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I — The Useless Bed
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Apolline’s apartment looked out over a quiet avenue in Saint-Mandé, close enough to the wood that, on certain mornings, the fresh air brought with it a smell of damp leaves, turned earth, and horses gone by too early. The house was respectable without ostentation: pale façade, polished entrance, broad staircase, discreet concierge, neighbours who greeted one another without trying to know more. Everything there seemed chosen to offer a woman of fifty-two, widowed less of a husband than of her former prudences, the bourgeois peace she needed in order to lead a life less peaceful than it appeared.

Élise had been living there for six months.

Officially, she was Madame de Veyrac’s companion. The formula pleased everyone because it explained enough and specified nothing. Élise accompanied Apolline to the theatre, sometimes answered letters, kept company during visits that lasted too long, read aloud when Apolline claimed her eyes were tired, chose the flowers for the small salon, arranged the cushions, watched over invitations, and occupied a room of her own at the end of the corridor.

That, at least, was what the apartment said.

Élise’s room did indeed exist. It was bright, almost fresh, with a walnut bed narrower than Apolline’s, a mirrored wardrobe, a dressing table, pale curtains, and a rug whose fringes remained astonishingly straight. Every week, Berthe entered it with her sheets, her cloths, her smell of Marseille soap, black wool, and fried onion she sometimes brought back from her sister’s kitchen. She dusted, opened the windows, beat the coverlet, put the pillows back in place, then left again without comment.

The bed, for its part, kept a suspicious correctness. The sheets smelled of dry lavender, fresh cotton, a closed wardrobe. Never did the warmth of a body remain there long enough to change the air. Berthe must have noticed. She had the look of serving women who do not believe in innocent furniture. But she said nothing. In the first month, she had received a reasonable increase and a simple rule: to come three times a week, not to sleep in, not to enter after eight in the evening unless explicitly summoned.

Berthe had understood.

She had also understood that Madame de Veyrac wished Mademoiselle Élise’s room to be clean, aired, presentable, and almost always useless.

That morning, Élise found her precisely in that room, busy drawing a sheet on a bed that did not need drawing. The window was open; the cold air barely stirred the curtains. On the dressing table, an empty vial reflected a square of white sky.

“You may leave it, Berthe. It is very well as it is.”

The maid raised her eyes. Her sleeves were rolled up, her forearms reddened by hot water, a pin held between her lips. She removed it to answer.

“Madame likes everything to be ready.”

“Madame chiefly likes everything to look ready.”

Berthe gave a half-smile, quickly put away.

“That is often the same thing, Mademoiselle.”

“Not always.”

“No, Mademoiselle.”

There was no declared malice in the tone. Only that little place left to reality when the official lie has too good a bearing. Élise passed a hand over the foot of the bed. The wood was cold. She found that almost vexing.

“You need not change the sheets so often.”

“I change them little, Mademoiselle.”

“Then you air them.”

“Yes.”

“For no one.”

Berthe folded the top sheet with peaceful exactness.

“A bed must breathe, even when it is not used.”

Élise looked at her. The sentence could have been stupid. It was not. It remained there, between the polished wood, the fresh cotton and the morning air. Then Élise laughed, more frankly than she would have wished.

“You are a philosopher, Berthe.”

“No, Mademoiselle. I make beds.”

It was Apolline who entered on those words. She wore a morning dress of fine wool, pearl grey, fitted at the waist without hardness. Her hair was carefully arranged; two lighter strands framed her temples and gave her that air of almost severe elegance which Élise had learned to read otherwise. A scent of dry amber, light powder and faded lilac accompanied her, sharper when she had just left her room.

“Why are people laughing without me?”

“Berthe is airing my bed.”

Apolline cast a glance at the bed that ought to have remained neutral. It did so only halfway.

“It clearly needs it.”

Berthe lowered her eyes towards the coverlet, very busy checking a fold that did not exist.

“I have finished here, Madame. Shall I go to the small salon?”

“Yes, Berthe. And leave the curtains open. We must chase away that smell of closed room.”

“Very good, Madame.”

She left with her basket of linen, without hurrying, but without asking for more. Once the door had closed, Élise crossed her arms.

“This room has no smell of closed room. It has no smell at all.”

“Precisely.”

“Do you resent it for being honest?”

“A room? No. Rooms that speak too much, sometimes.”

Élise went to the window and pushed the curtain a little farther back. Outside, a carriage passed, wheels damp, horse short-stepping, driver wrapped in his coat. A vendor cried something lower down, without the words becoming distinct.

“You could tell Berthe not to look after it so much.”

“And can you imagine her face?”

“She already knows.”

“Knowing is nothing, my lovely. Being able to say one knows — there is the danger.”

Élise turned back towards her. Apolline had spoken calmly, but her gaze still slipped towards the bed. Not with fear. With that worldly prudence which returned to her each time the outside world risked entering their room. Élise liked that in her, sometimes. At other times, less so.

“She will say nothing.”

“I also pay her for that.”

“You see? Everything is put away.”

“Nothing is ever put away.”

Apolline went to the dressing table, picked up the comb lying near the empty vial, then set it down almost at once. It was one of her gestures for not answering too quickly. Élise knew it now. Six months are enough to learn how a woman avoids a sentence.

“The florist is to come before noon,” said Apolline. “I should like anemones in the small salon.”

“Yesterday you said anemones looked as though they were apologising for being there.”

“They apologise very well in a low vase.”

“Roses would do better.”

“Roses in January? How vulgar.”

“You asked for roses last week.”

“I was not wrong last week.”

Élise smiled. She passed before Apolline, very close, close enough for the grey wool to brush her sleeve. Apolline did not move, but her mouth closed a little more.

“You change your mind about flowers and call it taste. When I change mine, you call it inconstancy.”

“With you, it is quicker.”

“With me, it is more alive.”

“That is a generous way of naming disorder.”

Élise laughed again, then took the comb and turned it between her fingers.

“Disorder has rarely displeased you so very much these past months.”

Apolline raised her eyes.

“Élise.”

“Yes?”

“Do not take that tone with me in a room Berthe has only just left.”

“She is in the small salon. She cannot hear us.”

“You do not know that.”

“She already knows, I was saying.”

Apolline looked at her for a long while. Then her fan, which served no purpose in January but always lingered somewhere within reach, appeared in her hand. She opened it with a dry snap, more to punctuate than to fan herself.

“Ah, of course. Mademoiselle knows everything. Mademoiselle is twenty-five, has a very well-fed insolence, and believes the whole world can be held between two bursts of laughter.”

Élise inclined her head, falsely docile.

“Not the whole world.”

“No. Only two men, both at once… Still… Rhoooo.”

Élise blushed.

It was immediate, irritating, almost still childish by the speed of the reaction. She felt the heat rise to her cheeks before she had even chosen what to do with her face. Naturally, Apolline saw it. She had thrown the sentence with that cruel ease of women who know exactly where to place the needle without ever tearing the fabric. The fan beat twice before her bodice, light, victorious, perfectly useless.

“You see,” said Apolline. “It always suffices.”

Élise lowered her eyes to the bed. The coverlet was drawn too straight. An entire room maintained in order to save a propriety by which no one here was truly fooled. She could have answered. Said it was not so extraordinary any longer. Said that Montjoie had taught them both that bodies sometimes knew how to share themselves without being lost. Said, above all, that this little refrain, by returning so often, no longer spoke of what it pretended to name.

She said nothing.

At first, Apolline seemed satisfied. Then that silence, instead of returning to its usual place, remained between them. It had the wrong shape. Usually, Élise blushed, protested, laughed, or hid her face in an embarrassed pout. Apolline could then close the subject with a gesture, as one folds a piece of lace that has become a little too transparent.

This time, Élise did not play the sequel.

“Well?” Apolline asked. “Have you lost that fine insolence you were parading a moment ago?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No, I no longer feel like it.”

Apolline closed her fan. The snap was drier than she would have wished.

“No longer feel like what?”

Élise raised her eyes. She was not smiling. Nor did she look angry. That was what troubled Apolline more than any retort.

“Blushing in order to prove you right.”

Apolline gave a small laugh, quite fit for a salon, too worked for a bedroom.

“My lovely, if you blush, I have nothing to do with it.”

“Of course.”

“It is your modesty returning. It still exists, imagine that. Despite certain… feats.”

The word had come out with the same ease as the previous sentence, but it stopped more badly in her mouth. Apolline felt it. Élise too. A discreet flush passed over Apolline’s cheeks, almost immediately repressed. The fan opened again, too quickly.

There, thought Élise.

She did not yet know what to do with that there. But it was there. Apolline could say “two men” with a theatrical shiver. She could say “at the same time” while rolling her eyes, like a scandalised lady whom one had almost forced to imagine the unthinkable. But at the first word that truly came near what she saw, what returned behind her eyelids, what made her blush when she believed she held the advantage, she stepped back.

Élise was the first to look away. Not in defeat. So as not to undress her too closely.

In the small salon, Berthe moved a chair. The ordinary sound gave them back a little air. Apolline immediately clung to that help.

“We were speaking of flowers, I believe.”

“Yes.”

“Anemones.”

“As you wish.”

“What a dreary answer.”

“It is a dreary flower.”

“You were saying the opposite three minutes ago.”

“I changed my mind.”

Apolline looked at her with an almost reassured severity.

“You often change your mind.”

“Not always.”

Their eyes met. Nothing more was said. Apolline understood only that the conversation had ceased to belong to her. She did not know in what way. She could not ask without herself opening the door she had just closed at great expense.

She arranged the lower edge of her sleeve, then resumed her house tone.

“The florist will come before noon. You will tell him white anemones, dark foliage, nothing too tall. The low vase in the small salon.”

“Very good.”

“And do not let Berthe choose. She would put ferns everywhere.”

“Berthe has good sense.”

“Precisely. Good sense rarely makes fine bouquets.”

Élise had a slight smile. Apolline received it as a provisional peace. She set the fan on the dressing table, then took it back at once, as though the object had surprised her there.

“I am going to write two letters.”

“In the study?”

“Yes.”

Apolline went towards the door. On the threshold, she stopped without turning round.

“And do not take that look.”

“What look?”

“The one you take when you believe you have understood something.”

Élise answered softly:

“I believe nothing.”

It was almost true. She did not believe. She had just seen.

Apolline went out. The door remained ajar for a second, then closed with a calm movement. Élise remained alone with the too-neat bed, the open window and the dry smell of lavender rising from the useless sheets. She placed her hand on the coverlet. The fabric was cool, without memory.

In the next room, a drawer slid open.

Élise did not move.

The sound was faint, but she recognised it. Not the drawer for the writing case. Not the one for ordinary papers. The one in the small locked cabinet, near Apolline’s desk. Then came a rustle, and silence. A silence much more attentive than that of a woman choosing paper.

Élise removed her hand from the bed.

She did not think of the photograph clearly. She did not need to. The image was put away somewhere in the apartment, as the other, hers, was put away elsewhere. They had both accepted that after Montjoie: the prints existed, but one did not speak of them. One did not look at them together. One did not use them as an argument. It was the past, said their good sense. It was art, said Apolline when she wanted to smile. Above all, it was too precise to remain harmless.

The drawer closed again.

Élise inhaled slowly. The cold air from the window did her cheeks good. She was no longer merely embarrassed. She was annoyed, yes, but otherwise. Not at the sentence. At the prudence which launched it, then hid behind it.

Berthe knocked on the open door.

“Mademoiselle? For the small salon, shall I leave the blue vase or the white?”

Élise turned back. Her voice returned without effort.

“The white. Madame wants anemones.”

“Very good, Mademoiselle.”

Berthe was about to leave. Élise added:

“Berthe.”

“Yes?”

“I shall go out after luncheon. Madame will not need me for an hour or two.”

The maid showed no curiosity. It was one of her qualities.

“I shall tell Madame if she asks.”

“No.”

The word had come too quickly. Élise corrected at once, more composedly:

“No, thank you. I shall tell her myself.”

“Very good, Mademoiselle.”

Berthe went away.

Élise remained another moment before the bed. Then she pulled the coverlet slightly, not enough to undo it, enough to break its perfection. It was not a useful gesture. It was better than that: a small offence against the order of things.

She left the room without looking back.




II — Marie Knows

Élise had not meant to go out so early, nor so quickly. She understood that only once she was in the street, when the cold bit her cheeks with an almost unpleasant frankness. At that hour, Saint-Mandé kept the cleanliness of a prosperous suburb: swept pavements, neat façades, curtains properly drawn, fewer horses than in Paris yet still leaving, in the damp air, that smell of leather, fresh dung and washed stone which brought the world back to simple things.

At first she walked without calling for a carriage. It was absurd. Marie lived too far away to go there like this, especially in light gloves and fine boots. But Élise needed to exhaust a few streets before letting herself be driven. Her cheeks still burned. Not only because of Apolline’s sentence. Because of the ease with which that sentence always succeeded in reducing her to redness.

Two men, both at once… Still… Rhoooo.

She clenched her teeth.

It was not shame. Not anymore. Perhaps it had never quite been shame. An old experience, vivid, imperfect, too masculine in its way of taking up space, but not vile. She had known that. She had said it. It had come out before the others as a fact, almost with a dryness that had surprised even her. Since then, Apolline used it like a hatpin. Fine, bright, always within reach.

Élise stopped at a street corner, raised her hand and signalled to a fiacre.

The driver barely looked at her
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