to wear her eye mask, Sam was rudely awoken at seven o’clock by blistering sunlight. As she struggled against the light’s insistence, her head joined the morning wake-up party with a staggering thud.

God, what was that drink? The green fairy? Absinthe? The night came crashing back. Just making it to the porcelain, Sam threw up what was left in her stomach, unsure whether it was the last of the lethal green drink or bile. Convinced she must have also heaved up an internal organ or two, Sam scanned the toilet bowl. Not noticing anything untoward as compared to the usual, she flushed the toilet and shuffled back to bed for more of the light show. After a few seconds of her hand rattling around in the nightstand drawer, she found her eye mask, strapped it to her face and fell unconscious.

~ ♥ ~

IT WAS DUSK BY the time Sam awoke for the second time on her second day in Paris. Praying her bathroom included steaming hot water she turned on the antique taps and waved her hand under the feeble spray. Although her hangover remedy never quite made it to the temperature or force she needed, she found the shower adequate. In fifteen minutes, she was towelled, dressed and with her wet hair twirled in a tight bun she padded down the stairs to the guest dining room.

Empty except for its six shabby-chic tables and a dozen matching chairs, the room opened onto a charming private courtyard through four French doors. Wandering outside, Sam admired the tiny quadrangle’s unruly beauty of geraniums, nasturtiums, roses and dahlias squabbling for more space in the traditional border garden. Each autumn flower seemed compelled to be the finest flame of colour before winter arrived to strip away its glory.

“Being in nature is a wonderful gift to give oneself, Samantha.”

Startled, Sam turned to see Madame Lucette resting on a wrought iron garden seat, in a halo of cigarette smoke. “Come sit beside me for a while.” The landlady tapped the cold, hard metal and Sam accepted her offer, although the cigarette smoke made her wince.

“So how was your night out with Josette?”

“I drank too much absinthe and now I’m paying the price,” Samantha said sheepishly.

“I see.” Madame Lucette stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray and pocketed her Gitanes under her shawl. “You would like some soup?

“Oh no, Madame Lucette. No food. Maybe tomorrow.”

“But you must have a little something. Come. I will make you a special tonic my mama used to make for me when I was a reckless, young girl like you.” Not waiting for consent, she clasped Sam’s hand and led her back through the dining room, into the kitchen.

“Sit, sit.” Madame Lucette pointed to one of two timeworn chairs nestled at the round table in the corner.

Samantha sat in silence and watched the landlady thrust her hands into the pantry retrieving an armful of ingredients which she whisked into a foamy, green mixture. Pouring a glass of the elixir, she slid it across the table to her guest. “Drink, Samantha. Drink.”

Tentative as to whether her stomach could tolerate anything green-coloured again, she sipped. “Actually, this tastes good.” Surprised that the tonic tasted far better than it looked, Sam drank it in a couple of swallows.

“Bon.” Collecting the empty glass Madame Lucette rinsed it and placed it in the wire dish rack. “Now, let us talk a little. Come to my room.”

Leading the way through the door on the other side of the kitchen, Madame Lucette beckoned Sam to follow. Like the typical fortune-telling parlours in old Hollywood movies, Madame Lucette’s room was filled with pink-glowing lamps draped with Tiffany shades, delicate shawls and scarves. Fragrant incense filled the room, its smoke flirting with the warm currents of air from the wall heater. The temperature in the room brought little beads of perspiration to Sam’s face, and she tugged to loosen the collar of her dress. Like Sam’s room, Madame Lucette’s small bed-sit was engulfed by her double bed adorned with a mountain of colourful pillows, leaving little room for the fortune-teller’s table tucked under a standard lamp in the corner. Madame Lucette glided to the table, pulled out a chair and nodded to Sam to be seated. Not one to disobey her elders, Sam lowered herself onto the cushioned chair and waited.

“First, let us see what the cards have to say.” Madame Lucette lit the melted candle next to her and waited for the flame to steady. She reached for the deck of tarot cards in the middle of the table and began to shuffle and concentrate.

After a few silent moments, she placed the deck in front of Sam. “Now shuffle the cards and ask them a question in your mind, Samantha. Cut the deck and you will have your answer.”

“But I don’t have a question, Madame Lucette.” Sam’s stomach began to churn.

“But you do, Samantha. Everyone has a question. You must ask it.”

Trying to think of the question she supposedly wanted to ask, Sam forced herself to ignore her uneasiness and focus on shuffling the deck. The tattered edges of the cards slipped through her fingers as the artwork on the back of each drifted past. Depicting a dark, tranquil night sky resplendent with a full moon peeping out from behind some stormy clouds, the cards worried in her hands as if eager to be freed. Wondering how, within forty-eight hours, she’d come to be in a French fortune-teller’s parlour, recovering from the hangover from hell, sitting opposite an eccentric landlady and shuffling tarot cards, Sam cut the deck. She peered at the card, uncomfortable at the sight of the wizened old hag, ashen-faced, unkempt and with arthritic fingers, pointing into the black distance.

Madame Lucette studied the card. “Samantha this is the crone goddess. She tells of the end, of decay, of winter that is to come. The crone goddess is a dark lady who holds the souls of the dead in her embrace.”

“But I’m not dying. I’m beginning a new life. Here in Paris.” Sam’s voice began to make its escape without her.

“The cards never lie, Samantha. Something is coming to an end in your life. There is natural termination. This may not be what you want or what you planned or expected. But there is an end.”

“I don’t understand.” Sam fidgeted in her chair, desperate to leave.

“To resist this end will only cause more pain, Samantha. Something must end so another may begin. You must accept this inevitable change.” With her shadowy eyes burning into Sam’s, Madame Lucette leaned further forwards as if being closer would reinforce her message.

“I really must go, Madame Lucette. I need some sleep before tomorrow.” Not waiting for a response Sam sprang up, her panic bumping the table. A bony hand ensnared her wrist. Sam imagined it felt like the old crone’s hand from the tarot card, and for a moment, Madame Lucette’s face seemed to wither and whiten, making the image complete.

With a softer tone in her voice, Madame Lucette said, “Samantha, do not be afraid. This is a card of great liberation. There is something you will soon be free of. This is good news, chère fille. Go now. Sleep well and dream of liberation.” Madame Lucette released her grip and Sam forced a smile then dashed from the room. Through the kitchen, out the dining room and up the stairs she fled, until safe behind her locked door, she took a deep breath.

This is crazy, she thought as she tried to slow her heart rate and breathing. On the bed, her phone flashed a message. It was Josette checking that Sam would be ready by eight the next morning. Sam messaged back she would. The simple act of texting brought normality back to the evening, enough for Sam to ready herself for sleep.

Jet lag still plagued her body and last night’s drinking had been foolish. As she crawled into bed, Sam left her eye mask off on purpose, knowing the sun would be her natural alarm clock. Finding comfort in the old mattress and soft pillows, she drifted into a deep sleep with thoughts of the French revolution and the music from Les Misérables swirling in her mind.


CHAPTER THREE

“BONJOUR, SAM.” JOSETTE KISSED Sam on both cheeks. “Ready for rehearsals?”

Unlike Josette who wore a face full of makeup, Sam’s scrubbed face had only a lick of cherry lip gloss and a lashing of mascara. Both wore sweatpants and loose jumpers. Josette’s rehearsal clothes screamed designer while Sam wore a Targét special, under which her dance gear of mesh tights and hi-cut leotards were concealed. Both had tied their hair back in tight buns, guaranteeing there’d be no distraction from wayward tendrils.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. I’m terribly nervous, though. I could barely eat any breakfast, just a hard-boiled egg and a cup of tea. And that feels like it’s about to perform an encore any minute.” Sam rubbed her flat tummy trying to quell the nerves.

“You will be fantastic. Tony is a good guy. He will love you. Come let’s go.”

With their dance totes hitched over their shoulders, the pair retraced their steps back to the Moulin Rouge under the blue skies of a crisp autumn day. Though the birds chirped good morning in the courtyard and lovers kissed goodbye on their way to work, Sam noticed none of the nuances of the city of love.

~ ♥ ~

AFTER THE FORMALITIES OF checking in as a new dancer, Sam followed Josette backstage. Narrow corridors wound like rabbit warrens branching left and right to unmarked doors, staircases and dark corners. The smell of over one hundred years of stage makeup, sweaty costumes and French artistry permeated the theatre’s backstage area sending a thrill of excitement through Sam’s body and a sharp jab of doubt into her mind. Josette called, waved and kissed, at least twenty other perfectly proportioned dancers, introducing Sam to each one. With no idea what they were saying Sam nodded, smiled and said bonjour to all. Most didn’t respond with more than a nod and an ice princess appraisal before prancing off to join a group of friends.

“Oh, Josette, I am out of my depth here. These girls are so stunning,” Sam whispered as they dropped their bags, stripped off their sweats and began to limber up.

“No, Sam. Once we begin, you will be fine.” Josette used the handrail at the bottom of a staircase on which to stretch her legs. Shuffling over, she offered a spot for Sam, who threw her leg up and contorted with a professional dancer’s flexibility. Face to foot Sam continued limbering up as she sneaked peeks at the other sixty or more dancers who, like her, formed the chorus of the Partie Paradise show. Every one of them, a towering vision of human genetic engineering, combined talent, beauty, confidence and poise with the discipline of a finely tuned machine. The male dancers were even taller and stronger, with faces chiselled as if from precious marble. For Sam, having been chosen to join such an illustrious company, was both inspiring and terrifying.

When the ballet mistress clapped her hands calling everyone to begin rehearsals, Sam raced onstage and froze with a gasp. She stood amongst the dancers, looking out into the auditorium where hundreds of patrons would dine and watch her perform two shows every night, six nights a week. She considered pinching herself to check she wasn’t dreaming, but she knew it was real She was finally here. Although the Moulin Rouge auditorium was lit only with bright worker lights, not the subtle, sensual lighting that glowed during the performance, it still resonated with a class and ambience befitting its world-renown reputation.

Miss Faraday, the ballet mistress, welcomed the cast with a short speech and then introduced the assistant choreographer, Penny Capstan, the stunning, ex-Rouge principal who’d been with the company for years. Sam suspected that Penny’s fresh-faced smile belied the ferociousness with which she was about to manage their first rehearsal.

With a lyrical flourish of her arm, Miss Faraday said, “And our choreographer and stage director, Tony Di Falco joins us once again for this show.”

Sam studied her new boss, whose presence filled the cavernous venue when he stood at their applause. With thick, dark hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, a scruffy light beard, dark smouldering eyes and burnished skin, Tony Di Falco could not be mistaken for anything but Sicilian. Rumours preceded him of the death-stare he’d inflicted last year on a poor, stupid male dancer who asked him where in Italy he’d been born. To a Sicilian, the insult of being called an Italian was unforgivable. As expected, Tony hadn’t invited that male dancer to return for this show. Everyone secretly referred to Tony as Ursu, meaning the ‘bear’ in Sicilian, and it wasn’t because he was cute and cuddly.

With only a twitch of a smile, he greeted his new charges. “Merci, Miss Faraday. It is once again a pleasure to be here at the famous Moulin Rouge. We will work hard, we will have fun and we will be the best show in the world.” Ever the consummate performer he paused for his cast’s murmur of agreement then continued in a warm modulated voice cloaked in a sexy European accent. “Now let us begin. Penny, the can-can please.” Sinking his tall, muscular frame back into the front row seat, Tony steepled his fingers together, tapping them to his lips. Eyes like a hawk he surveyed his prey on stage while his assistant sorted the cast into the various groupings for the show’s most famous routine. A form of a quadrille with extravagant leaping, kicking, acrobatics and non-stop footwork, the Moulin Rouge’s can-can was known as one of the most strenuous in the business.

Within a few hours and under Penny’s relentless instruction, some of the new dancers were crippled over in the wings gasping for breath, clutching their stomachs, trying not to throw up before their next entrance.

“You are doing good, Sam.” Josette jigged on the spot in the wings beside her.

“I feel much better now we’ve started.” Sam pulled deep breaths into her lungs, her confidence growing. Following Josette’s lead of a piercing scream, Sam ran onto the stage shrieking the call of the can-can.

A baritone voice boomed over the music. “What is your name?” Tony’s stare singled Sam out and sent an icy chill through the rehearsals. All movement and music stopped.

“Samantha O’Brien.” Arms hanging lank by her sides, she felt her insides crumble.

“Well, Samantha O’Brien we do not need your shrill screams until you have been taught how to make the right sound. So please just concentrate on the steps for now.”

“Yes, Tony. I’m sorry. I was just trying to—”

“Here at the Moulin Rouge, we do not try. We do as instructed.” His dismissal of her was absolute. Turning his attention to Penny, he waved his hand. “Continue.”

Holding back tears, Sam looked at Josette, who shook her head in a ‘not-to-worry’ fashion. Sucking up her emotions with a dancer’s discipline, Sam launched back into the routine, punishing herself with the steps while keeping one eye glued on her new boss, trying her utmost to please him for the rest of the rehearsal.

~ ♥ ~

EXHAUSTED SIX HOURS LATER, Josette and Sam found a table at the local crêperie, Toutes les crêpes de jour, a favourite haunt of the dancers. Most of the tables were already occupied by the cast as they chatted, smoked, drank coffee and waited for their crepes. With the evening beginning its slow descent, the electric blue of the night sky formed a fitting backdrop to the red awnings of the shops scattered along the narrow, cobbled street. Languishing at the tables, the experienced dancers looked relaxed and well pleased with themselves, while the newbies fidgeted trying to get comfortable while lactic acid charged through their muscles.

“That was awful,” Sam said, reliving the humiliation she suffered on stage. “I was so looking forward to making a good impression on Tony. Now he just hates me. I’m so embarrassed.”

“No, no. It does not matter. He does not hate you. He sometimes does that with dancers he really likes. Wait and see. Here are our crepes. Eat. You will feel better.”

Fork in hand and with little appetite, Sam approached her meal when a voice behind interrupted. “Samantha O’Brien.” Frozen, she had no intention of turning around. Once today she’d heard her name spoken by this voice and it hadn’t ended well.

“Tony,” Josette welcomed. “Join us.”

“Thank you.” The chair between the dancers skittered across the cobblestones as Tony steadied it to sit. Stony-faced he looked at Sam. “You did very well today, Samantha.” He was so close to her, she could smell his power. She prayed he couldn’t smell her fear.

“I did?” She glanced up, meeting his fathomless eyes.

“Yes. Aside from your over-enthusiastic screaming
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