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		Maiden Voyage

		Mac didn’t move as Freddy made a perfect landing; the red plane set down sweetly on its front wheels, its small back wheel touching down at the same time. His hands were still clenched as she taxied over and came to a stop not far from where he stood, and they relaxed only when she cut the engine. The door opened and she hurtled out of the plane in one bound, almost knocking him over with the force of her rapture as she flung her arms around him. She burned in the night like a Fourth of July sparkler, her red hair whipped by the wind, her eyes so incandescent that they flung light wherever they looked.

		“I did it! I did it!” she exclaimed, and kissed him all over his face. She opened her arms wide and looked up at the evening star as if she owned it. “I did it, Mac! Oh, thank you! Thank you!” He found he couldn’t speak. He felt as young, as triumphant, as intoxicated as she; the emotions he had long forgotten closed his throat with prohibited tears. He tapped his watch and shook his head warningly. “I know,” Freddy said. “I have to go or I’ll be late. I’m late already. Oh, Mac, I don’t care. O.K., I’ll go, I’ll go. But, Mac, I’ll be back! There’s so much to learn.”

		Forgetting to fill in her logbook, she gave him another huge hug and a last grateful kiss and ran out to the road to hitch a ride back home. Mac still stood on the landing strip. On his cold cheeks he could feel the warmth of her impulsive kisses. It seemed as if her strong arms were still wrapped around him, her wildly happy voice still rang in his head. He sighed and shook his head. As he started to tie down the Taylor he stopped and rubbed his cheek with a slow, meditative, half-astonished grin. Sweet sixteen, he said to himself, sweet sixteen—so that’s what it was all about.
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		Prologue

		HOW could today possibly be her sixtieth birthday, wondered Eve, Vicomtesse Paul-Sébastian de Lancel, and the greatest lady in the province of Champagne, when, since morning, her spirit had been invaded by a sense of sparkling exhilaration, as festive as an orchard in full bloom, wind-tossed under a holiday sky?

		Before breakfast she had slipped outside, as she did every morning, to inspect the vines that grew closest to the Château de Valmont, the home of the Lancels. The warm spring of April 1956 had caused an unusually large number of newborn bunches of grapes to emerge from the buds. Everywhere in the fruitful countryside, from the two-acre vineyards of the workers to the great holdings of the makers of the Grands Marques of champagne, such as Lancel, Moët & Chandon, and Bollinger, the news of abundance had spread from one freshly green hilltop to another.

		Her happiness had nothing to do with the possibility of a large harvest, Eve de Lancel thought, as she dressed much later in the day for her gala dinner birthday party. Harvests were always problematical, spring bounty was no guarantee of autumn fulfillment. Today had unfolded with dancing steps because all her family had gathered at Valmont to celebrate with her.

		Last night, at one minute before midnight, she had been fifty-nine. One minute later she had become sixty. Why was her age today not fifty-nine plus a few hours? Eve asked herself. Did you have to be sixty to know, absolutely, that sixty was a nonsensical number when it attached itself to you, no matter what foolishness it symbolized to the world? Was this a universal secret, shared by all those who reached sixty only to find that they still felt … oh, perhaps thirty-two? Or did she feel younger still, say … twenty-five? Yes, twenty-five seemed just about right, Eve decided, as she confronted herself boldly in the well-lit mirror of her dressing table. She made a rapid calculation. During her twenty-fifth year, her husband was serving as First Secretary of the French Embassy in Australia, her daughter Delphine was three years old, and her younger daughter, Freddy, christened Marie-Frédérique, was only one and a half. It had been a year of maternal worry she would choose never to live over again, she decided gratefully.

		Freddy and Delphine were both at Valmont, grown women with children of their own, women who had arrived at the château this morning, Delphine from Paris, Freddy from Los Angeles, so surrounded by husbands, children, nannies, and baggage, that only now could they be expected to have finished unpacking. Eve’s sons-in-law had promised to keep the children playing outside as long as possible. For the moment, no family members but Lancel women were in the château, and Eve felt an impulsive desire to be with her girls. She rang, and her maid appeared at the door of her bedroom.

		“Josette, will you please ask my daughters to come to my sitting room, and ask Henri to bring up glasses and champagne, pink, of course, the 1947.”

		Neither of the girls would fully understand that a pink champagne from a superlative vintage year was the rarest sparkling wine ever produced on this planet, but it suited Eve’s mood to offer it to them without explanation. Dinner would be served unusually early tonight, since every one of her grandchildren who could sit upright at a table was included. Now, at five in the afternoon, a restorative glass of champagne was quite in order during the half hour that could be expected before the noisy return of the men and boys.

		Eve wrapped herself in a widely skirted, deeply flounced dressing gown of a special shade of pink taffeta, almost—if not quite—a flamenco pink that reflected all the slanting spring sunlight and returned her hair almost—if not quite—to the rare shade of blond it had been until a few years ago.

		She had … aged—for Eve realized that she must not shy away from that irritating yet necessary word—brilliantly well. Her finely wrought body moved with the distinction and natural grace of a woman who had grown to girlhood in those last years of the Edwardian era, when posture was nearly as important as the irrefutable beauty her parents had been careful never to praise. Eve raised her eyebrows high, as a private, half-mocking smile crossed her lips at the memory of the long-lost innocence of those bittersweet days before the First World War.

		“Mother?” Delphine’s voice sounded at her sitting room door.

		“Come in, darling,” Eve called to her elder daughter, hurrying from her bedroom to the sitting room. Delphine drifted in, wearing a sumptuous white silk robe, ordered, like all her clothes, from Dior, and subsided gratefully into a deep brocade armchair.

		“Oh, it’s so wonderful to be here,” she sighed, almost plaintively.

		“You seem just a bit frazzled around the edges, darling.”

		“Oh, Mother, why do I have so many children?” Delphine exclaimed, obviously not expecting an answer. “Thank God the twins are ten and keep themselves busy—but the others! Paul-Sebastian and Jean-Luc have been fighting all day. If only this next one is a girl!” She patted her stomach hopefully. “Don’t I finally deserve a girl, isn’t that only fair?”

		She looked up at Eve, as if her mother could guarantee a response to her question. Fatigue had not touched Delphine’s transcendent beauty. Nothing could mar the magnetic placement of her huge eyes, set so far apart beneath the calm shield of her wide forehead. Nothing could alter the way her lips turned up at the corners in an eternally mysterious smile, or the precise distance between her widow’s peak and the deliciously small shape of her chin that created the heart-shaped face millions adored. Delphine was the most famous movie actress in France. At thirty-eight she was in the flower of her career, for the rational French find a woman more fascinating after thirty-five than she is in the unripeness of first youth.

		“By now a daughter should be inevitable,” Eve replied, touching Delphine’s bell of brown hair in a brief, gentle caress.

		Henri brought in the tray of glasses and champagne. “Shall I open it, Madame?” he asked Eve.

		“No, I’ll do it, thank you,” she answered, waving him away. Tradition had it that the châtelaine of Valmont, the mistress of the house, should always be the one to open and pour the first bottle on any ceremonial occasion, and this private moment with her daughters was, for Eve, more ceremonial than the dinner tonight would be, no matter how gala.

		“Where’s Freddy?” she asked Delphine, who was groaning in a delicious orgy of relaxation, her shining head and fragile arms flung back in abandon on a pile of brocade pillows.

		“Bathing her children. I can hardly believe that Freddy produced two little boys in less than two years. She’s certainly making up for lost time.”

		“Couldn’t their nanny give them their bath?” Eve inquired.

		“Normally, yes,” Delphine responded with amusement. “That poor woman was dragged six thousand miles from California, but now Freddy can’t keep away from her own offspring.”

		“Who’s taking my name in vain?” Freddy asked as she entered the room quickly, with the slight swagger that had always marked her springy walk. At thirty-six, her resemblance to a female Robin Hood was more vivid than ever. There was a spirited directness in her playful brigand’s eyes, a carefree jubilation in the way she was ready to attack any challenge, a moonbeam insouciance in her smile. She brandished a hairbrush. “Delphine, take pity on me. Do something, anything, about my hair! You’re so clever and you know I’m utterly hopeless.”

		Freddy dropped lithely into another armchair. Her legs, clad in water-splashed white linen trousers, swung high over its upholstered side, sketching a brief, exciting arabesque in the air. Just from the way Freddy moved, Eve thought, you might guess that she had been born to fly any airplane ever built.

		Her daughter’s hair was as red as an old-fashioned, well-burnished copper casserole, so brash that it drew all eyes to her wherever she appeared, hair so intractably rebellious that no hairdresser had ever been able, to domesticate it. Throughout Freddy’s headstrong, headline-capturing career as one of the world’s great pilots, during all her daredevil, glorious years in World War II, only an aviator’s helmet had ever tamed that head of hair, and then only until the moment when she took the helmet off.

		Eve surveyed her two astonishingly different but equally lawless, brave, willful, and outrageous daughters, whom time had blessedly transformed into women. “Will you join me in a glass of champagne?” she said, and bent to uncork the bottle of Lancel ’47 with a quick twist of the blunt-edged tweezers that had been designed generations ago, especially for this task. She poured three inches into her own glass, gave the crystal an experienced twirl to wake the wine from its slumber, and watched the white froth vanish on the surface of the pale pink liquid. Eve took a sip, found it sublime, as she expected, deftly filled all three glasses, and handed one to Freddy and one to Delphine.

		“I’ll never forget my first taste of champagne,” Freddy said. “It was here, outside on the terrace, when we all came over from California to visit for the first time. What year was that, Mother?” Unaccustomed nostalgia filled her gaze. Her eyes were of such an intense and unlimited blue that they seemed saturated with sky.

		“Nineteen thirty-three,” said Eve. “You were only thirteen, but your grandmother decreed that you weren’t too young.”

		“What did Great-Grandmother say?” a voice asked from the doorway as Annie, Freddy’s fourteen-year-old daughter, slipped into the room wearing jeans and a man’s shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. “And why wasn’t I invited to this party?”

		“Aren’t you supposed to be out with the others, Annie?” Freddy asked, taking a pass at sounding like a proper mother.

		“Do I resemble a daddy or some sticky little boy?” tall, larkish Annie demanded with her seraphic, impudent grin. “I’m the only girl in my generation of this family and I wouldn’t be caught dead hanging around with that crowd. I’ve been in my room. I actually fell asleep for a half hour. I intend to stay up all night—or I would if there was anyone here to dance with who wasn’t a relative.” Annie contemplated the three of them with delight. She considered herself far and away the most mature and wisest of all the Lancel females, even, in some ways, more grown-up than her adored grandmother.

		“What are you going to put on for dinner, Annie?” Eve asked.

		“I don’t have a thing to wear,” Annie said, shaking her curly head dolefully.

		“You brought over two suitcases full of clothes,” Freddy laughed.

		“But nothing exactly right for the occasion. Grandma, may I go take a look in your armoire?”

		“First have a glass of champagne,” Eve suggested. There was nothing she could deny Annie, not even a Balenciaga, no matter how unsuitable.

		Annie approached the wine with curiosity. She’d never had champagne before, but every time she tasted something for the first time, French tradition said that she could make a wish. She wrinkled her enchanting nose and took a large sip, tasted it thoroughly, as she had seen others do, and swallowed it thoughtfully.

		“Hmmm.” She made a silent wish and bent to take another sip.

		“Did you notice anything special about it?” Eve asked.

		“Yes. It tasted one way in my mouth, and then, when I’d swallowed it, there was another taste, a sort of glow at the back of my throat.”

		“That,” said Eve, “is only possible because it is a perfect champagne. The taste is called the Farewell.”

		Annie took another big sip, put down her glass, and vanished in the direction of the biggest armoire in the bedroom.

		“That child is the only one of you with a natural palate,” Eve informed her daughters excitedly. “Neither of you has ever noticed the Farewell in all these years. Freddy—what would you think of sending Annie here next summer to let her start to learn about the creation of champagne? Somebody has to take over the House of Lancel someday.”

		“I think that she’s going to be learning to fly next summer, but if she wants to—well, why not?”

		Annie came back into the bedroom holding a hanger from which was suspended a red chiffon dress with tiny shoulder straps above a small, tucked bodice. The shoulder straps and the belt that was buckled around the small waist were thickly encrusted with rhinestones. They glittered with an unexpected freshness, as if a spotlight had just been turned on them. The skirt of the red dress flirted with the air, its layers of chiffon dancing into a flickering hemline that dipped in points of many different lengths. Even on a hanger the dress seemed magical, as if it had led a life of its own, as if it possessed a history and, somehow, a complicated personality, a thousand selves.

		“Grandma, look at this! I’ve never seen it before—it’s fabulous! And I bet it would just fit me,” Annie said meaningfully.

		“Where did you find that dress?” Eve asked, jolted.

		“All the way at the back of the armoire. It winked right at me.”

		“I’d … forgotten it was there. It’s an old dress, Annie—it must be—oh, more than forty years old.”

		“I don’t care how old it is, it’s better than new. What did you wear it for?”

		“I didn’t wear it, Annie—Maddy did.”

		Both Delphine and Freddy leaned forward with fascination. So this was the famous dress Maddy had worn, Delphine thought, a dress that was part of the family scandal she’d learned about years ago. She’d never laid eyes on it before, although she’d heard about it, far more, indeed, than she had ever wanted to. Freddy was intrigued. She knew about Maddy, of course, but she’d never imagined that a dress could be so alive, almost like another person in the room. She had an attachment to a certain red dress herself, she’d never throw it away, but it hadn’t occurred to her that her mother would be that sentimental about Maddy’s dress.

		Eve filled all four glasses again. “I think we should drink to Maddy,” she decreed, her eyes alight and playful, a faint blush rising on her cheeks. Whatever her daughters thought they knew about Maddy, they’d never be able to understand why she’d kept that dress. There were some things you could never totally communicate … nor did you ever intend to.

		The Lancel women held their glasses high. “To Maddy!” they said.

		“Whoever she is,” Annie added, as she raised her glass.

	
		1

		EVE Coudert held out her five-franc note to the ticket seller. She gave him a nonchalant smile as she paid for a ride in the hot-air balloon that lay tethered on the huge field of La Maladière, outside of Dijon, where the great Air Show of 1910 was in its last day.

		“You’re alone, Mademoiselle?” he asked in surprise. It was rare to see such a young woman unaccompanied, particularly one so appetizing. He eyed her with interest, taking a rapid, knowing inventory of her charms. Under the brim of her straw hat, she looked up at him with gray eyes, dark enough to snare the devil, under brows that flew upward, as slanted as a pair of wings. Her heavy chignon revealed hair that was some unnamable but intoxicating shade between red and gold, and her full, smiling mouth was as naturally rosy as her cheeks.

		“My husband is afraid of heights, Monsieur,” she said, and added a delicate shade of meaning to her smile which told the ticket seller that she understood full well that he himself wasn’t afraid of heights and that she admired him for his courage.

		Oh ho, he thought with pleasure, this bewitchingly young bride of the provinces isn’t as nearly innocent as she’s supposed to be, and with a longing look, but without further question, he gave Eve the ticket that entitled her to a ride. Taking her gloved hand, he gallantly helped her step up into the basketlike woven wicker gondola that was big enough to hold five people.

		She gathered her narrow white piqué skirt in one hand and, with the other, held on tightly to her fashionably wide-brimmed hat trimmed with floppy pink silk cabbage roses. Eve’s pointed, laced-up low boots tapped nervously as she waited for the removal of dozens of sand bags that kept the huge red balloon on the ground. She took care not to look around at her fellow passengers. Eve turned her back on them, leaned against the waist-high rim of the gondola, and tucked her chin tightly into her high boned collar, so that its lace petals were articulated clearly against her delicate skin and almost hid her face.

		It was Sunday, the twenty-fifth of August, a particularly hot afternoon, but Eve shivered with repressed impatience while the workmen ran about, shouting at each other. Suddenly the enormous red balloon rose in the air with utterly unexpected speed and silence.

		Stunned by the magical upward soaring, Eve ignored the city below, the lovely old capital of Burgundy, about which King François the First had exclaimed, “Ah! The beautiful city of a hundred church towers.” She looked directly toward the distant blue horizon, astonished by her first glimpse of the far line of green and yellow fields that grew wider by the second.

		But the world is so endless, she thought, overwhelmed by the same childlike wonder felt by everyone in the gondola. Forgetting the caution with which she had resolutely held herself apart from the three men who had also bought tickets for the ride, Eve turned around and gazed enraptured at the panorama in which she was so miraculously encompassed.

		Unconsciously, she opened her arms to try to embrace the sky. In that moment of irrepressible impulse, the balloon was caught in a sudden strong gust of wind. Her hat was torn free from the pin that held it on her head and was sent sailing away.

		“Oh, no!” Eve exclaimed, and as she cried out in an incredulous tone, the men all looked at her. They saw a horrified girl whose inexpertly constructed chignon had been taken by the wind, so that her hair was now blowing about in as many directions as there are on a compass. The sight of her face and of her waist-length hair betrayed her age just as the hat had disguised it.

		“Mademoiselle Coudert!”

		“Eve!”

		“Good day, Monsieur Blondel, good day, Monsieur Martineux,” Eve said with trembling lips, attempting the polite smile with which she usually greeted these friends of her father’s on those rare occasions when she encountered them, for Eve Coudert was only fourteen and had not even reached the age at which her mother would allow her to help pass the pastries at an afternoon tea party. “Is this not thrilling?” she added, reaching for composure in her most adult voice.

		“Never mind that nonsense, Eve,” Blondel sputtered indignantly. “What are you doing here? Where is your governess? Do your parents have any idea … no, of course they don’t!”

		Eve shook her head. There was no point in trying to explain that she had to go up in the balloon at all costs, that she had waited during the first three deliriously exciting days of the Air Show in mounting anxiety, that she had seized the minute when her father was called to attend a sick patient and her mother was taking her usual afternoon nap, to elude her governess, Mademoiselle Helene—no, somehow none of that seemed useful to tell him.

		“I am here,” she said calmly, now that she knew the inevitable price would have to be paid, “because everyone says that we French have finally conquered the atmosphere and I wanted to see it for myself.”

		Blondel’s mouth fell open, the other two men didn’t bother to repress their laughter. Doctor Didier Coudert’s only child was unquestionably a pert minx, Martineux thought, but her presence added a particular charm to this extraordinary moment. He had an eye for a neat waist and a slender ankle, and these she already possessed, as well as the tentative but unmistakable outline of a young bosom under the short piqué bolero and tucked lace blouse of her very best costume.

		“Blondel,” he said with authority, “Mademoiselle Coudert can come to no harm here. When we return to earth, I myself will escort her safely home.”

		“Do you think, Monsieur, that first we could look for my mother’s—for my hat?” Eve asked.

		“I think the hat is still flying under its own power, Mademoiselle. It was headed south toward Nuits-Saint-George, if I’m not mistaken. Still, we will try.”

		“Thank you, Monsieur,” Eve said, gratefully. If only they could find the hat, perhaps her mother wouldn’t be quite as angry as she anticipated. But even if it had been eaten by a goat, it was worth it, oh, so worth whatever happened to her, just to have floated in the air and seen, at last, the greatness of the world.

		She couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to be one of the pilots who had come from all over France to participate in Dijon’s great race meeting, pilots like Marcel Hanriot, just sixteen years old, who had already won most of the prizes. That national hero had actually flown faster than a kilometer a minute. Nevertheless, Eve reflected, as the balloon began its descent, and she looked down on the twenty-five thousand people who were milling about far beneath her, nevertheless, she too had mounted into the atmosphere, she too had seen beyond the familiar horizon of her childhood. She felt a link with all the buccaneers of the sky, if only for these minutes she would never forget.

		Doctor Didier Coudert, Eve’s father, was a busy man. He specialized in diseases of the liver, a well-chosen field in a country in which liver problems were four times more frequent than in any other nation in the world, since good living is never without its day of reckoning. He loved Eve, although he regretted having no son, but he was far too occupied by his practice to pay any attention to her education. That was the province of his wife, and if, after Eve’s escapade at the Air Show, she felt it necessary to suppress Eve’s unsuitable curiosity about the world by keeping all the books in his library under lock and key during the girl’s next, dangerously impressionable years, he made no objection.

		The Coudert family lived in a particularly handsome house on the Rue Buffon, a splendid street in the heart of the old city of Dijon. Doctor Coudert, a modern man, owned the first Dion-Bouton automobile in the city. However, he still kept a coachman and two fine horses so that his wife, Chantal, could pay her customary round of visits in the shining dark green coupé as she had since their marriage.

		Chantal Coudert, heiress to a large fortune, ran her household with a strict hand. Long before Eve, at fourteen, became the subject of shocked gossip, it had been out of the question for her to go anywhere alone. Since her unthinkable adventure, her governess had not allowed her to so much as drink an unchaperoned cup of afternoon chocolate with a friend, during a visit arranged by their mothers. She was accompanied when she walked with another girl in the Parc de la Colombière, or the gardens of the Arquebuse; she was watched closely as she played a rare game of lawn tennis; she was even chaperoned when she went to confession in the neighboring Cathedral of Saint Bènigne. Eve was considered to be in constant danger from the excesses of her nature.

		Like most girls of her class, Eve lived in a world of women. It was deemed unnecessary for her to study seriously at school. Her teachers came to the house, chief among them a Dominican sister who taught French and a smattering of mathematics, history and geography. She had a dancing teacher, a music teacher and a painting teacher, who all gave her lessons under the eye of Mademoiselle Helene. Only her singing lessons, with venerable Professor Dutour of the Conservatory of Music, took place away from the house on the Rue Buffon.

		In the autumn of 1912, Chantal Coudert sat drinking hot chocolate in her luxurious, gaslit boudoir, discussing the always absorbing problem of her daughter, with her sister, the Baronne Marie-France de Courtizot, who was visiting from Paris.

		Why was it, Eves mother wondered in familiar vexation, that Marie-France, whose union had not been blessed with a single child, considered herself an authority on the care and upbringing of Eve, whom she referred to as her “favorite niece,” quite as if she had chosen her for this honor out of dozens of contestants? Of course Marie-France gave herself airs—that was normal for a daughter of the wealthy bourgeoisie, who had managed to marry a baron and elevate herself into the aristocracy—airs could be expected of Marie-France, she had, indeed, a perfect right to them, but mere marriage did not entitle her to become an expert on matters only a mother could speak on from experience.

		“You worry unnecessarily, my dear Chantal,” the Baronne said, touching a fine linen napkin to her lips and reaching for another tiny cream puff. “Eve is a splendid girl and I trust that she has outgrown those ridiculously high spirits of her childhood.”

		“I wish I were as sure as you are, particularly since neither of us really knows what goes on in her head,” Chantal Coudert replied with a sigh. “Did Maman know our thoughts, Marie-France? What a short memory you must possess.”

		“Nonsense. Maman was far too strict with us. Naturally we told her nothing—not that there was anything to tell.”

		“I have tried to raise Eve as we were brought up. One can’t be too careful.”

		“Do you seriously mean, Chantal,” the Baronne exclaimed, “that all you have ever told Eve about her future as a married woman is ‘Do what your husband wishes you to do’?”

		“Why should she know more? Was that not sufficient advice? You have become far too much of a Parisian, Marie-France.”

		The Baronne raised her cup hastily to her lips. Her prim older sister never failed to delight her with her prudish ways.

		“When Eve is eighteen, will you let me give a ball in Paris for her?” she proposed.

		“Of course, Marie-France. But not until she has a ball in Dijon or people will be offended. I must consider the Amiots, the Bouchards, the Chauvots, the …”

		“The Gauvins, the Clergets, the Courtois, the Morizots—my dear, I know exactly who will be at that ball, indeed I can see each face now. I can visualize all the freshly scrubbed young graduates of the school of St. François de Salles, forming a phalanx of newly mustached masculinity. Then a winter of outrageous gaiety, such as only Dijon can provide, will follow. The Red Cross ball! The Saint-Cyr ball! Such mad abandon! To say nothing of the charity sales, the concerts, and even—since Eve rides so well—an invitation to join the hunt in the forest of Chatillon. How will she be able to survive so much excitement?”

		“Laugh all you like, Marie-France. Most girls would give anything for her prospects,” Madame Coudert said, feeling superior. Which of the two of them, after all, possessed a daughter?

		“When should the child be home?” the Baronne asked, looking outside at the darkening sky.

		“Any minute now. I told Mademoiselle Helene that Professor Dutour must allow them plenty of time to cross the city before nightfall.”

		“Does he still maintain that she has a remarkable voice?”

		“Yes indeed, but since she will never use it except at a musical evening, or to entertain herself at the piano, I wonder if these lessons aren’t just a waste of time. However, Didier insisted.” Madame Coudert spoke in the tone of voice of a woman married to a despot, one which both sisters enjoyed using when talking about their well-disciplined husbands.

		“Aunt Marie-France!” Eve cried happily as she burst into the room. As she gave her aunt a series of enthusiastic kisses, the Parisian noted that her niece’s natural coloring was as high as that of any fashionable cocotte’s; that her thick curly hair, that still hung down her back, was an inimitable color of valuable color that would not fade like that of most redheads or grow dull like a brunette’s; the hair of a strawberry blond; lustrous, naturally burnished, hair that would make even a plain girl fascinating. And her eyes! Their darkness was like charcoal on fire.

		Eve had grown so rapidly that she was now a full head taller than her mother, Marie-France de Courtizot saw as she continued her observation. There was an intriguing immoderation, an unmistakable extravagance in the girl’s sense of self. Eve carried her ankle-length skirt and simple shirtwaist with such natural assurance and style that she might have been a very young duchess rather than a child of sixteen. She simply must get Eve to Paris before she reached eighteen. Paquin should dress her with the wit and fancifulness she merited, and Worth should make her ball gown. Why should not Eve make a splendid marriage? Yes, one even better than her own. Decidedly she would be wasted in the claustrophobic, conservative society of old Dijon.

		“My treasure,” she murmured, returning the kisses. “You are such a pleasure to look at.”

		“Don’t spoil her, Marie-France,” her sister said warningly. “Eve, you may join us for dinner tonight since your aunt is here, but only this one time.”

		“Thank you, Maman,” Eve said demurely.

		“Now, Eve, you may sing something for us,” Madame Coudert added, delighted to show off before her irritating sister.

		Eve went to the little upright piano that her mother kept in the corner, sat down, thought for a minute, and then began to play and sing with a tiny, mischievous smile that she could not repress:

		
			“Return to your Argentinian sky
Where all the women are divine
To the sound of your music so sly
Go, go dance your tango!”

		

		“Eve! Is that what you learn from the Professor Dutour?” her aunt cried, as shocked at the throbbing, sensuous rhythm of Eve’s husky voice, a voice of raw silk and dark honey, as by the words themselves.

		“Of course not. He wants me to sing arias from La Bohème. But this is so much more droll. I heard it in the street, coming home. Don’t you like it, Aunt?”

		“No, not at all,” the Baronne answered. She hated to admit it but perhaps Chantal was not wrong to be concerned about Eve. For a virgin to hear a tango was bad enough, but to sing it! And in such a voice, such an … insinuating … voice!

		“And a dozen dozen handkerchiefs in the finest linen, embroidered with her future initials,” Louise, the Couderts’ parlor maid, enumerated, gloating, as she and Eve walked in the old botanical garden behind the Cathedral on a Saturday afternoon early in the spring of 1913.

		“What if she never sneezes?” Eve asked to interrupt the recital of the details of the trousseau of linen that had just been ordered for the soon-to-be-bride, Diane Gauvin, daughter of the Couderts’ neighbors.

		Louise ignored her. She had been promoted to the post of Eve’s chaperone when Mademoiselle Helene had left the household four months earlier, to everyone’s surprise, in order to marry a widowed salesman from the Pauvre Diable, the largest department store in town.

		“Six dozen dish towels, six dozen towels just for drying crystal, four dozen aprons for the servants, and as for the tablecloths, you can’t begin to imagine …”

		“I promise you I can,” Eve said patiently. Louise had been her favorite person in the household ever since she had arrived ten years before. At that time Louise had been as old as Eve was now, almost seventeen, but she had lied and said she was twenty-four in order to get the job. She had a weathered complexion, a sturdy body capable of working a sixteen-hour day without tiring, and a round face with a severe underbite.

		Eve had immediately recognized the soft heart and warm nature of the new addition to the staff, and from Louise’s first days the two of them had fallen into the kind of friendship which was far from uncommon in a world in which children spent most of their time at home and saw little of their parents. They had become allies against the all-powerful Mademoiselle Helene, they had become confidantes in a house in which they were both constantly told what to do, and they had become intimate friends over the years, for each of them needed someone to whom she could speak her heart freely.

		“I don’t understand why Diane is getting married,” Eve said, gently touching a switch of forsythia, which was the only bloom yet to be seen. “Her fiancé is so ugly.”

		“She’s a sensible girl, Mademoiselle Diane, and she knows that the important thing is finding the right husband, not a handsome one.”

		“You too! I can’t believe you said that, Louise. What makes him right except the size of his father’s fortune? Are you going to tell me that any man with both legs, both arms, no big warts, and wealth to come is a desirable husband?”

		“I wish I’d found someone, even with warts,” Louise said, with a comic grimace, resigned to the fact that a poor parlor maid of twenty-seven had no possibility of marriage.

		“I’m not interested in a husband. I want to be a nun, a nurse, a missionary, a suffragette, a … a … oh, I don’t know!” Eve said violently.

		“You’ll get a husband whether you want one or not, because your mother will have you married before you’re nineteen, and if she doesn’t, your aunt will, so you might as well make up your mind to it, my poor Mademoiselle.”

		“Why? Why?” Eve cried, tearing the branch of frail yellow from the bush with a gesture that alarmed Louise by its ferocity. “If I don’t want to be married, why should I? Why can’t they leave me alone?”

		“If you were one of a family of five or six, perhaps you could be allowed to do as you wished—every family needs an old maid aunt to attend to all the things no one else has time for—but you’re the only child and your parents won’t have grandchildren unless you marry, so why try to fight something that is bound to be?”

		“Oh, Louise, I dread the thought of a life like my mother’s—nothing but visiting and being visited, nothing changing except the style of my shoe. It simply isn’t bearable, a future with nothing to hope for but making my parents happy by having children—is that why I was born?”

		“When it happens you’ll forget everything you’re saying now and become a mother, just like most women, and more than content,” Louise replied. “If I remind you, in three years, of what you’ve just said, you’ll refuse to believe me, and, in truth, you’ll have completely forgotten it.”

		“It’s not fair! If time makes you happy with the things you hate—then I say it’s a bad thing to grow up! I must do something wonderful—something big and brave and exciting—something wild, Louise, wilder than I can even imagine!”

		“I sometimes feel that way too, Mademoiselle Eve—but I know it’s just because spring is in the air and there’s probably a full moon tonight, and if we don’t go home soon your mother will begin to worry.”

		“At least run back with me, let’s race and see who gets there first … I’ll die if I don’t run,” Eve cried.

		“Can’t … Madame Blanche and her husband just turned the corner behind us.” Louise gave her warning to the air, for Eve had already flashed away, too far ahead on the path to hear her.

		Eve’s imagination was starved by the suitable books her mother gave her to read. The fashion magazine La Gazette du Bon Ton, which Madame Coudert permitted her to study, dealt with women from another planet, women as decorative and unreal as exotic birds in their soft Poiret and Doucet costumes of fantastic colors, which fell softly, with infinite charm, from high waists and tunics to feet that looked like those of harem girls.

		However, she discovered that her father’s copy of the leading Dijon newspaper, Le Bien Public, was always left carelessly in his study after he glanced at it each morning. This newspaper became her window into the world and she perfected a technique that enabled her to whisk it away every morning before his study was dusted, and to take it to her room to read whenever she had a few minutes of privacy.

		In the high summer of 1913, Dijon was a merry, hospitable and prosperous place indeed, as it prepared for the celebration of Bastille Day on the fourteenth of July. The city resonated like one vast music box. Melodies sounded from all sides; from every street corner; from the singers and piano players inside the many dozens of cafés; from the restaurants; from the bandstands in the squares; from the racecourse called the vélodrome; from the permanent circus of Tivoli; and most stirring of all, from the public performances of the band of the 27th Infantry of the French Army, which was stationed at the Caserne Vaillant.

		As Eve and Louise walked back and forth three times a week from the Coudert house to Professor Dutour’s, they passed through zones of different music, and Eve’s pace changed without her realization. Now she walked to a waltz, now to a martial beat, now to the rhythm of one of the songs that escaped from the terrace of a café, a song that, like all the others, had been born in Paris. She hummed as she walked, and only Louise’s sternest efforts kept her from singing out loud the words she picked up so quickly.

		Eve’s fever of restlessness and her dissatisfaction with her life had grown steadily since the spring. Louise could hardly wait until Eve’s eighteenth birthday would propel her instantly into a new world in which she would be overwhelmed with the attention of young men, thrilled by new clothes and captivated by new friends. The nervous, troubled, almost unbearable waiting of the last chapter of Eve’s far-too-long-drawn-out childhood would finally come to an abrupt end. The girl was so close to being grown-up, Louise thought, that naturally she was in a turmoil, as edgy and fanciful as if there were a thunderstorm in the air.

		Although she knew that her place in Eve’s life would diminish, Louise’s sense of responsibility lay so heavily on her that she almost wished Mademoiselle Helene were back in the house. Soon her duties would be over. A few more months, she told herself, and she could relax.

		On the morning of July third, 1913, Eve rapidly scanned the front page of Le Bien Public and then she quickly turned the pages of the densely printed paper, looking for the column devoted to a chronicle of the amusements of the city. Finally she found the announcement of a long-promised arrival of a Parisian music hall troop at the Alcazar Theatre, the most important in Dijon. Eve gave a cry of relief. She had never been convinced that they would really come.

		For months, posters had heralded this extraordinary visitation. Even a proper young lady, as sheltered as Eve, was aware that in Paris the modern music hall had claimed its place as the center of the entertainment of Europe. In 1900 the Olympia had been the first to open, and its enormous success had led to the Moulin Rouge, the Grande Hippodrome, the Alhambra and a number of other, less ambitious and less deluxe establishments.

		Among these music halls of the second rank was the Riviera, and the Alcazar management had managed to attract the entire Riviera troop to Dijon for an engagement. Only the visit of Buffalo Bill and his circus, in the year of Eve’s birth, had aroused such lively curiosity in the pleasure-loving citizens of the city.

		Eve pounced on Louise, who was busy making her bed. “They’re coming, they’re going to be here in a week,” she said, pink with elation.

		“And I say what I said yesterday, and last week, and a hundred other times; your mother will never let you go. Last spring she said you were still too young when your father wanted to take you to the opera. But a music hall … never! Not for a girl of your class. Who knows what language the comics use, who knows what the songs may be about?”

		“Louise, don’t talk like that. You know perfectly well that I’ve heard all sorts of songs in the street,” Eve said, shaking her friend fiercely.

		“I’m only saying what your mother would say.”

		“But I have to go, I’ve told you that for weeks.”

		“I don’t understand you, Mademoiselle Eve. You won’t listen to reason. Soon you’ll be a grown-up woman. When you’re married, you will be able to do whatever you please, so long as you are attended by your husband, poor man, whoever he is, or another lady—if you can find one as capricious as you. You’ll be free to go to the music hall every day of the week if that’s your fancy, but right now you know as well as I do that it’s impossible, so let go of me and let me finish this bed.”

		“So you won’t go with me, Louise?”

		“Isn’t that what I’ve been saying ever since you got the idea in that head of yours?”

		“I thought you’d change your mind when it was certain that the Riviera company was truly coming.”

		“I’m more positive than ever,” Louise said without any hint of compromise in her eye.

		“Then I’ll go alone.”

		“Indeed? Just how, may I ask?”

		“I don’t intend to tell you,” Eve said haughtily. “However, I ascended in a balloon three years ago when I was only fourteen. If I could do that, my poor woman, do you truly think that I couldn’t manage to get myself as far as the Rue des Godrans, buy a ticket to the Alcazar, and walk right in? I believe you underestimate me.”

		Louise sat down on the bed she was trying to make, with a despairing look on her face. She knew that she had a choice to make. Either she would have to disobey every rule that Madame Coudert had made and many she hadn’t thought of, and take Eve to the music hall matinée in secret, or she would have to resign herself to the fact that her charge would somehow manage, the Lord only knew how, to go by herself.

		Of the two choices, the second seemed to her to be far worse. A beautiful girl alone at the Alcazar couldn’t fail to be stared at, spoken to, perhaps even propositioned. No respectable female, even a girl of the people, would go to a music hall by herself. In fact, Louise realized, her choice was already made, as Eve understood perfectly well, judging by the measuring look in her eyes and the knowing, teasing smile on her lips.

		They were seated half an hour before the brightly painted fire curtain went up, Eve’s telltale hair caught up firmly in a tightly skewered chignon under a hat pinned on in three places, which Louise had been obliged to loan to her. Already the orchestra was playing the tune of C’est pour Vous, a song which they didn’t know had been written by Irving Berlin and first called “Everybody’s Doing It.” Around them people were tapping their feet and buzzing in anticipation. Every seat of the hall was filled and Louise was somewhat reassured to see that there were many other women there, some of them with children.

		Eve, so excited that her hands and feet were freezing in spite of the heat of the theater, studied the program that promised what she had dreamed of for so long; singers, all manner of singers.

		Professor Dutour was in the habit of telling his wife that Eve Coudert had broken his heart. That a girl so gifted—a girl who could sing any aria written for the range of the contralto voice; an extraordinary voice, deep and rich, yet able to reach up into a mezzo-soprano without strain; a girl who could sight-read without a sign of effort—that such a girl should actually want to sing popular melodies, songs written for the ordinary public, went beyond his understanding.

		It had seemed like sheer perversity to him, this weakness for the easy, obvious tune, yes, he said to his patient wife, waxing more and more indignant, for tunes that he could only call cheap. Not vulgar, no, Eve Coudert had never brought a vulgar song into his studio, but songs that cost her no more than the breath that she wasted on them.

		Eve had long ago given up trying to explain her love for everyday music to her professor. He was the only audience she had, and somehow she craved an audience, even an audience of one.

		The more she sang street tunes, the more her desire grew to hear the songs she’d picked up performed by professionals on a real stage, to see precisely how they did it, what expressions they wore, what they did with their hands and feet, how they dressed and how they communicated with the public.

		At home she often sang to herself, when her parents were out, shutting herself away from the servants.

		She took her voice down as far as she could, mining its treasures of warmth and intimacy, then pushed the tremolo to a point where she was barely in control of it. Finally Eve would lift the same melody up, octaves higher, into its resonating alto, until it seemed to beat with wild wings against the roof of her mouth. When she sang the songs of the people, she felt lawless and free, able to impose her own fantasies on the melodies since she was so ignorant of how they were interpreted by anyone else.

		Now, as the program began, Eve lost all consciousness of the theater, she forgot Louise sitting grimly at her side, she didn’t hear the eager responses of the audience, as she concentrated totally on what was happening on stage.

		The rhythm of the music hall revue was deliberately organized in double time, so that if one act didn’t please, by the time the public realized it, another act had taken its place. Four men on unicycles tossing golden circles to each other in a bewildering pattern were replaced by a thin woman, dressed in bright green, who half-sang and half-spoke two tragic and dramatic monologues in a voice of tattered steel; fourteen dancers in pink ruffles, top hats, fur collars and pussycat tails whirled through their paces and disappeared to give way to a fat man who sang dubious songs in a high, piercing voice, so rapidly that only the quickest of the spectators understood all of his double entendres, although he winked one eye to single them out in advance, and mopped his face with a large handkerchief after his most daring couplets. An acrobatic dancer, dressed in Egyptian draperies, went through a series of amazing contortions as one veil after another fell to the ground, leaving her in a flesh-colored leotard that had the citizens of Dijon gasping. She vanished from the stage to give way to six pretty girls dressed in soldier uniforms, who, in unison, sang patriotic songs while they pranced around showing as much leg as possible. The large orchestra never stopped, not even as the scenery was being changed.

		Eve was beginning to feel disappointment and bewilderment. She had been to circuses before she outgrew them, but nothing had prepared her for the vaudevillian hodgepodge of the music hall from which she had expected … well, she wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it wasn’t this whirlwind of spectacle for the sake of spectacle, it wasn’t this undigestible collection of acts put together for a maximum of gay, noisy confusion.

		Suddenly the orchestra stopped playing and the curtain closed for a minute. When it reopened, a single spotlight shone on a piano standing on the darkened stage. From the left a young man walked out and sat down on the piano stool. He turned to the audience, bowed his head for a second, and gravely announced the name of his song.

		“Folie,” he said, “one of my favorites, by the immortal Fysher.”

		As he began to sing the first slow, dreamlike line, “I only dream of her, of her, of her,” in a baritone whose strength was embellished by emotion, the Alcazar fell silent. All the hullabaloo of the music hall disappeared as the spectators fell under the spell of that mysterious thing, one special human voice. Why this man possessed the configuration of the “inner face” which transformed Fysher’s classic, but minor, lament of unrequited love into an experience that left no one unmoved, was beyond understanding, but it was as solid a reality as the piano on which he accompanied himself.

		After Folie he sang Reviens, a slow waltz, with its plaintive refrain, “Come back, my heart, the joy I’ve lost, come back, come back, my heart.” And then he sang, at last with a smile, “I Know a Blond,” and the entire Alcazar exploded with applause. He stood up and bowed, impeccable in his dark suit, its vest buttoned, a gold watch chain just visible on its surface, below a high white collar and a dark tie. The sobriety of his clothes and the whiteness of his shirt only served to emphasize the darkness of his hair, short and brushed close to his head.

		Eve and Louise were too far away to see the singers face clearly; he was a study in black and white as the audience insisted on three encores, only allowing him to leave when the orchestra struck up a polka and a crowd of tumblers rushed onstage and rolled away the piano.

		“Now that, even I admit it, Mademoiselle Eve, that was worth it. A moment to remember, yes, I’ll have to give you that,” Louise said in a tone she couldn’t manage to turn into a grumble. She looked at Eve for assent. The girl’s seat on the aisle was empty. “Eve!” Louise shouted in shock, but the intermission had begun and the audience had filled the aisles, rushing to seek a breath of air outside before the second half of the music hall was to begin.

		Eve raced up the aisle, so filled with enthusiasm and determination that there was no room for hesitation when she found herself in front of the door that led backstage, as the first of the other spectators began to emerge into the lobby. She looked at her program once more, found the name she sought, pushed open the door, glanced around for someone in authority, and walked up to a likely looking man who held a clipboard.

		“Monsieur Marais is expecting me, Monsieur. Could you indicate his dressing room, please?” Her voice, although she didn’t realize it, was that of her worldly aunt Marie-France.

		“Over there, the second door on the left, Madame—ah—Mademoiselle?”

		“That does not concern you, Monsieur,” she replied, somehow knowing precisely what words would assure him that she had the right to be backstage.

		She tapped on the door.

		“Come in,” Alain Marais called, and she entered the dressing room in a rush, and then stopped dead, rigid in shock, the door slamming behind her. The singer, naked from the waist up, was standing with his back to her. His jacket, vest, collar, tie, and soaking-wet shirt had all been stripped off and lay on a chair beside his dressing table. He was wiping his neck with a hand towel.

		“Throw me a decent-sized towel, Jules. One more encore in that steam bath and I would have turned into a puddle. Christ, Dijon in a heat wave—the management should pay double.”

		“Monsieur, you are sublime!” Eve blurted out, her eyes on the floor.

		He whirled around and gave a grunt of surprise. Then he grinned, found a big towel and continued to dry himself. Eve dared to look up, and only the door at her back prevented her from tottering at the sight of his bare chest, strongly muscled, with black hair that ran between his nipples down to his belt. His raised arm showed her the tuft of hair at his armpit that he was vigorously attacking with the towel. Never in her life had she seen a man’s bare chest. Even in the hottest days of summer the working men of Dijon wore undershirts in the street as they went about their business. Nor had she ever been so near a sweating man. The authority, the raw sensuality of the smell of his sweat in the small room was as stunning as a blow. Eve felt attacked, in a profound way, but her knowledge of the attack was on a pre verbal, preconscious level. All she knew was that she was blushing violently.

		“ ‘Sublime.’ As good as that? Thank you, Mademoiselle—or is it Madame?”

		“Mademoiselle. I had to tell you—I didn’t mean to interrupt, I didn’t know you’d be changing—but oh, the way you sang! I’ve never heard anything so splendid, so glorious!”

		“I’m not a member of the Paris Opera, you know, just a music hall singer, you embarrass me,” he said, charmed by her praise, with which he secretly agreed. Alain Marais was used to backstage visitors, women who usually came in giggling groups, having bet among themselves that they wouldn’t dare to do it, but this girl of Dijon in her terrible hat had an intensity that intrigued him. He shrugged quickly into a clean shirt, and took out a fresh stiff collar.

		“Sit down, why don’t you, while I finish dressing. Here’s a chair,” he said coaxingly, since she showed no intention of moving away from the door. He moved the second chair in the room close to his, which stood before the mirror on his makeup table.

		Eve sat down, looking with fascination at the never-before-seen spectacle of a man fastening a collar onto a shirt. The intimacy of watching him struggle with the buttons was, only in degree, less than seeing him drying himself with the towel. He made short work of it, knotted a tie around his neck and offered her a drink of water, pouring it from a pitcher that stood next to a single glass.

		“You’ll have to use this, they don’t provide much luxury in the Alcazar,” he said, holding out his glass as if it were natural to drink from the glass of a stranger. Eve drank deeply and, for the first time, stared directly at his face. He had the blackest of hair, the darkest of eyes, and the expression of a highwayman with a sense of humor; an unconventional face, proud, even imperious, yet ready to break into laughter. But he was younger than she had thought from a distance, probably in his late twenties.

		Her glance was avid in its passionate curiosity. A man who could stand unabashedly half-naked in front of a woman, who would give her a drink from his glass, who sang—oh, who sang as she had never dreamed of—she had to cling to every second of this encounter, she thought, frantic at the realization that the second act would soon begin.

		“Take off your hat,” Alain Marais commanded. “I can’t see what you look like under that Black Forest cake.” Judging by the hat and the light cloak she had been obliged to borrow from Louise, which she had kept on since she entered the dressing room, he guessed that Eve had come to the music hall on her afternoon off from work. Probably a salesgirl in a shop, Alain Marais judged.

		Eve unpinned her hat, trimmed with a stiff, single aigrette feather, and dropped it on the floor. It had covered her hair to the tips of her ears, and much of her forehead. It was such a relief to get it off her head that suddenly the weight of the cloak was equally unbearable. She let it fall away, and sat gazing at the young singer with all her bold, fresh beauty revealed, yet without the deliberate presence of a woman who is conscious of her power.

		Eve was as ignorant of the effect of the way she looked as a savage brought up without a mirror. Her looks had never been praised or made much of by her parents or the servants or her teachers. Time enough for such matters when a girl reached eighteen, was the way of old Dijon.

		“My God!” Alain Marais exclaimed, and fell silent in astonishment. With Eve’s gesture his musty dressing room disappeared and he saw a girl as unexpectedly lovely as a white lilac tree blooming around the corner of an ordinary street. He was enchanted by the surprise of this girl who belonged in a secret garden. He moved his chair closer, bent forward and tilted her chin up with one hand so that he could see her better and for the first time he looked directly into her eyes and met her gaze in which the light of innocence was so mixed with wild, bedazzled audacity that he was confused and speechless. His fingers traveled lightly from the curve of her chin up the edge of her jawbone to the tip of her ear and on up her cheek to the damp roots of her hair. Then, obeying an impulse too strong to resist, he lifted his other hand and plunged the fingers of both hands into the moist hair at her temples, clasping her skull tightly. Eve shuddered, but made no protest as she felt his hands where no man’s hands had ever touched her. A prisoner, she couldn’t have moved her head if she had wanted to.

		“This is better, isn’t it?” he asked softly, and she did not even nod her assent.

		“Say, ‘Yes, Alain,’ ” he insisted.

		“Yes, Monsieur.” Her lips felt numb as she whispered.

		“ ‘Alain,’ ” he repeated, not understanding that for Eve to use his first name was almost as taboo as it was for her to have come to see him alone.

		“Alain. Alain … Alain,” she sighed, gathering courage. “Yes, Alain. It is better.”

		“But, Mademoiselle, how can you call me Alain when you haven’t told me your name?” he said seriously, playing now with tendrils of her hair, pulling them loose here and there as he chose.

		“My name is Eve,” she said, and then jumped to her feet as the dressing room door was opened suddenly.

		“Alain, Claudette is having one of her vapors … a regular fit, says she can’t go on. I thought you could talk some sense into her,” Jules, the stage manager, said anxiously. “Sorry to interrupt, but you know what she’s like. It’s this infernal heat. The trained seals are making so much noise that they sound like elephants.”

		“Isn’t there anyone else, Jules, for God’s sake?” Alain said angrily. “And will you ever learn to knock?”

		“No one else she’ll listen to. Come on, Alain, shake a leg. I need you or the intermission will last till dinner.”

		“Who is Claudette?” Eve asked.

		“The tragic singer, damn her.”

		“The skinny old lady in green?”

		“Precisely. Unfortunately she has decided that I remind her of her long-lost son. Eve, will you come again to visit me here tonight, in the intermission?”

		“Yes.”

		“Good.”

		“Alain, will you get a move on!” Jules shouted.

		“Until tonight,” Alain said, and disappeared after the stage manager.

		Eve looked around the dressing room in shock. She couldn’t possibly have promised to come back here tonight. She couldn’t possibly have not promised. Nothing that had happened could have happened. It could not not have happened. Her world was dissolving around her.

		Tentatively she touched the objects on the dressing table: the brush, the talc, the straight razor, the tie pin, the watch and chain Alain had been in too much of a hurry to put on, and the face towel he’d been using on his neck when she first saw him. She picked it up and raised it to her face. It smelled of him, it was impregnated with his sweat. She put her lips to the damp fabric and inhaled deeply. The odor made her faint with longing, and more than longing. The first wave of pure physical desire she had ever experienced picked her up as if she’d been a swimmer in an unknown sea, and engulfed her, tumbled her over and over into the bottomless deep for sightless, shocking minutes until it left her as weak as if she had almost drowned.

		With the instinct of someone fighting for survival, Eve picked up her hat, jammed it on, threw the cloak over her arm, ran out of the dressing room, rushed through the lobby of the theater and regained her seat before the intermission had ended. Two minutes later Louise arrived, puffing, flustered and furious.

		“How could you, Mademoiselle Eve! How could you frighten me like that? I’ve been out of my wits, I looked everywhere—where were you, you impossible girl?”

		“Oh, Louise, I’m so sorry! I began to feel sick to my stomach right in the middle of the last song—I had to run to the toilet, it was an emergency. Could we go home now? I still feel awful. There’re too many people here. I can’t take this heat. Come on, let’s go before it starts again.”

		“You do look strange, all pale and shivering, and that’s for sure. Up you get. This is no place for you, and now you know it. I hope this mad prank has taught you a good lesson.”

		“It has, Louise, I assure you it has.”

	
		2

		ALAIN Marais was no stranger to backstage affairs. In every city in which he sang there was always an enraptured, willing female to satisfy his libertine appetites, but until he met Eve he had never known a girl who refused to so much as dine with him after the show.

		“A stallion like you is wasting time with that one, Alain,” Jules observed mockingly. “You’ve returned to your boardinghouse alone every night this week … I’ve never seen you go this long without a woman. Your new little piece doesn’t even wait till the curtain has rung down on your last bow before she’s out that stage door on the street at a gallop. I’ll bet she’s going home to a jealous husband, someone who works late. You’d better hope he doesn’t follow her here one of these days.”

		“I’m not worried about that,” Alain said with a wink. “She’s never had a man.”

		“Tell me another!”

		“It’s true. She’s completely inexperienced. Intact. A virgin, Jules. You have heard of that rare thing called a virgin, haven’t you, pal? Or has your sordid life denied you the opportunity?”

		“So that’s what’s got you all hot and bothered, is it? I was wondering at your patience. A virgin’s not to my taste.”

		“My poor Jules, have you never had the chance of being the first man in a girl’s life? It’s worth waiting for, take it from one who knows.”

		“You have the gall of the devil, Alain, but something tells me you’re not going to snare this particular filly.”

		“Would you care to bet on it, old pal?”

		“Absolutely. Fifty francs says you fail before we leave Dijon.”

		“Done,” Alain said, laughing confidently. His friend Jules had lost many such bets to him before. You’d think that by now he’d have been burnt often enough not to risk his money on a sure loss.

		No wonder Jules couldn’t understand the challenge of a virgin, Alain thought. Like most men, the stage manager was too crude, too much in a hurry. He had no idea of the power that was added to the simple act of sex when you knew that no man’s hand or lips had been there before you. The idea inflamed him even in mere contemplation.

		In the world of the music hall, virgins did not exist. Only when the Riviera troop traveled could Alain hope to encounter one, and then only rarely, for almost without exception the women who ventured backstage to admire him were married. They knew the ways of the world and what, precisely, they hoped for from him and what they would be expected to give in return. They provided variety, but there was no piquancy when the end of the chase was obvious from its first moment.

		There were so few surprises in life, Alain thought, that you had to make
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