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Part One: The Night at the Opéra




Chapter I — Thursday, 22 September

The air had that particular softness of September nights. A remnant of warmth, tenacious perfumes, and that golden light Paris keeps for those who come home too late from salons — or too early from failed loves.

The Opéra Garnier had just emptied. Fiacres slipped over the still-warm paving stones. One last note of Offenbach floated in the air, fragile and trembling.

Antoinette walked with a sure step, draped in a plum velvet cape that caught the light of the street lamps.

Marie walked beside her, more discreet, though her gaze was still caught in the brilliance of the finale. She liked Hoffmann. Perhaps illusions. Impossible women.

“We shall never find a fiacre,” Marie observed, scanning the street. “We should have slipped away before the last act.”

“I would have hated that,” Antoinette replied. “Giulietta’s death undoes me every time.”

Marie lifted one shoulder.

“You always identify with the sacrificed ones.”

“And you with those who get away.”

They laughed softly. A well-tuned complicity.

A man approached them. Alone, well turned out, fine moustache, assured look. He had noticed them from the act of the mirrors, three rows ahead. He had seen them, admired them. He believed himself charming.

“You are walking alone?” he murmured, with that smile one learns in the boxes.

“It is not forbidden,” Marie replied.

“It is chiefly dangerous… for weak hearts,” Antoinette added.

The tone was set. They exchanged a few phrases. He was cultivated, amusing. He spoke lightly of Hoffmann, compared women to reflections of the moon, made the eyes of one shine, then the other’s.

The game took hold. Quickly. Antoinette leaned towards him, brushed his arm as she laughed. Marie, more contained, trapped him with frank looks and precise silences.

“You are unbearable,” he said, smiling.

“Not so much,” Antoinette breathed.

“But enough that a man must choose?” Marie asked.

“If he is worthy of it,” he replied.

They laughed. All three of them. The game was cruel, elegant. They knew how to play. And he? He had almost won. He suggested one last glass. At the Crillon. Or elsewhere. He had a driver. A beat. They exchanged a look. One word was enough.

“Tomorrow,” said Marie.

“We have our rules,” Antoinette added.

He gave a brief smile and withdrew. It was perhaps the first time a night had been refused him so prettily. When he moved away, they remained silent for a moment. Then Marie burst out laughing.

“You would have won.”

“I know,” Antoinette replied. “That is why I let him go.”

They gave a brief laugh. But it was a strange laugh, made of a residue of desire, of that bitter edge one feels when refusing something one might have taken.

“We are fools,” said Marie.

“Mad,” Antoinette corrected. “But it does one good.”

They exchanged a look, an imperceptible nod: agreed. They began walking again. The air smelled of warm stone and leather. Their cheeks were still burning; no wind could do anything about it. The pavement gave back a breath of damp; the leather of their gloves clung a little. A free fiacre passed — they climbed in without a word. The ride was short, almost silent. The city was going out, and their fever with it.

Marie’s apartment was as Antoinette remembered it: elegant, sober, without ostentation. The sort of place where one could drink too much without anyone noticing. A shaded lamp spread a soft light over the velvet of the sofa; the clock on the mantelpiece marked an already late hour without appearing offended by it. In the air lingered a trace of cold tea, a little wax, and that perfume of pale amber which seemed to belong as much to the curtains as to Marie.

“Make yourself comfortable. I shall pour the wine.”

Antoinette removed her gloves slowly. One finger after another. She laid them flat beside her reticule; it was as though this small ordering of things might still suffice. Marie, standing before the sideboard, uncorked the bottle without haste. Her movement was sure, but her shoulders were higher than usual. One might have thought she was applying herself to something very simple so as not to look elsewhere.

The first glass was drunk almost in one draught. The second more composedly. At first they spoke as women speak when they have just left a public place still filled with music. Of the décor. Of a voice too strongly pressed. Of an aria taken up a tone too low. Then of the look of such-and-such a lady in such-and-such a box. Then of the way the man in the street had believed he did them honour by approaching.

Antoinette, seated at an angle on the sofa, still held her back straight, but one ankle had left the other. Marie, instead of sitting down again at once, remained for a few moments leaning against the console, her glass in hand. The silence began there. Not all at once. By thin withdrawals. A sentence that found no continuation. A laugh that fell too soon. A sip taken to gain time.

“You know,” Antoinette said, “tonight, I could have. Truly.”

Marie let a moment pass before answering. She looked at her glass, turned it slightly, just enough to see the red climb the sides and descend again.

“I know. That is why I did not let you.”

Antoinette raised her eyes. Not abruptly. With that clear attention which, in her, always preceded important things.

“Jealous?”

Marie had a very brief smile, one that reached neither her cheeks nor her eyes.

“Perhaps. Of him. Of you. I don’t know.”

This time the silence remained. Antoinette was still holding her glass, but her fingers had shifted a little on the stem. Marie, for her part, had ceased moving altogether. Between them, there was no longer Offenbach, nor the man, nor the light pretext of the return. Only that sentence left there, alive, and the air that seemed thicker around it.

At last Antoinette set her glass on the low table. The crystal made a discreet sound. Then she said, lower:

“Of me… why?”

Marie barely lifted one shoulder. It was not an evasion. Rather a way of admitting that she was advancing over ground she did not yet know.

“Because you could have said yes. Because he looked at you as one looks at something one has already decided to want. Because I thought you were going to accept… and that displeased me more than it should have.”

Antoinette did not smile. Her gaze had fixed itself on Marie with a new gravity. There was nothing mondaine in her now, nothing playful. One only felt that she was receiving each word with care.

“And you?” she asked. “Would you have wanted him?”

Marie lowered her eyes for a moment. Not from modesty. To listen more exactly.

“I wanted him to go on looking at us. I liked that. But when it came to choosing… I do not think it was he who mattered.”

This time, Antoinette inhaled more slowly. Her bodice scarcely lifted. She said nothing, but her mouth had opened by almost nothing, as though the body had understood before the mind. Marie took two steps. Not towards her exactly. Rather in her direction. Enough to leave the shadow of the sideboard and enter that of the sofa.

“We are ridiculous,” Marie murmured.

“Mad,” Antoinette corrected. “But it does one good.”

They smiled. Not a laugh. Not yet a deliverance. Only that small agreement which says: yes, I too feel that something is there, and no, I shall not pretend not to see it.

Marie sat down at last, but too close. Or not far enough for it to remain indifferent. Their skirts brushed. The velvet of the sofa absorbed the sound. Their shoulders remained apart, their knees did not. Heat had changed place in the room; it no longer came only from the lamp.

“Pour again,” said Antoinette.

Marie obeyed. But this time her hand was less sure. The neck of the bottle struck lightly against the rim of the glass. A drop slid over the table. She meant to wipe it away with her thumb, then gave it up. Antoinette followed the gesture. Not the bottle. The hand.

“You are trembling,” she said.

“Not much.”

“Enough.”

Marie raised her eyes. Antoinette had not moved. But her voice had changed. Softer. Lower. Almost private already. Marie felt that she could have escaped through a witticism. She did not.

“And you do not tremble?”

Antoinette looked at her for one brief moment more, then held out her open hand between them. Marie hardly hesitated before placing her own in it. Antoinette’s palm was cool. Her fingers were not.

“Yes,” said Antoinette. “But differently.”

They remained like that for a while. One hand in the other. Nothing more. Nothing less. The kind of contact which, if it lasts one beat too long, ceases to be innocent. Marie felt her breathing change. Antoinette’s too, no doubt, for her fingers tightened very slightly before releasing. Not a hold. A verification.

“We should perhaps speak of something else,” Marie breathed.

“Certainly.”

Neither of them proposed a subject.

The clock marked the quarter. Outside, a wheel passed over the paving stones. In the room, nothing seemed to have moved, and yet the usual order of things was quietly withdrawing. Marie had kept her hand in Antoinette’s. The wine in the other glass had not been drunk. Their faces, without either of them noticing at first, had drawn a little closer.

It was Marie who meant to take up her glass again. It was Antoinette who meant to help her. Their gestures crossed badly. The crystal tipped. The wine spilled over the pale cloth, slowly at first, then all at once more widely, like a decision made in their place.

“Zut—”

“Wait—”

They bent forward together. Too quickly. Fingers in the damp fabric. The cloth one is looking for. The other’s hand encountered before the rag. Their foreheads almost brushed. Marie felt Antoinette’s breath on her cheek, a little shorter than before. Antoinette, for her part, recognised the pale amber, the warm skin, and that very slight scent of powder that remained at Marie’s collar after long evenings.

Neither of them straightened at once.

The cloth was there, beneath their hands. But they wiped without believing in it. The wine mattered less and less. Their fingers, both damp, truly touched this time. Not an accident. A second held. Then two.

Marie lifted her head only slightly. Her gaze fell upon Antoinette’s mouth and remained there. Not as one admires. As one finally reads what one had sensed since the beginning of the evening. Antoinette did not look away. She had that very particular stillness of moments when she consents without yet saying so.

“If I kiss you…” Marie murmured, “will you push me away?”

Antoinette did not withdraw. Her breath passed over Marie’s cheek, warmer than it should have been. Her hand, still resting on the damp cloth, slid by almost nothing to Marie’s wrist. Not to stop her. To feel that she was indeed there.

“No,” she said.

It was barely a voice. Almost a breath. But it was enough.

Marie moved first. Very little. As though she wished to leave Antoinette every space in which to change her mind. Antoinette closed that space herself by inclining her head. Their lips touched with that brief hesitation of things desired for too long to remain simple. It was not yet a deep kiss. It was better than that: the exact instant in which they understood, one against the other, that it was too late to return to the evening, to the Opéra, to the man, to the spilled wine, to everything that had come before. There was only this kiss they had not yet taken. And which came at last.




Chapter II — The Threshold

They did not speak again. The kiss had come too quickly, too strongly, too evidently for any word afterwards not to sound false. But they had not fled. They had risen almost together, with that slight delay of one breath upon the other which still made it felt that neither of them quite commanded the scene. Their skirts brushed. The silence changed in grain.

The lamp on the dressing table gave a pale light, just enough to detach faces, hands, and what the fabrics already allowed one to guess without showing. The room was not large; the air still held the spilled wine, the wax, and their two mingled perfumes, pale amber and powdered iris. Everything seemed nearer than it had an instant before.

Marie was the first to lower her eyes. Not from embarrassment, but because she could not yet sustain without trembling what she had just obtained. She bent towards her bottines. Her fingers went quickly to the laces, then slowed. Her knees remained pressed together for a moment too long. Antoinette was watching her. Standing near the dressing table, she had kept one hand flat upon the wood, as though to hold herself upright to the end. The other moved in turn towards her own boots.

The small dry sound of hooks, the leather being loosened, the foot at last freed: these gestures were familiar to them, almost daily. Tonight, however, they seemed displaced, as though the objects knew one was asking more of them than a simple rest at the end of an evening. Marie set down one boot, then the other, carefully side by side. Antoinette did the same, with that precision which always returned to her when she felt disturbance rising.

They were no longer quite facing one another. Not yet against one another. A distance remained. Fine. Vibrant. It had to be crossed without being hurried.

Marie straightened first. Her breathing had changed. Beneath the bodice, her breast lifted more visibly, not from fatigue, but because the body had ceased pretending. Antoinette raised her hand to her collar, unfastened a first button, then stopped. It was not exactly modesty. Rather that acute awareness of being watched by someone who knows you too well for the ordinary to remain ordinary.

Marie took one step forward.

“Wait,” she breathed.

It was almost nothing, but it was enough for Antoinette to let her do it.

Marie’s fingers found the button, then the next. They were not perfectly sure. Once, her nail caught the thread. Antoinette closed her eyes for a brief instant. Not because the gesture was skilful. Because it was not quite, and that made it infinitely truer. When Marie finally freed the collar, the air touched the base of her throat. A light warmth rose there at once.

Antoinette, in turn, opened the fastenings of Marie’s bodice. More slowly. Better. Her gestures had that calm cleanness which did not exclude emotion, but still held it in the fingers. Yet when she parted the fabric over Marie’s clavicle, her hand remained on the skin a fraction of a second too long. Marie felt it, and did not move.

Their eyes found one another there. Not at the moment of the kiss. After. When it had to be decided whether the rest would truly follow. Marie’s cheeks were high, her mouth still a little swollen. Antoinette, for her part, kept that almost severe fixity which, in her, often preceded surrender.

Only then did they resume.

Their dresses followed, though not without resistance. A sleeve caught on an elbow. A clasp refused to give. Marie let out a small breath of annoyance; Antoinette almost laughed, and stifled it. That slight awkwardness helped them more than any long speech. They were neither heroines from a novel, nor women already expert in one another. They were two friends who had crossed a threshold, and whose hands now had to learn what their eyes had desired for longer than they would have admitted.

At last the dresses were drawn away, freed, received rather than allowed to fall. The weight of the fabrics being laid over the armchair took on a strange relief. The sound of cloth against wood seemed louder than the clock. They remained in petticoats, corsets, fine chemises. More covered than one imagines after a first kiss, and yet already far beyond what was done between them.

Marie looked away first. Antoinette no longer quite knew where to set her eyes. On the hands? On the shoulders? On the beginning of the breasts beneath the batiste? Each place seemed forbidden, and therefore attractive. Marie, for her part, was looking at Antoinette’s corset as though seeing it for the first time: not as a garment, but as what still contained something she wished to approach without brutality.

“Turn a little,” she murmured.

Antoinette obeyed without answering.

Marie passed behind her. The corset laces were not complicated, but they had to be taken properly. At first the fingers slipped badly, then found the rhythm. Antoinette immediately felt the tension alter along her ribs. The pressure yielded by one degree, then another. She breathed more freely. That simple relief drew from her a breath she had not meant to let be heard.

Marie stopped.

“Am I hurting you?”

Antoinette shook her head very slightly.

“No. Continue.”

The word, so simple, carried more weight than all the rest.

Marie loosened again. The corset opened a little. Not enough to fall. Just enough for Antoinette’s waist to recover something other than its usual discipline. Marie did not dare at once to place her hands on her. She looked at that narrow opening like a new permission. Then her palms came to rest on Antoinette’s hips, very lightly, to make the garment slide.

Antoinette turned then. Not quickly. The corset still half-open, cheeks flushed, arms vaguely crossed, as though held by an old modesty returned too late. Marie had never seen her like this. Not merely undressed
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