
‘La Belle Dame en Rouge’

Who can deny the magical appeal of a woman resplendent in 
red? The colour red, symbolic of fire and blood, flashing passion, 
power and possessions – surely, somewhere in his past, every red-
blooded man must have a remembrance of a ‘Lady in Red’.

And so too have I a memory of such a woman, although at 
that time she was ‘La Dame en Rouge’ – at least that’s how I 
described her to my mother a long, long time ago.  I remember then 
wanting to qualify her more precisely as the ‘Beautiful Lady in Red’ 
but, intuitively, I knew not to needlessly praise another’s 
attractiveness, especially to another woman, my mother though she 
may be.  I’m full of wonder how at a tender age I’d already learned 
about this particular foible of human nature; good politics then and  
it remains thus to this day.

The ‘Lady in Red’ materialized into my life as an angel must 
appear, out of the deep blue!

I was lost in a trance, agape, in front of the hardware store, the 
emporium of all things wonderful.  Hammers and saws, nails, nuts 



and bolts, tools galore, garden implements, plumbing supplies, a 
whole panoply of things to play grown-up with.  But, most of all, 
this was the repository of all that a young lad could ever desire, 
doubling as the town’s lone purveyor of sporting goods and toys.  
One of the two display windows was given over to an Ali Baba’s 
cavern of goodies.  Center stage, an imposingly tall Eiffel Tower 
erected with a ‘Mécano’ set with the remaining metal spans, wheels, 
nuts and bolts, miniature tools, temptingly spilled out of the open 
box.  There and then, through semi-closed eyes, I visualized myself 
the pre-eminent engineer-architect-inventor since the dawn of time.  
On the box cover heroically scaled drawings showed tractors, 
bridges, cranes and other mechanical marvels a clever boy could 
construct.  Oh God! How I wanted one for my very own. 

And there was a blue, white and red bicycle dangling from a 
hook flying above other desirable playthings and baubles.  Spinning 
tops, multi-coloured clay and eminently desirable glass marbles, a 
rifle that shot cork bullets, two or three dolls posed in front of a 
miniature house, stove and kitchen utensils included, (but not 
worthy of a second glance,) a real leather football, a bright yellow 
wooden scooter, rubber balls of all sizes and colours.  The owner 
must have sold his soul to Satan, how else would he have uncovered 
the mother-lode of all that was brand new? Undoubtedly, it was a 
decadent display of frivolous items not seen since the dawn of time, 
well maybe since before the war.

The word about the incredible treasure trove had come from J. 
Henri, my best pal.  He lived in cramped quarters above his parent’s 
bistro centrally located near the City Hall town square and across 
from the hardware store; as always he’d been the first (lucky dog,) 
to espy the owner’s wife busy setting out the newly arrived goods 
after closing time and late into the evening.  That morning during 
school recess, between good natured shoves and fake boxing jabs, 
he’d spilled the tale.  My bosom pal’s then (and to this day,) glib 
tongue had added myriad details and stoked the furnace of rampant 
desires.  I spent the rest of the day my imagination spinning out of 



control, wanting to rush out to see for myself the minute school was 
out.  Naturally, I wasn’t even responding to the teacher’s repeated 
question as to why I wasn’t writing down the day’s ‘dictée’ with the 
inevitable invitation to remain after school to broom out the 
cemented play area and for good measure to clean with soapy water 
the day’s chalky remains on the blackboard and wipe dry.  That was 
an hour’s worth of confinement and although Henri had in a great 
show of friendship waited just out of sight, he showed himself long 
enough to wave goodbye while throwing a lewd gesture, the 
international left hand slap over the right forearm and a defiant fist 
aimed towards the teacher’s adjoining apartments.  Let me quickly 
reassure those of my readers who are left-handed I see nothing 
objectionable to a right to left salute.

The following day was Thursday, meaning an afternoon’s 
freedom from school.  The release bell was still tolling when I was 
already dashing to the town square to see for myself and there it all 
was – just as advertised by Henri.  Even better! For once, he’d not 
led me down the garden path.  I stood dazzled; heart pounding as I 
stared at the Mécano set.  Only one boy I knew possessed one.  This 
veritable ’Junior Croesus’ had once brought it to school, on the day 
our parent’s trooped over for the yearly ‘open house’.   

But the absolutely prize was the boy-sized bicycle complete 
with curved racing handle bars.  Gleaming chrome, bright blue, 
white and red frame, in other words decorated in the colours of ‘La 
France Eternelle’, naturally.  It was the most marvellous thing ever 
and without doubt, someday, Dad would surely buy this trophy that 
hung, displayed in the window waiting for me alone.  In my child’s 
mind, I couldn’t conceive that someone else might own it before me.  
That was precisely what I was thinking when a white gloved hand 
gently settled on my shoulder.  

I half expected to see one of my sisters sent out looking for me 
when I’d not shown at home immediately after school when I 
looked over my shoulder, instead, it was a lady, a lady attired from 



hat to shoes in red.

“What are you dreaming about lovely child?”  She half 
whispered.

She was sublime! I know that today and I was sure of it then 
too.  If I close my eyes I can describe her precisely.  Given the gift 
of hindsight, I can also speculate as to who she was or likely to be.  
But, at that moment I thought she was the most beautiful lady I’d 
ever seen.  Well, at least as pretty as my mother, and yet had to 
admit, much better dressed and had I been capable of formulating 
such a thought – much the sexier.

Alas, I might as well confess, perhaps more truthfully, 
denounce the following sad truth.  Always, I recall parents, family, 
friends and even strangers coddling, fussing over the apparently 
sweet little boy complete with blond curls, smiling blue eyes and 
sunny disposition.  I didn’t analyze it, taking it for granted that was 
just how it was, however there were times when the cloying 
solicitousness was too much to bear.  I had to put up with far too 
many hugs and demands for kisses and gratuitous smiles.  Oh sure, 
there were rewards, mostly in the form of sweets or failing that, 
syrupy compliments, the latter not nearly as appreciated, after all as 
something that could be swallowed or saved for trade with pals in 
exchange for a toy I might have desired for myself.  And yet, it was 
a choking, clawing sensation. I sometimes rebelled, and my way 
was to quietly slip away and hide.  I’d stay put in a closet, or if truly 
brave, I’d seek a safe haven amid the tall bulrushes lining the canal 
banks.  I wouldn’t answer the imploring calls of sisters or friends 
sent out in search parties.  As I knew they would, I’d eventually be 
discovered and dragged back to my mother’s fervent remonstrance 
and yet more unwanted kisses and hugs.

That a strange lady should introduce herself with a compliment 
was not a surprise and I didn’t think much more of it until she bent 
to her knees where she might look more closely at me.  The waft of 



Lily of the Valley rushed up my nose and dizzied my head.  
Probably in her late twenties, she had shoulder-length black hair, 
dark, shimmering eyes, a pale oval face that made the pout of very 
red lips ever more striking. 

She cupped my chin in her hand and with a smile to crash 
through any man’s defence, but in a serious tone of voice so I would 
know she wasn’t teasing me, whispered.  “What would you 
particularly like to have? Tell me sweetheart.”  She waved to the 
display: “You can have anything.  I want to buy it for you.  
Anything!” 

I must have responded with a totally blank look for she 
repeated.  “You can have anything you want.  I’ll buy it for you.  
See?”

She reached into a shoulder bag and flashed a thick roll of 
bills.  Undoubtedly, she was also the richest woman in the world.  
“You see? I have lots of money and,” in a conspiratorial tone added, 
“I just don’t know what to do with it all.  Why don’t you help me 
spend it? I want to buy you a toy.  No, better still, I want to buy 
your dream.” 

Ah, if only I’d been a little older, like twenty years older, can 
one imagine such an offer? Your dream, any dream, I’ll give it to 
you, offered with complete sincerity by a beautiful and rich young 
woman.  Why then?

I was struck dumb and she took a different tack.  “What’s your 
name? How old are you? Do you live here?”

At last some questions I was able to contend with.  “I’m seven 
years old, almost.  And I live over there.” I vaguely gestured behind 
my back.  “And my name is Jean-Michel.  Some of my school 
friends call me Jeannot, but most everyone else calls me ‘Chérie’”



She burst out laughing at my candour.  Why had I let out the 
awful secret? My ears burned and she quickly hugged me to her 
bosom.  How soft, how sweet – I stayed there where it was fragrant, 
soft and warm, all the while mortified I’d allowed as I was called 
‘Darling’ and how much I hated it.  I was a real, honest to goodness 
boy!  I took pains to play harder and rougher than others, just so I 
could hold my head high when my buddies made fun of my sissified 
nickname.  Was it the reason I joined the bigger boys and was in on 
poor Gérard’s daily humiliations?

Poor Gérard, poor little ‘Weepee’, for that’s what we called 
him, had stolen the show the day of the open house.  He’d erected a 
marvellous bridge, claiming it was a replica of San Francisco’s 
Golden Gate Bridge.  Green with jealousy, we didn’t believe he’d 
assembled it himself, not for one minute we did; rather we began a 
whispering campaign he’d been helped by his father… at first that 
is… but our jealous calumny paid fruit, in two hours it was now a 
‘fait accomplit’ the bridge had been completely done by his 
overprotective father.  Often, Gérard Senior, escorted Junior to and 
from school, to ward off the ruffians (me included,) who waylaid his 
hyper-sensitive son.   It’s true – we couldn’t resist teasing, prodding, 
threatening to pull his pants down in front of the first passing school 
girl, remorselessly, just so we could watch his lips purse and 
tremble, the tears roll and finally would come what we really wanted 
to hear – the funny little noises that sounded so kittenish, a 
tremulous meow-meow so much to our wanton delight.  Upon 
reflection, could we have been so devilish at such tender ages? And 
yet, would you believe, we rather liked him and each of us would 
have shielded him from scallywags other than ourselves.  

Half a lifetime later, when I gazed upon the real one in San 
Francisco, a remembrance flashed.  Gérard’s hadn’t look much like 
it but at that time it had conjured a grand image of engineering 
exploits, magnificent, grandiose things one could only hope to find 
in the far away New World.  On return visits to my birthplace, I’ve 
since hoped to come upon him, shake his hand and tell him I’d 



compared his work with the original and found it exactly alike.  
Regretfully, I’ve not had the opportunity – perhaps next time I’ll 
make it a sure thing.

Holding my hand, she led me inside the emporium of dreams, 
directly to the magic window and with an all embracing gesture 
sang in my ears: “Go ahead, Chérie.  Pick and choose.  Whatever, 
you’ll have it.”  

Confused and agog, I stood on the spot, transfixed; a mindless, 
string-less puppet.  Yet, my eyes ranged over all that was there, 
apparently mine for merely pointing a finger. Benumbed, I didn’t for 
the life of me quite understand.  Did she really mean I could have 
anything? Surely, I had misunderstood.  I couldn’t bring myself to 
look at her nor ask for confirmation.

The sharp-eyed shopkeeper had taken notice of the unknown 
woman’s apparition.  He meandered over and asked ever so 
diffident: “What do you wish for my little man? Is your Mommy 
buying you something special because you’ve been good?”

That stung me awake. The hypocrite! He knew darn well she 
wasn’t my mother.  In as small a town as Ay-Champagne everyone 
knew everyone else if not by name at least by having seen them on 
and off for years.  He certainly knew my Dad.  More than once I’d 
gone there with him to buy nails or screws or whatever he required 
to build or repair something.  I tore my hand from hers and 
proclaimed, “She’s not my mother!” I was loyal if nothing else.

He ignored my outburst and asked the lady what it was she 
wanted to purchase.  “Well, then… what can I do for you 
Madame?”

She laughed pleasantly and explained she merely wanted to 
buy an adorable little boy a gift.  Just like that, for no reason other 
than to make a child happy. The two of them hovered over and I 



didn’t know what to do, where do hide.  In fact, my eyes were 
misting over.  What was going on? 

The merchant sensing a windfall reached for the bicycle.  He 
bounced it up and down in front of me.  “Look at that beauty! 
Surely, you want this swell racing bike.”  To her he explained the 
seat could be adjusted down and that it would last me for years by 
merely raising it as my legs grew longer.

“How about it?” They said in unison.

Inexplicably, to them, even to myself, I shook my head ‘non’.  

“Are you sure?  Look, she’s a beauty… three colours… no? 
Really, no?” Regretfully, but not wanting to miss a good sale, he 
scaled down his greed by a step.  “I know,” he said and reached for 
the second most expensive item.  “This Mécano set is exactly what a 
clever lad like you really wants.  Think of all the incredible 
machines and bridges and buildings you’ll make.  There’s not a 
finer, more complete set in the whole of France.”

I clenched my fists to keep from grabbing and running.  But, 
my silly head, independent of my will shook from side to side ‘no’.

Exasperated he leaned close to my ear.  The French tobacco 
smell was rancid.  “Come on Chérie (see, the old liar, he did know 
me,) make the fine lady happy.  Choose something nice.” 

Head hanging, I looked for a hole in the floor.

“Permit me, Monsieur.”  She grasped my hand, “I’ll have a 
small, private word with my little friend.”   Aside, she bent down to 
look me straight in the eye.  “Listen, mon petit garçon.  I have a lot 
of money.  I’ve shown it to you.  I can get much more where it came 
from.  I’ll tell you a secret but you must keep this between us.  
Promise?”  



I whispered, “Oui, Madame.”

“Good.  I am the very special friend of a very rich man.  He is 
the big boss of many, many men.  He has tons of money.  We came 
here for one day to buy loads of Champagne.  Right now, he’s 
visiting a famous Champagne House, but I didn’t want to go.  The 
caves are too damp and a bit scary.  Don’t you think?” 

I nodded in agreement.  Although I’d been there too, with my 
Dad, lots of times and didn’t find it a bit damp or scary.  Rather, it 
was fun to see the neat rows of thousands and thousands of bottles 
sitting on their heads.  I imagined them as soldiers doing headstand 
callisthenics.  But if she said so, sure it was damp and scary and I’d 
remember not to go down again, not even with Dad.

“Anyway, I’ve seen them before.  I was born not far from 
here.  But I live in Strasbourg now.  Do you know where that is? 
Near the German border where there are many soldiers from many 
countries.  So you see, I have a wonderfully rich and powerful 
friend and I can buy anything I want.” She paused and added as if to 
herself.  “Today, I want to buy something for you because you are a 
little boy just like I would love to have.  But,” the words were barely 
audible, “I will never have.  So you see, you would make me very 
happy to choose something.  Now,” she urged me, “go on and get 
something nice.”

For some reason I too was sad she would never have a boy 
just like me.  Her words convinced me.  “Oui, Madame.”  I walked 
purposely to the window display and pointed, “That’s what I want.”

“NO! You don’t!”  That was the storekeeper kept at bay for a 
moment but now reacting as if he’d been stung by a hornet.  “At 
least, take the soccer ball, it’s real leather!” 

And from her red lips, “Pooff! Darling, that’s nothing.  



Choose something else.  Take the bicycle… the Mécano set… 
anything.” 

Adamant, I stood there finger touching the rubber ball. 

There’s not much more to this tale.  I went home with a multi-
coloured rubber ball the size of a medium-sized cabbage under my 
arm, not even a big one such as my father grew in our garden lot.  I 
was totally confused and not at all happy.  How would I explain that 
to my omniscient Mom? And why had I not taken the splendid 
bicycle? Or the super Mécano set? Or at the very least, taken the real 
leather soccer ball.  That alone would have ensured my popularity 
amongst peers for ever and a day or until the ball no longer existed. 

 
Mother did ply me with questions and I explained as best as I 

could.  She promised to have a word with the shopkeeper.  The 
incident was never mentioned again, although I’m sure she did go to 
check out my story.  I stayed clear from that store where I’d felt 
defeated.  I knew the shopkeeper was angry with me.  He’d hissed 
in my ear, “Idiot!” And then patted me on the head and, ironical, for 
my benefactress’ benefit: “Isn’t he the modest one?” And as if it 
explained everything, added, “Not French you know.  Poles, but, 
I’ll admit his parents are hardworking and honest.”

“No matter.  He’s obviously well-brought up.” Her voice had 
taken on a hard edge.  “How much do I owe Monsieur?”  He 
quickly reckoned the bill and that was that. 

She gently chided I should learn to catch my lucky star when it 
came by, and then with a wan smile the ‘Lady in Red’ hugged and 
kissed me goodbye.  She climbed aboard a jeep with a soldier 
behind the wheel.  On the back seat and imposing man in military 
uniform reached for her hand.  She kissed him on the cheek, turned 
to me and blew one for me as they drove away.  My heart ached.  

As time passed, in my mind, ‘La Belle Dame en Rouge’ grew 
ever more bountiful and lovely.  Youthful wishes, secret musings; 



innocent longings the present man must leave inviolate. Memories 
belong to those who have lived them, even more so to a child.  I’ll 
concede only to an everlasting love for the fragrance of ‘muguet’ or 
as you know them as lilies of the valley.

Nonetheless, the new ball was a short-lived sensation in the 
courtyard of the working class apartment block we lived in.  We 
played ‘le foot’, dribbling and kicking across the hard-packed dirt 
courtyard where green grass was but a distant memory; we used a 
clothes line for volleyball; a bottomless willow basket tied to one of 
the poles for basketball.   One morning, on the behest of my pals, I 
fetched the ball.  We kicked it around a bit, and then one of the boys 
took a hearty kick at it, aiming to carom a pass off the big wooden 
door.   A barely audible ‘ploop’ and the ball had been punctured; 
one lonely nail, barely sticking out had done the deed.  It hung for a 
split second and then dropped to the ground squatting like a bullfrog 
on a lily pad, slowly exhaling the last of its mating croak.  

Blurred visions of a blue, white and red bicycle, a Mécano set, 
a real leather soccer ball, rattled in my brain.  I carried that flat tire of 
a ball, that miserable trophy of mediocre desire, symbol of my true 
self-esteem, to the community garbage bin and flung it in.  I ran 
back up the stairs to cry and then endeavoured not to think about it, 
ever, not ‘til this very day.  Momentarily the dream had been there, 
freely offered by the ‘Lady in Red’.  I only needed to grasp it. 

And so the rest of my life! Sure, I’ve made an attempt to grasp 
the brass ring on the occasions it materialized but never with 
conviction.  I suppose the child is indeed father of the man.  
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