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Chapter 1 

For three years I have been coming home at the same time my family wakes up. Sometimes - 
like today - I'm so late that I'm already met in the hazy streets by the first workers whose day 
begins when that of the rich bourgeoisie ends. Butchers, factory workers, day labourers, the 
poorest of the poor. They don't pay any attention to me because I have long since exchanged my 
disguise for the cotton dress inherited from Mama, which even when she bought it in 1890 
didn't count to the pinnacle of Parisian fashion. As I try to keep the tattered hem of my skirt out 
of the puddles, I am one of them again. 

After a night filled with heavy wine, floral perfumes and the smell of revelry, I have to pull 
myself together not to hold my nose. Is everyone else immune to the stench wafting from the 
factories? And to that of the defective sewers? Our block of houses, with its crumbling façades 
and makeshift patches of sheet metal patched onto the roofs, is not one of the most run-down 
îlots insalubres for no reason. At least the remains of winter still linger in the spring air and it is 
not as unbearable in the slums as it is in high summer. 

On the edge of the Arrondissement du Hades crouches the house with our flat. It dates from a 
time when impoverished artisans built their warped shacks on unpaved, muddy ground, with 
no urban planning and no running water. It was not envisaged that people would still live in 
them today. 

As I climb the narrow stairs to our flat, I can already hear my family. Usually, I try to open the 
creaking door quietly. But recently, even before dawn, Dad's cough echoes from the master 
bedroom into the living room where my little siblings sleep. They wake up when his attacks are 
particularly violent. I unlock the door and my brother Henri falls into my arms before I can enter 
the cramped parlour. Aged eleven, he is a little too old for this attachment, and he would never 
show himself like this in front of his friends. But I am glad that he has not yet exchanged 
affection for youthful gruffness. 

I hug him so tightly that his feet lift off the ground. "Have you finished your schoolwork?" 

Henri groans and squirms out of my embrace. "Of course, Head Teacher Odette!" 

"Don't be cheeky!", I admonish him, taking Mum's pot of dangerously bubbling porridge off the 
cooker as she tries to squeeze my little sister Josephine into her dress. I kneel beside Mum to 
support her as she struggles against Jo, who is doused in tears of rage. For a six-year-old girl, she 
develops amazing strength when it comes to fighting her clothes. "Is Henri telling the truth?", I 
whisper to Mum. 

"Mathilde checked the homework." She points her chin at the second oldest of us siblings. Then 
she brushes a dark strand that has come loose from her makeshift topknot out of her narrow, 
always sun-kissed face. "I think," she adds a little apologetically. 

"Mum," I moan and straighten up, but she is already paying no attention to me. Henri needs to 
get good grades. My family can only send one of five siblings to university. And with four girls 
and one boy, there is no question of who to choose. It's all right for us sisters since Henri will 
look after us when Dad -. I pinch my forearm. Not now. 

I join Mathilde, who is living in her own world as usual, staring into the distance, washing an 
apple. It's so shiny that I'm sure she's been working on it for several minutes. I gently stroke her 
auburn curls, which, like her skin and sea-green eyes, are a few shades lighter than mine. I earn 
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a dreamy smile and cut the washed apples into slices. "Mum says you've been helping Henri 
study?" 

"You look tired," she remarks, frowning. When I don't respond, she sighs, "Him and Juliette. 
Except Juliette doesn't need my help at all. Honestly, that girl could be sat in front of her maths 
until she writes a hole in her chalkboard." 

"And then she would continue writing on the table," I add dryly. A blink of an eye later, we're 
hanging over the sliced apples, giggling. 

We don't talk about the fact that Juliette is more gifted than Henri. That Juliette should go to 
university. Although girls are now admitted to universities - albeit with great reluctance and 
even greater hurdles - this privilege is reserved for a select few from academic families. Those 
whose fathers encourage their education. A girl from our background wouldn't last a week 
among the snooty guys from the bourgeoisie. And even if she got a degree, she couldn't earn 
money with it. 

Mum sets the table with Mathilde and Juliette, while Henri takes heart and looks after the baby 
of the family, Jo. Since there is finally some peace and quiet and nothing that can burn, I 
meander between the unmade beds of Jo, Henri and Juliette to my parents' bedroom. Even 
before I open the door, Dad's cough shakes my bones. Briefly I squeeze my eyes shut and fight 
the urge to turn back. Then I step inside. 

Dad attaches his suspenders to his work trousers, which have been hanging more and more 
loosely in recent months. For as long as I can remember, he has been a wiry but robust man. Our 
protector. I would like to close my eyes to the fragility creeping into his body. But I can't. I fish 
his cap from the wooden cupboard and hold it out to him. "Did you finally see the doctor 
yesterday?" 

He snorts contemptuously. Evasively. The snort turns to a dry cough and red spots blossom on 
his pale face. 

I clench my hands but force myself to remain calm. Too often we have clashed over this. "At 
least get some menthol ointment from Madame Bouchard." My voice hovers between command 
and pleading. 

"The best ointment is no good to me if we don't have money for food because of it." 

I pull a handful of francs out of my pocket, which I was going to use to buy Jo a new pair of boots. 
She will have to wear Juliette's old bottines with thick socks. 

Before I can give Dad the money, he pushes my hands away. Suspicion creeps into his gentle 
eyes. "Odette, I promised you years ago not to ask where the money came from." He contorts his 
face in agony and I know what he's getting at. "But if you -" 

"I do nothing of the sort," I assure him. His thought is not far-fetched. Some of my friends from 
school days earn extra money on the streets at night. I don't judge them – it wouldn’t take much 
for me to resort to the same means. Goosebumps prickle over my arms and I push the thought 
aside. "You know what? I'll buy some ointment for you. You won’t do it anyway." Before he can 
object, I raise my hand. "You always say I can do whatever I want with the money I earn." 
Triumphantly, I grin at him until he sighs in surrender.  
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The salary of women in honourable professions goes to their husband's or father's account. For 
Papa, another reason to worry how unusual it is that I am paid my own salary. But after all, 
everything else about my work is unusual too.  

Dad points his finger at me. "My hair is greying because of you!" he scolds with a laugh. 

"When I'm in my late thirties, I guarantee I'll have grey hair just like yours - because of you." I 
hook up with him and together we enter the parlour. 

After breakfast, the others leave. Jo, Henri and Juliette to school. Mama and Mathilde to the hat 
maker, whose owner Madame Carbonne paid me a franc more than she usually does after my 
first afternoon there - so that I would never set foot in her sewing room again. Dad goes off with 
the other men from the neighbourhood to the paper factory. For years, I have been preaching to 
him that he should look for another job. But he finds nothing. No one will hire someone who is 
so sick. 

 

As soon as everyone is gone, I clean up our flat. I scrub the pots and tables, make the beds which 
stand tightly one after the other and try not to let myself fall into my bed in the tiny room 
Mathilde and I share as the eldest siblings. I still have some things to do before I can finally 
sleep.  

With a wicker basket under my arm, I leave the flat to go to Madame Bouchard's first. She lives 
alone in the pointed corner house at the end of our alley, where she rents the shop on the 
ground floor and the one-room flat above. There she makes medicine for all those who cannot 
afford doctors and pharmacies. I knock on her door, which slides open at the touch. Madame 
Bouchard is sitting in the middle of the sparsely furnished shop, mortaring herbs whose bitter 
exhalations make me have to breathe through my mouth. She insists that she keeps the interior 
deliberately sterile - and I believe her. She goes about everything with a certain meticulousness 
and practicality that I could watch for hours. She never talks about her past. I only know the 
vague rumours about how she came from Nigeria to Boston as a child with family and to Paris as 
a young woman. And, of course, I know about her husband, who died very young. 

A gas lamp gives the rich brown of Madame Bouchard's skin a golden glow that competes with 
the heavy gold earrings. "Your father?" she asks without looking up. Her deep velvet voice 
stands out against the bubbling emitted by a handful of dangerous devices made of glass flasks, 
Bunsen burners, thermometers and all kinds of other equipment.  

Most of it looks badly battered and, keeping as safe a distance as possible, I manoeuvre my way 
closer to Madame Bouchard. "He needs something for his -" 

"Cough," she interrupts with a wave of her hand. "Believe me, everyone in the street can hear 
him. You know my ointment can't cure him, it -" 

"- only alleviates the symptoms," I add in a singsong voice, which she preaches to me every time. 

At last Madame Bouchard can tear herself away from her work and looks up with the corners of 
her mouth twitching. "You've always had far too loose a mouth. Hasn't that gotten you into 
trouble enough times?" She stands up and rummages around in a chemist's cabinet with dozens 
of compartments and a broken foot. 
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"I know who I can talk to openly." I never got in trouble at school like Henri or Juliette, who 
never learned restraint with Dad's mild, somewhat peculiar manner. I, on the other hand, am a 
master at curbing my pointed remarks without bursting. It's enough for me to think my part, I 
don't need to bash others in the head with my thoughts. Maybe because I know that a sharp 
tongue and contrary opinions won't make anyone change their mind. Not when they come from 
a girl like me. 

Madame Bouchard puts a tin jar on the table. "Four francs." 

"It was three last time," I counter through clenched teeth. 

She shrugs. "The cost of living is going up. I already gave you a discount because I like you." 

Indecisively, I finger the coins in my pocket. If Dad can't work anymore because of coughing, 
we'll lose even more money in the long run. But four francs less and tonight none of us will be 
fed. 

Madame Bouchard sighs. "Three francs and you take my blouses to mend. But give them to 
Mathilde or Juliette, for my sake. The main thing is that you don't go near them with needle and 
thread. I know your reputation." 

I push the coins towards her. "Merci beaucoup, Madame Bouchard," I whisper with heavy voice. 
The ointment wanders into my bag and I say goodbye. 

This is the difference with the upper class life of perfume, wealth and balls. No matter how poor 
we are, no matter how hungry, we can count on our neighbours when things get particularly 
tight. Because everyone knows, just a few days later, you can be in the other’s position. If a 
family of the bourgeoisie loses its wealth, their neighbours won’t even look at them with their 
powdered bums. 

Outside the door I meet Pauline, who is also going to the market. She used to be my best friend. 
But since I met Louise d'Amboise, I’m increasingly noticing how rarely conversations with 
Pauline make me laugh - and how much they remind me of the hopeless situation we are in. 

With Louise, at night, it's different. 

Having met her three years ago hasn’t change my situation, of course. But with her, at least 
sometimes, I feel that way. 

Pauline hides her straw-blonde hair under a cap and I send a prayer to heaven that she's not 
hiding lice with it. This week we really don't have the money for another of Madame Bouchard's 
tinctures, especially when it has to cover six heads. But Pauline bounces towards me, beaming, 
and holds out a hand. A simple, somewhat crooked, obviously self-beaten gold ring adorns her 
ring finger. "It's official! Papa has given Fernand his blessing!" 

I have to smile and momentarily forget my worries. Pauline has been wishing for this since she 
first saw Fernand at school. "How wonderful!", I exclaim and take hold of her hands, the simple 
ring on her finger cool and heavy. Marriage is also a path to a slightly more secure future. Good 
for Pauline. "I'm so happy for you!" I swallow the bitter aftertaste that comes up every time I 
think about how a girl's security always depends on a man. Fathers, brothers, husbands. Is that 
why I cling so tightly to Louise and our nightly escapades, even if they must eventually end? As 
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long as I can protect my family by myself, I guess I'm not willing to put their safety in the hands 
of a husband. But I can't let myself get caught up in this hot raging in my stomach. So I shoo the 
thoughts away as we wander down the Avenue du Maine. 

I squeeze between a voluptuous mademoiselle and a carriage blocking the entrance to the 
market, which is enclosed by crooked, cramped houses. Immediately I am hit by the fetid smell 
of horse manure, which the market-goers trample deeper and deeper between the gravel 
stones, and rotten fish tin buckets. The sour smells of unwashed people seep into my nose. At 
least I'm not hungry. 

Pauline babbles about the wedding menu, roast, béchamel sauce and soufflé, while she drags me 
through the crowds to the butcher. Without warning, she stops. "Don't look!" She drags me on, 
faster than before. 

A factory worker staggers on a cobbled-together stage made of vegetable crates, shouting over 
people's heads. He is wearing the paper factory's work clothes. Like Dad. Although his head is 
turning red from shouting, only scraps of words waft to me over the din of shoppers and market 
shouters. Workers' rights, disease and exploitation. 

Three policemen fight their way to him and arrive at the same time as Pauline and me. They 
drag him off his stage. He fights back with nails and teeth, but they mercilessly force him to his 
knees with night sticks. 

Pauline lowers her head and I know I should be doing the same. 

The man does not stop. Between his protectively raised arms and the banging night sticks, he 
spits out curses. The same hollowed cheeks and sickly shadows under his eyes as Papa's.  

It's lucky he doesn't try anything of the sort. 

The man notices my look and spit flies out of his mouth with every word. "They don't just rob us 
of our dignity, our health, our food, our sense of life - they stop at nothing!" He reaches out his 
arms to me, reminding me in his intensity of the images of Jesus in our church, with iron nails 
driven through bloody palms. "They will rob us of the night! What is so sacred to them, they will 
desecrate us!" 

"Poor madman." Pauline drags me by the upper arm into the nearest cluster of people, where 
laughter and haggling drown out the man's words. Only his cries of pain find their way into my 
ears. With her nose slightly raised, Pauline lets herself be handed the freshest vegetables she 
can find. She acts as if she will own a city palace after the wedding. But she's only moving into 
Fernand's flat, which has one more room than hers, but is just as shabby.  

But I hold back while I pack wrinkled parsley roots and lamp cabbage into my basket. We 
experience such pleasant moments so rarely that I don’t have the heart to spoil it for her. So I 
just nod to everything she says with a smile, without really listening to her. 

Pauline puts her arms on her hips. "Odette Leclair, how long are you going to brood over what 
that man said? He's crazy, that's all." 

"Crazy or -?" I press my lips together, but Pauline is already raving about her wedding menu 
again. Crazy or brave? Don't make me laugh. Stupidity expresses it better. He should know that 
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any form of rebellion only makes the situation worse. Slowly I shake my head, more at myself 
than at him. I desperately need sleep. That's it. But my heart beats heavily in my chest the whole 
way home. It tugs me towards an invisible door, behind which lies something the man has only 
let me glimpse. 

In our flat, I stow the shopping in the tiny cellar hole. I should give mum a hand and wash the 
earth out of the cabbage. But tiredness overcomes me in the semi-darkness, as daylight never 
really comes in thanks to the tightly built, multi-storey houses. Louise hates it when I'm not on 
my game, so I should catch up on sleep by evening. 

Because when I wake up in the dark, my other life begins. 

 

 

Chapter 2 

There is no direct connection from us to the town palace d'Amboise. So I have to wander for a 
while through the clammy alleys, which are so narrow and high that they leave only a thin band 
of the starry sky. This is how I imagine the view from a freshly shovelled grave. How fitting for 
our Arrondissement de l'Hadès. Twenty Greek gods they had to assig nto the twenty 
arrondissements when naming them. Of course, I know they chose the god of the underworld 
for us because this is where the main entrance to the catacombs is, not because the 
Arrondissement de l'Hadès is literally hell. But well, if the shoe fits ...  

Just in time I reach the horse-drawn carriage of my usual line, which still hasn’t switched to 
steam-powered trams. The horses trot off and I swing onto the narrow stile to pay my fare. The 
steep incline of the streets creates a flutter in my stomach that transforms me into the more 
hyper, frivolous Odette who strolls the streets at night in disguise. For three years now. But for 
how much longer? 

As soon as we rattle through the Arrondissement de l'Héra, the alleys widen into chic boulevards 
lined with ministries and embassies - and the elegant hôtel particuliers of the aristocratic and 
wealthiest Parisians. In front of one of them, the marble-stuccoed city palace of the d'Amboise, I 
ask the carriage driver to stop. It could pass for my second home. Well, if Louise didn't have to 
let me in through the servants’ entrance. I am not one of her friends whom she invites to tea. 

But as every evening, as soon as I knock in our secret rhythm, she opens the door with a grin. 
"There you are at last!" She drags me inside and pushes me through the laundry room and the 
corridors. She is wearing a fine robe of organza, as usual, her blonde hair tousled, as is the 
fashion for pinning silly hats on it. Silly also sums up her behaviour well - silly, flirtatious, but 
good-natured. A girl you can't hate, even though she was born with a golden spoon in her mouth 
and demonstrates it with every theatrical hand movement. But something is different than 
usual. While she is always lively, I have never seen her this excited. "Off to the bath with you! 
The water's almost cold." 

"Into the bath?" I push against her. Never before has she demanded I wash before pretending to 
be her cousin. "Louise, what are you up to?" 
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She clutches her chest. "Once I rescued you from the dreary fate of one of our simple kitchen 
maids. When I caught you trying to steal clothes from the washroom, I showed mercy." She 
brushes away an invisible tear. "So poor and hypothermic that even the ugliest man's jacket in 
your hands moved you to tears of happiness." 

"Louise, you know you didn't save me from freezing to death. I HAD enough clothes. I just 
wanted to dress up as a boy to look for a better job." I brace my arms on my hips and try to look 
stern. "And you didn't show me mercy out of kindness. You turned a blind eye to my crime 
because I caught YOU doing something equally forbidden. How you tried to sneak out of the 
house at night when you were only fifteen, with no chaperone or male escort."  

Louise sighs with her chest heaving, "The beginning of a beautiful friendship." Then she pushes 
me on stoutly and completely unapologetically. "And an agreement that only benefited us both." 

I stumble into the bathroom, forgetting everything. Running water from bronze taps! Right in 
the house, not like communal fountains in courtyards like we have. In the middle of the 
bathroom is a gigantic tub on claw feet, with steam rising above it. Before I know it, Louise has 
peeled me out of my coat. I push her hands away. "I can do it myself!" 

She thrusts the soap into my hand. "Hair too." 

Hastily I undress and sink into the water as Louise scurries out of the bathroom. Almost cold, 
my arse! My skin is almost scorching. I knew that the d'Amboises were one of the few families to 
have a private bathroom. But I would never have imagined it like this. Although I still don't 
know what this is all about, I sink deeper into the water and scrub myself from head to toe. If 
I'm going to enjoy it, I might as well take advantage of it. With my eyes closed, I work the soap 
into my hair and take deep breaths full of subtle perfume notes. I've certainly never smelled like 
this before.  

As I step out of the tub, Louise returns with one of her puffy dresses in her arms. "Happy 
eighteenth birthday, Odette!" She beams at me as if it's her birthday. 

I pause in the middle of drying off. "Louise, I can't wear this dress in our arrondissement." 

 

 

Louise throws the dress on a stool and raises her arms in despair. "The dress isn't the whole 
present, you goofball. You're supposed to wear it tonight to celebrate our coming of age. As a 
woman." I open my mouth to object, but Louise raises her finger. "I know what you're going to 
say. But you can have a night out like I have nights out. You won't regret it. Nothing will happen 
to us, just like nothing has happened all these years!" 

The objections inside me have not yet died down. But they don't find a way out either. Because 
she remembered my birthday, unlike my family. Or myself. And I'm overcome by the same 
tingling sensation I felt on my first night out with her. An adventure awaits me as I slip into the 
beautiful, snow-white mousseline dress. Instead of objections, a grin steals onto my lips. 

"I knew you'd love it!" Louise rejoices as she heats up the new-fangled hair iron, not even 
available in the shops yet. 
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I slip on the dress, its mousseline - woven of silk, of course, not wool - so flowy, soft and 
exquisite against my skin. "Can I sell the dress when we're done?" 

She combs my short curls and clicks her tongue. "I expected nothing else. But maybe you'll wait 
to sell it until you're sure you don't want to dance the night away as Odette again." 

 

The night air feels different in this dress. I feel different. Our horseless omnibus floats over the 
Pont de Alexandre III, just built for the Exposition Universelle de 1900, spanning the glittering 
Seine under the watchful gaze of four gold statues of Fama. In the night glow, I could swear that 
all four statues of women reining winged horses are winking at me knowingly. 

At least I don't have to hold on to a gigantic hat like Louise, which would otherwise be swept 
away by the vapour of the omnibus. None of her hats could hold on to my black curls, which I cut 
chin-length to pass for a young man. Instead, Louise pinned them back with floral decorations to 
create an illusion of long hair. 

Louise fidgets in her seat, more restless than I am, and her smile doesn't fade for a single second 
of the ride. This is exactly her idea of fun. Darkness, mystery and promise. As always, I play 
along because I know she'll pay me well. She rarely pays me with money. If she gives too much 
of her pocket money, it is noticed. Instead, she slips me earrings that she reports lost when 
asked, or silverware and other bling that no one notices is missing. She plays the role of 
scatterbrain to her parents perfectly. I know she is anything but. 

The second reason I play along. With Louise, everything is so easy and exciting at the same time. 
With Louise, I forget all my worries for a few hours. 

We change buses on the packed Champs-Élysées, of all places, almost getting knocked down 
several times by other buses and carriages. Then we chase through the wide Rue de Rivoli with 
its enormous arcades and shop fronts, flanked by steam-powered carriages with ornamental 
mechanical horses belonging to the richest Parisians. All shrouded in clouds of steam and the 
amber glow of the street lights. 

 

"Where are we going?" I wring my hands because a young man keeps glancing over at me. 

"A secret," she whispers conspiratorially. 

I roll my eyes, but excitement flutters in my chest to the rhythm of the flickering gas lanterns. I 
fumble for the pendant on my necklace to check it's still in place. The diamond-shaped pendant 
showing Athena in flowing robes was given to me by Louise ages ago as a promise. According to 
her, one of her simpler pieces made of glass, enamel and a baroque pearl, which she was 
convinced I could wear in everyday life. She doesn't realise that not only does the necklace look 
ridiculous with my usual clothes, but I would also have to live in constant fear of being robbed. 
That's why I always wear it under my dress. But today I can show it off, this cool, beautiful piece 
of jewellery that doesn't fit me or my life. I smile softly. Just today. 

Louise jumps up and pulls me behind her, down the narrow spiral staircase of the omnibus. We 
land in the middle of the nightlife of the Arrondissement de l'Eileithyia. The first, most central 
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arrondissement, named not after one of the most important deities, but after a rather 
subordinate goddess of birth. A sign that Paris is at heart a place of innovation and freedom. I'm 
not sure about freedom, but I discover innovation everywhere here. In every illuminated shop 
window, both gaslight and the new type of electronic light, in the strollers with their most 
fashionable going-out clothes, in the music machines on the pavements. Everywhere the 
irrepressible laughter in the dim light. I take my girlfriend's hand as if this is my first time on 
Rue de Rivoli. Well, in a way it is. My first time as Odette. 

Louise's smile loses its mischievousness and becomes gentle. "This night is all about you." 

I'm not sure I like that, but I'm not sure I mind it either. All I know is that the lights, the intense 
smell of toilet water and machine oil, the dozens of steam engines and upper-class toys are 
almost too much today. But we are already scurrying down a narrow alley, still hand in hand, 
then through a back door into one of the posh terraced houses so meticulously planned by 
Baron Haussmann. 

The heavy bouquet of liqueur and cigars, interwoven with exquisite eau de parfum, envelops 
me. I feel dizzy because I don't know where to look. Brocade wallpaper in the dark red of 
Bordeaux wine, golden chandeliers, ostrich feathers, richly decorated seating and lavishly filled 
serving trolleys. The salon, divided into different areas by marble columns, looks obscene. This 
is how I imagine the lavishly decorated brothel Le Chabanais, which we scurried past a few 
times without daring to look inside. The tales of fancy rooms, Japanese and Hindu, in the style of 
Louis XVI or Pompeii, are enough for a vivid imagination. 

The heirs of the upper classes, so respectable by day, lounge exuberantly on the récamiers, their 
shoulders too close to those of others, their cheeks too flushed, their lips too lasciviously pursed. 
Some dance to the melody that sounds from somewhere, a sensual dance that warms my cheeks. 

"I guess you'll have to settle in for a minute." Louise laughs at the sight of me. "Would you like 
something to eat?" 

My stomach flips involuntarily, but before I can express my concerns, she's already waving a 
young lad over. No, not a lad - one of the tin men from Entreprise Machines et Mécanique Lacroix, 
which I have only ever seen in shop windows. They cost so much that even Louise flattened her 
nose against the shop window in awe. 

 

Who the hell is hosting this party? 

The machine man carries a golden tray on which lie the most wonderful confections. I stare at 
his face, so ornate and lifelike in design, but completely rigid and made of copper. With a whirr, 
he holds the tray out to me. Mechanically, as if I were a machine man, I reach for a caramelised 
tart and he continues to poke through the crowd. Louise presses a narrow Cordial glass of 
berry-red liquid into my other hand, which I sip carefully. Sugary liqueur. 

And already Louise is dragging me further through all the surreal impressions. Deeper into the 
smoky, sweetish, dim depths. The melody, so perfect that it must come not from musicians but 
from machinery, vibrates in my ears. In my heart. I take another sip of liqueur and am ready to 
dance. 
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As if Louise could read my mind, she manoeuvres us into the middle of the floor, between all the 
exuberant dancers swaying to the music. They‘re dancing neither the sedate waltzes of the 
official balls of the bourgeoisie nor the more lively group dances that I am used to. I contort 
myself unsteadily, my arms mismatched to my legs. But I sink into the ecstatic music, into the 
warmth of the couples and individual dancers. Time passes differently here. 

And then I look into the most beautiful and irritating face I have ever seen. One of the young 
men lounges on a sofa reminiscent of a Roman chariot, surrounded by several women as if he 
were a deity. His dark hair, which must have been tightly coiffed with pomade at the beginning 
of the evening, is dishevelled by the girls' caresses. His tie hangs loosely around his neck, his 
shirt and the gilet of shimmering satin sewn out with precious stones gape far too wide. The 
epitome of an ornamental monkey who, thanks to his parents' fortune, can live a carefree life. 
He is everything that makes me roll my eyes at the bourgeoisie - and yet I can't take my eyes off 
him. 

He notices me looking at him. The corners of his mouth twitch because my eyes are probably 
glazed over from the alcohol and he thinks it's a reaction to his appearance. Leisurely, he raises 
a hand to beckon me with a finger. He seems to truly believe he is a god who makes me mortals 
fall into a trance with the mere sight of him. I snort, empty my glass in one gulp and turn away 
from him rolling my eyes. Arrogant prig. 

I want to engage Louise in conversation - but she has disappeared. 

 

The heat of my skin gives way to gruesome cold. Where is Louise? Several times I spin around 
myself. What if something happens to her? I knew this was a mistake. As soon as I allow myself 
to let go, I forget everything around me - and something like this happens. 

A hand rests on my shoulder. Relieved - and furious - I whip around to Louise. 

But standing in front of me is the preppy with his shirt open. I stare at his marble-pale skin 
peeking out between the silk shirt, looking every bit as flawless as I imagine the skin of a beau 
who never had to work a day of his life in the fields, marketplace or factory floor. I press my 
nails into my palms to summon Louise's disappearance to the forefront of my consciousness. 

He leans down a little towards me. "Louise is fine," he murmurs in a velvet voice that vibrates in 
my fingertips despite his slight slurring. His hand doesn't leave my shoulder. 

I take a step back. "Where is she?" 

"I often wonder if we are not all in our own personal construct of reality. The answer to the 
question of where she is can accordingly be -" 

Oh God, a fabulist. I push past him, on through the crowds. "Louise?" The dregs of my drink land 
on the dance floor. "Louise!" 

 

"If you'll make your way out of the swarm of dance enthusiasts with me, I'll reveal where she is." 
So he's following me. Great. 
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But apart from him, I have no single clue, and in my mind I can already see Louise being dragged 
off into some alley. So I take a deep breath and turn to him. "You really know where she is?" 

He puts his hand to his chest, "I swear by my father's wealth." To make matters worse, he bows. 

"All right, but cut out the grand gestures. And the big words. Write sonnets if you want to 
emulate Lord Byron." I push him in front of me. 

"Lord Byron didn't write sonnets. Anyway, Baudelaire is more my model." He grips his chin, 
chiselled as if from marble. "Although that might be due to my father, who instilled in me his 
pride in France, so I should reconsider." 

I squeeze us in between two couples. "Can you reschedule your existential crisis for another 
time?" 

At last we stagger to freedom, right in front of the récamiere where his admirers are waiting. 
They giggle when they catch sight of him and pull him towards them. Two of them take hold of 
my hands too, soft touch, as of the nymphs in Louise's favourite ballet. 

"Over there," the snooty man's voice reaches my ear again. He even sounds like a god. A 
drunken god, of course. Dionysus. I shake my head and let my gaze follow his pointing finger. 
"You've got to be kidding me."  

Louise is dancing merrily with a young man. Not two metres away from us. 

I thrust my hands on my hips and turn to Dionysus. "That's what all this secretive fuss is for? 
You could have shown it to me from the dance floor!" 

With a wry grin, he tilts his head. "I made the fuss to keep you company." 

One of the girls wraps her arm around my waist. "We're all curious to see who Louise has 
brought along." 

"And you're so much to Eugène's taste that we couldn't let you go," another purrs. She strokes 
her fingers over Dionysus's - no, Eugène's - neck. 

Now that the worry about Louise is fading, the situation overwhelms me. Eugène and his 
flowery entourage, their eyes on me as if they don't mind that another rival is making a pass at 
their filthy rich heir. I pinch my palm. A supposed side chick supposedly throwing herself at her 
heir! My ears warm as I register the meaning of her words. I suit his taste - what does that even 
mean? It's as if I'm one of his pompous waistcoats that he only wears once. I snort softly. "I'm 
going back to Louise." 

The girls howl as if my loss is the most tragic thing that has happened to them in their lives. 
Maybe it is. "You haven't even introduced yourself!" 

"Odette Leclair," I reply hastily, "but I really have to get back to Louise." 

 

"The name of a queen." Eugène uncorks a bottle with his teeth. 
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"Do you say that to every girl you meet?" 

"Not to an Anne or Marie." He sinks onto the récamiere and fiddles with a crystal water carafe 
with several dainty taps on a side table. 

I cross my arms. What is it about him that vexes me so? "There was not one Queen Odette. But at 
least a dozen named Anne or Marie." 

The girls burst out laughing. "You're not half as educated as you think, Eugène!" 

He just clicks his tongue. "I am educated. But La Fée Verte likes to play with my senses too 
much." From under one of the decanter taps he fishes out one of the pretty glasses on which a 
silver spoon with many holesbalances. Milky spirals of water and sugar swirl in fascinating 
patterns through the poison-green alcohol. La Fée Verte - absinthe. No wonder Eugène is so ... 
strange. 

Eugène brings the absinthe spoon, whose holes form stars and a crescent moon, to his lips and 
picks up the sugar residue with his tongue. "Like honey falling as dew from the sky straight into 
my mouth." Then his brows furrow. "I think I've had enough." Dramatically, he thrusts the 
ornate crystal glass into my hands. 

Of course, I know the stories. Lightness, euphoria, creativity. And hallucinations. I'm too smart 
to get involved. 

But before this evening, I also thought I was smarter than to attend a presumably illegal soirée. 
It's the liqueur's fault that a perverse curiosity overcomes me and I sip the absinthe. Slightly 
bitter, like aniseed, like Madame Bouchard's medicine, but also sweet from the sugar. Promptly I 
feel as if I could paint works of art, although there is not an artistic fibre in me. 

The nymphs stare at me expectantly. "Well?" 

My mouth twists into a smile before I can suppress it. "Do you just sit, or do you dance too?" 

 

We dance for hours. Or a few minutes? In the whirl of deliciously scented girls and under 
Eugène's gaze from eyes as dark and sparkling as a clear night sky, I finally forget all 
reservations. This is the one night of my life when I allow myself to ... well, to do what? To 
simply do what I feel like doing? I am aware that this one night of recklessness will remain. I will 
wake up from this dream tomorrow morning forever - so why not make it worthwhile? 

Eugène grabs my hand and I whirl under his arm as if I were truly possessed by La Fée verte. He 
smiles at me, this young man who would otherwise only see a maid in me. Tonight I am more. 
Tonight I smile back. Tonight I laugh, laugh, laugh until my throat aches and my heart rejoices. 

One moment I'm whirling around the dance floor, the next I'm stumbling into a dim storage 
room with Eugène, my heartbeat faster than our hurried footsteps. The city lights fall through 
the high windows, softly illuminating the linen-covered furniture, a few wine barrels and the 
contours of his face. 
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His fingertips dance over my hands. Playing with the top of my sleeves, so brazenly that I should 
push him off me. As any girl, no matter her station, should. But I can't. I won't. 

Especially not when his hands find the fine chain around my neck and he leans closer to me to 
look at the pendant. "Athena, the goddess of wisdom." He tilts his head a little. "You prefer the 
Old Gods to the Triune God?" In the soft light, his dark lashes cast even darker shadows on his 
cheeks and, like the swirls in absinthe, I can't take my eyes off the shadow play. 

It's a tricky subject. In everyday life, most people practise both faiths because neither has ever 
been able to completely dispel the other. But since time immemorial, the working class has felt 
more attached to the gods of Olympus. Perhaps because it is easier, more practical, to ask 
Demeter for a good harvest, Ares for victorious battles or Hera for offspring than to worship a 
single all-powerful, stern god. A god who, with his sacred buildings, his strict rites, his writings 
that only scholars could read a few years ago, fits better into the life of the bourgeoisie. I am not 
betraying myself by answering his question. But it is unusual for a girl from his circles to give 
preference to the Old Gods. "Honestly, neither," I therefore murmur with a shrug. It's not even a 
lie. "I just like the necklace." 

Eugène strokes the baroque pearl with his thumb, slowly and carefully. "You're hiding things 
inside," he whispers.  

His words drag me back to reality and make me wince. Does he know who I really am? 

Before I can back away, Eugène sways and smiles beatifically. "You should let me in on them one 
day."  

He is a drunken, foolish idiot - but then I am a drunken, foolish idiot. For already I forget all 
caution again. "Are you hiding things inside?", I whisper in a voice I don't know. 

Through his lashes he looks at me, serious and dark. Then his soft smile steals back onto his lips. 
"I am as open as a book. There is nothing hidden in me because I live it all out. Much to my 
parents' chagrin, but now -" he grins slyly, unnervingly, adorably, "they probably shouldn't have 
forgiven me like that if they expected anything else." There's something bittersweet in his tone 
that I can't grasp. So much for keeping nothing inside. I forget the thought because Eugène 
smells so heavenly of melted sugar and the heady scent of absinthe. Would his lips taste the 
same? A misguided thought - which only intoxicates me more. My fingertips poke against the 
gems on his gilet, sapphires perhaps, so wonderfully cool after the stuffy dance hall. His gaze is 
dark and curious on me. Lamps flicker behind the windows, as well as in the dance hall. 

And then shouting and bluster break over us. 

 

 

 

 


