








The morning rain had left a pale sheen upon the cobblestones. Before the light façade of the Salle Érard, carriages arrived one by one, wheels gleaming, steps wet, horses steaming in the cold air. Agnès waited beneath the awning, her gloves resting upon her reticule, her dark dress fitted without daring, collar properly closed, low chignon held by two black pins. She had slipped a sachet of lavender into the lining of her coat, more from habit than coquetry; the scent rose whenever she moved her arm, mingling with the fresh soap upon her wrists.

She was watching for someone without wishing to admit it. There was no visible agitation. With her, waiting arranged itself into small inspections: the fold of a sleeve, the pressure of a glove, the precise position of the reticule against her hip. Since Montjoie, those gestures no longer quite sufficed. They restored order to the world, but not to what she had felt in the bathroom that day, beneath Jin-Hwa’s slow hand, when the lukewarm water had seemed to teach her a language older than words.

Jin-Hwa arrived without haste. An ivory figure beneath a straight collar, a simple coat falling cleanly without a visible crease. A jade binyeo held her black hair, so smooth it caught the light like the surface of dark water. There was neither caution nor display in her walk. She moved as though she already knew the rhythm of the street and had no need to interrupt it. A trace of green tea, dry and clear, reached Agnès before the greeting itself; beneath it, more discreetly, came the scent of powdered rice and clean, warmed skin that belonged to her.

They greeted one another with a brief gesture. No effusion. Jin-Hwa merely inclined her head, then raised her eyes towards Agnès. The steady gaze asked nothing, yet compelled an answer. Agnès’s hand left the clasp of her reticule. She had been gripping it without realising.

“Have you been waiting long?” Jin-Hwa asked.

“No.”

It was true. Or almost. The wait had not been long; it had been full.

Jin-Hwa seemed to hear this behind the answer. She did not smile, but something softened at the edge of her mouth.

“Then let us go in.”

Inside, the hall was already filling with the rustle of fabrics, polite whispers and the small scraping of chairs. Women climbed towards the reserved seats, while men lingered near the doors with folded programmes in their hands. The air held warm wax, fresh flowers in the boxes, blond tobacco trapped in coats, and that scent of polished wood which music halls retain even after renovation. Agnès breathed more slowly. She liked concert halls before the first chord: everything still seemed possible, yet already held in place.

The quartet took their seats. The bows rose. Beethoven first, with that line which advances without asking permission. Agnès listened properly, as she knew how: recognising a theme, following a return, allowing emotion to come without permitting it to overflow. Beside her, Jin-Hwa kept her neck still and her eyelids half lowered. She seemed to be listening to more than the music alone: the breathing among the rows, the leather of the seats tightening beneath bodies, the way an entire hall learns to fall silent.

Their shoulders barely touched. At first an accidental brushing. Then a closeness which no longer moved. Jin-Hwa’s warmth reached her through the fabric, diffuse, restrained, insistent through constancy alone. Agnès could have shifted by the smallest degree. She did not.

After Beethoven came Debussy. A more recent piece, less firmly built, more fluid. At times the strings seemed to search for their own reflection before finding the phrase again. Agnès lost the thread for a moment. It was not unpleasant. Quite the contrary. The music no longer required her to understand. It moved in layers, withdrew, returned, like water over skin one no longer quite knows how to defend.

Jin-Hwa then turned her head. The shining black of her eyes met the very pale grey of Agnès’s. Nothing was said. But Agnès, unsettled, finally released the glove she was still holding upon her lap. The leather made a small, dull sound against the fabric of her dress. Jin-Hwa noticed, then returned to the music.

When they came out, the rue du Mail hummed with fiacres. Wheels carried grey water through the hollows of the cobbles. A few ladies laughed too loudly to chase away the damp, men raised their hands towards the drivers, and a porter repeated names with the patience of people paid to know how to wait. Jin-Hwa asked nothing. She merely lifted her chin towards the left. Agnès followed.

The fiacre took them at the corner of the street. Inside, wet leather, the wool of their coats and damp straw beneath their boots made a scent of return and transit. Agnès sat upright. Opposite her, Jin-Hwa placed her hands upon her knees, palms downward. Not closed. Resting.

“The music troubled you,” she said.

It was not truly a question.

“The second piece, yes.”

“Because it did not stand perfectly straight?”

Agnès gave a small, brief laugh of surprise.

“Perhaps. It seemed to know where it was going without telling me.”

“That is a good way.”

“For music?”

“For certain things.”

Agnès lowered her eyes towards her gloves. She might have answered cautiously, returned the conversation to Debussy, the hall, the weather. But the fiacre was already moving through less brightly lit streets, and Jin-Hwa’s voice possessed that neutrality which made detours unnecessary.

“Do you always speak like this?”

“No.”

“When, then?”

Jin-Hwa looked through the window, where Paris came apart into black reflections.

“When the other person already knows.”

The fiacre set them down towards the north of Paris, before a closed herbalist’s shop. The sign creaked softly beneath the awning. Behind the darkened panes, one could make out jars, packets and dried bouquets hanging upside down. Jin-Hwa knocked twice. Not loudly. The door opened at once, as though the signal had long been expected.

They were shown into a muffled back room. Nothing luxurious. Dark wooden tables, red hangings slightly faded, a low lamp, a discreet brazier. A light vapour already floated above the table reserved for them. The place smelled of green tea, ginger and damp wood, and beneath that, a trace of rice spirit which warmed the air without weighing upon it.

Jin-Hwa removed her gloves, placed one upon the other, then poured the tea. Her hand did not tremble. The black, matte teapot seemed to extend the gesture rather than perform it. The clear liquid fell into the cup almost silently, carrying a green, bitter, very distinct scent.

Agnès took the cup in both hands. The porcelain was warm, warmer than she had expected. She raised it to her lips. The first mouthful descended quickly, then unfolded lower down: bitterness, steam, an almost dry sweetness afterwards. She understood at once that this tea was not content merely to be drunk. It occupied the breath.

“Again,” Jin-Hwa said softly.

Agnès held out the cup without argument.

The second tea was stronger. Jin-Hwa poured it more slowly, as though slowness formed part of the flavour. Then small cups of white porcelain were brought, so smooth that the light slid over them without catching. Clear rice spirit. Agnès took a mouthful. The warmth was more direct than the tea’s, briefer as well, almost sharp upon the tongue before dissolving into softness.

The dishes arrived one by one, without a word from the host: pearly rice, vegetables sautéed with garlic, fish covered in a dark sauce through which the ginger emerged here and there. Agnès attempted to serve herself with the chopsticks. They nearly escaped her at once. She gave a low, embarrassed laugh, then tried again.

Jin-Hwa took her hand.

The gesture was simple. Not a social courtesy, not a teacher’s correction. She placed the fingers one by one, adjusted the pressure, straightened the wrist. Her warm skin brushed Agnès’s, and the contact remained one second longer than necessary. Agnès no longer laughed.

“Like this,” Jin-Hwa murmured.

Agnès followed the movement. The morsel reached her mouth without mishap. The smoky, sweet and salty flavour spread across her tongue. She nodded, surprised by her own attentiveness. It was not merely a matter of learning to hold two chopsticks. It was accepting that another hand might set hers correctly without humiliating her.

“You correct well,” she said.

“I am not correcting you.”

“What are you doing?”

“Showing you where the gesture passes.”

The sentence remained between them, more present than the dishes.

The tea returned. The little cups followed one another, alternating with the rice spirit, but the tea remained dominant. The alcohol opened; the tea settled in. Colour rose into Agnès’s cheeks, her back relaxed, her neck gradually revealed itself. She found herself straightening her nape each time Jin-Hwa poured, as though the simple act of receiving the cup demanded a posture barer than nakedness.

Jin-Hwa watched. She almost never smiled, but her eyes followed everything: the hand which no longer trembled, the breathing grown lower, the chin advancing by the slightest degree, the mouth remaining open for one moment after drinking. At last, Agnès placed her cup upon the table.

“Gently,” she said.

She did not know whether she was speaking of the tea, the alcohol, the evening, or herself.

Jin-Hwa ran her fingers along the edge of the porcelain, then over the table until they brushed Agnès’s open palm. Agnès did not withdraw her hand. On the contrary, she turned it over, offered, whole.

The silence around them ceased to belong to the restaurant. It became a space for them alone. Agnès’s lavender, warmed by her coat and her disturbance, mingled with Jin-Hwa’s green tea. There was nothing heady in the scent. It was clear, almost washed. Perhaps that was why it troubled Agnès more surely.

“Ye,” Jin-Hwa breathed.

The word was so low it resembled an exhalation. Agnès understood without translation. She leaned forward, her cheek almost against Jin-Hwa’s, and they drank one final mouthful of tea together, each from her own cup, but within the same movement.

“Drink,” Jin-Hwa said.

She poured again. The green fragrance rose, distinct.

Agnès took the cup, then kept it between her fingers without drinking at once.

“At Montjoie,” Jin-Hwa said, “you went out late one evening with Brunehilde.”

Agnès raised her eyes.

“You saw?”

“I see little. But enough.”

Agnès gave a brief smile. She turned the cup between her fingers.

“She frames things without speaking. It kept me upright. I liked… holding. I liked feeling that a woman could place order within me without explaining anything.”

Jin-Hwa waited.

Agnès lowered her voice slightly.

“But that night is not what remained with me.”

“Tell me.”

“The bathroom. That afternoon. With you.”

Jin-Hwa did not move. Only the faintest “ye” came, almost inaudible.

Agnès searched for her words. She did not wish to speak well. Not here. Not with her. But she needed to be exact.

“The lukewarm water. The sponge upon my shoulder blade. The time between two circles. You were doing almost nothing, and yet I knew where to breathe. Where to open without being hurried.”

She gave a more fragile smile.

“With Brunehilde, I held. With you, I learned.”

Jin-Hwa inclined her neck by the smallest degree.

“You had already learned by the end.”

“Yes. When you received. Without moving.”

Agnès placed her fingertips upon the rim of the cup.

“I felt that my reserve could be useful. Not for fleeing. For aiming truly.”

Jin-Hwa watched the fingers, their recovered calm, the faint reflection of tea upon the nail.

“Your strength is the moment before.”

“Before what?”

“Before yielding. You close your eyes for one second, then you dare.”

Agnès’s breath shortened.

“And yours?”

Jin-Hwa remained silent for a moment. She poured a little more tea, then added one drop of rice spirit to the porcelain. The mixture barely changed colour, but its scent altered.

“Holding the line,” she said at last. “And sometimes allowing it to break.”

She pushed the cup towards Agnès.

“Drink.”

Agnès obeyed. This time the warmth travelled farther and faster. The tea carried the alcohol without revealing it, as certain gestures carry daring beneath a perfectly calm form.

“It goes down a long way,” she murmured.

“It is meant to.”

The tone was neutral. Precisely too neutral. Agnès’s lower belly contracted. Not like a desire already made clear. More like a reminder from the body, a presence more liquid, more inward. Since the concert, since the tea, since the repeated cups, something within her had filled. She did not think of it at once. Then she did, and the thought made her blush more than Jin-Hwa’s touch would have done.

Jin-Hwa saw.

“You feel it?”

Agnès placed her palm upon the table, open, without attempting to hide.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

The question was not brutal. It was not even immodest. But it required an honesty which could not pass through the mind alone.

Agnès swallowed.

“Low.”

“How low?”

The words remained suspended. Agnès looked at the empty cup, then at Jin-Hwa’s fingers near her own.

“Like a waiting.”

Jin-Hwa lowered her eyes, then raised them slowly.

“That is good.”

Agnès lowered her eyelids for a heartbeat. There. The moment before. She recognised it as she entered it.

“Then tonight,” she said, “I can hold and learn. Both.”

“Both,” Jin-Hwa confirmed.

She poured one final time. The tea steamed between them like a thread no one must break too quickly.

“After the tea,” she added, “we shall walk a little.”

Agnès nodded. Her voice no longer needed searching.

“Very well.”

They left the back room in a breath of green steam, ginger and warm wood. Outside, night had laid a soft layer over the façades. It was no longer raining, but beneath the street lamps the cobbles retained the shine of black water. A fiacre carried them for only two streets. Then Jin-Hwa asked it to stop.

“We walk,” she reminded her.

Agnès climbed down carefully. The cold air felt good at first, then sharpened what she had begun to feel. The tea, the rice spirit, the warmth, the waiting: all of it had slipped lower. She walked beside Jin-Hwa in equal steps, without speaking. The streets of the ninth arrondissement followed one another, quieter now, with their pale façades, carriage entrances and dark panes. At every step, her body reminded her of the liquid she had drunk, the warmth accumulated, the inner space which now demanded release.

Jin-Hwa did not appear to be in a hurry. Nor did she slow
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