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Prologue

The Opera ghost really existed. He was not, as was long believed, a creature of the imagination of the artists, the superstition of the managers, or a product of the absurd and impressionable brains of the young ladies of the ballet, their mothers, the box-keepers, the cloak-room attendants or the concierge.

—Gaston Leroux


Prelude

Circa 1870

“Love has never been blind. Lovers are forgiving, trusting and accepting. But only a witless fool would confuse those generosities with the idea that love is blind.”

Christine laughed. It was a strangely melodic sound, conveying the richness of her soprano voice. Even though the room was as black as death, her merriment brightened the unlit corners and banished the gloom. For the first time, he realized he would miss her.

“You’re not really that cynical, are you?” she asked.

“I believe in love at first sight,” he replied with a grunt. “But I also believe it is often cured by a second glance.”

She laughed again.

She was a responsive audience for his weak quips; a bright flame to protect him from the darkness; a perpetual balm for the raw and bleeding wound that was his heart. And it pained him that he would have to let her go.

“You’re just making jokes now,” she cautioned. “You’re having fun at my expense. Take off the mask and show me what you’re hiding under there.”

He shook his head, not sure whether she could see the gesture and not really caring. It would be hard enough excising her from his life for her own good. But he couldn’t bear for her to go because she had seen the atrocity that lurked beneath his mask. The thought was so distressing it inspired a solitary tear.

“You can’t keep it a secret from me any longer.”

She sounded as though she was going to pout. He knew the expression she would be wearing even though he couldn’t see her face. Her large almond eyes had undoubtedly become massive. Her lower lip, already ripe and swollen, would jut out. The temptation to press his mouth over hers—nibble that protruding lower lip as they kissed, and then tease away her faux tantrum—was almost irresistible.

He struck a match and lit the oil lamp he’d been carrying. Tallow flames lit them like conspirators. The porcelain luster of his mask was jaundiced. Christine’s eyes shone as bright as her smile, her glossy hair glittering as though bejeweled.

“Take it off.”

“You are becoming a demanding harpy.”

“Take it off. Take it off.”

“A repetitive harpy.”

“Take it off.”

She reached for his face.

He caught her wrist in one gloved hand. His grip must have been too tight because he saw a pained expression flit across her perfect features. Her brow tightened. Her full lips momentarily thinned and her eyes went wide. And then her smile returned as his transgression was forgiven.

“I believe we had an arrangement,” he reminded her.


Her slow smile was seductive enough to spark instant arousal. The knowing glint in her eyes was a blend of bashfulness and sly, sexual understanding. “You’d keep a lady bound to that arrangement?”


He nodded. Behind the mask, he grinned at her artful phrasing. Still holding her hand, he guided her to the plain bed that dominated the room and urged her to lie down. They were on the lower floors beneath the theater, set deep under the auditorium and, according to those who lived and worked in L’Opera Garnier, halfway to hell. Aside from the pitiful flame from his lamp, there was nothing but blackness. Stray light occasionally glistened against a mirror, a rail of costumes, and even the coil of rope he had left waiting for them.

But other than that, they were in an absolute void. It amazed him that they could see anything in the depth of such shadows. With more important things weighing on his thoughts, he dismissed the phenomenon as another facet of the theater’s magic.

Christine reclined on the bed. The silk gown fell like whispers against her curves. The fabric defined the shapely length of her legs, the contours of her hips, and the swell of her breasts. With his eyes widening as though by growing larger they could drink in more detail, he noticed the thickening shape of her nipples.

“Is this how you want me?”

“You know what we agreed.”


“You insist on keeping me tied to that agreement?”


“Bound? Tied? You are quite the mistress of clever wordplay.”

“You’ve made me the mistress of something.”

If not for his mask, she would have seen him blush. To disguise his embarrassment, he reached for the coil of rope. He heard her catch a breath and understood: until this moment, she hadn’t thought he would go ahead with their plan. Allowing himself to enjoy her mounting panic, taking pleasure from the stiffness that overcame her as her doubts were made physical, he tugged the length of coarse hemp through his gloved fingers.

“You came prepared,” she observed.

“You are having doubts?”

“No.” She paused. Her color was high. With more conviction, she said again, “No.” Holding out her arms, sitting and pressing her wrists together, she grinned defiantly. “Bind me as you will. We have made our arrangement.”

He glanced at her wrists and shook his head. Taking her hands in his, he separated the wrists and moved her arms behind her back.

Christine gasped, but made no move to stop him.

He tied the rope around her forearms, binding them tight together until her elbows met. It was a harsh position, designed to push out her chest and exacerbate any feelings of vulnerability. And yet, if Christine had qualms about being alone and bound by him, she kept those worries hidden.

“Kneel.”

She regarded him coolly. “On the floor or the bed?”

“The bed. Where you are now.”

“Don’t you want me to undress?”

“I shall take care of that.”

The tease of her smile grew so broad he had to stare at the blackness in the corner of the room while gathering his composure. He waited a beat, allowing her the time to shuffle to her knees as he had instructed. When he turned back to face her, he saw that she had obeyed his command. Christine’s bound wrists rested on her ankles.

He used the remainder of the rope to tie her hands and feet together.

The hemp was coarse and, although he hadn’t gone out of his way to make the bondage uncomfortable, he could see the twists and coils of the rope pressing into her pale skin. The idea he had been too rough with her and introduced her to a torment for which she wasn’t ready threatened to sour his pleasure. He was doing this for her satisfaction as much as his own. It was only when he caught the knowing glint in her eyes that he realized she craved this as dearly as he wanted it himself.

“Have I concluded my part of the bargain?” she asked. Her chest was thrust out and her head tilted defiantly upward. If not for the faintest tremor at the back of her voice, he could have believed she had no qualms or reservations about what they were doing. “Are you ready to unmask yourself?”

“You have not yet concluded your part of the bargain. You are still dressed.”

Her eyes grew wider.

His hands fell to the front of her dress. The garment was long and fastened at the back. Her position and the bondage revealed the secrets of the body beneath. But he wasn’t happy with only seeing the suggestion of her figure. There was no recourse for undressing her except to tear the clothes away.

Christine shuddered as he rent the silk apart.

Her cry was only soft in volume, but the lamp’s candle guttered as though she had stolen the air it needed. Her bare breasts were tantalizing. The sight of the soft flesh, perfectly plump and rounded, made him catch his own excited breath. The large circles of her areolae were dark and full. Her nipples stood thick, long and hard.

He continued to tear her dress away.

The flat vista of her abdomen was easily exposed. He was touched by the prospect of stroking his tongue against the shape of her ribs and into her navel. The idea made him shiver and he quickly tore the remainder of the dress apart.

Christine regarded him with an expression that was devastating. He could see wariness, excitement, doubt and eagerness all vying for control of her face. “I shall have difficulty explaining what happened to this dress to the wardrobe mistress.” The words were said as a joke and he could tell her humor was intended to conceal mounting passion.

“Madame Giry is a concern for tomorrow.” His gloved hands lingered before her. The temptation to touch and caress were close to irresistible. Disciplining himself to meet the demands of her pleasure, he coaxed her back onto the bed so that she lay bound, open and exposed.

“Are you going to remove your mask now?”

“I shall take it off before we’re done.”

It was the last thing he said before extinguishing the lamp.

And this time, when the darkness consumed them, it was absolute.

It was like the beginning of every opera: a pitch-black world; an expectant silence, and the knowledge that something wonderful was about to begin. He undressed, shedding the clothes with a lack of haste that belied his eagerness.

The overture of their opera began with the song of Christine’s trembling breath. If the lamp had still been burning, he knew the sound would have been inaudible. But in the darkness, without the distraction of her physical beauty, he was able to hear the sweet melody of every quavering sigh.


It reminded him of the legato leitmotifs from Wagnerian operas. He was her Tristan and she was his Isolde. He quietly cursed himself for entertaining that thought. Despite their exquisite love, Tristan und Isolde was not a romance that ended joyously. And, although he knew this evening would not conclude with a happily-ever-after, he didn’t want reminding that their relationship was coming to a sorry conclusion.


His last act in undressing was to slip the mask from his face. Removing that item made him feel completely naked. He rested the porcelain domino beside the unlit lamp, habit and memory allowing him to place it there without a sound. Gently, he climbed onto the bed beside her. Without gloves, he was able to trace his fingers over her smooth, bare flesh.

She shivered. In the opera of their night together, he knew this was the moment where the overture ended and the first act began.

“I was afraid you’d left me.” Her words came from the darkness.

She was so close he could feel the warmth of each word breathe against his cheek. Because he spent so many hours hiding behind the mask, the caress of every syllable was tantamount to the most intimate lover’s kiss. “I couldn’t leave you naked, bound and ready for me.”

“Is that what you think I am? Ready for you?”

His fingers found her shoulder.

She was still trembling.

Gliding his hand downward, moving over the swell of her breast and only briefly touching the rigid bud of one nipple, he reached between her legs.

Christine gasped.

His fingers brushed the warm, wet flesh of her sex. “I think you’re ready for me.”

They pressed against each other as though the movement had been choreographed. Her mouth enveloped his and their tongues touched and slipped together. He could taste the sweet sherry they had shared together before he’d led her down to this room.

More exciting, he could taste the arousal that held her in its thrall.

She tore her mouth away. “Why did you want me bound?”

“It excites me. I thought it might excite you.” They were only two of his three reasons. He neglected to mention that bound, she was unable to touch his face. His fingers, still clutching her cleft, pressed into her. The lips of her sex kissed gently against his hand. “I believe I was correct,” he murmured.

Her breathing grew heavy. The air between them was perfumed by the maddening scent of her musk. His arousal was already unbearable, but he resisted his need for satisfaction, adamant he would pleasure Christine before permitting his own release.

And then he explored her naked flesh.

He moved his hand from between her legs, savoring the slippery residue her musk had left on his fingers. Tentatively, he reached for her arms, shoulders, and chest. There was no need for light as he navigated the territory of her body. One glance at her nudity had left the sight imprinted on his mind forever. Without the distraction of seeing her, he could enjoy the sensation of touch with greater intimacy.

Her sighs were a constant encouragement.

He could hear the rising passion in each wordless cry. Their mouths met again as his lips explored her face. They parted as he dragged himself down to kiss her throat, chest and breasts.

Christine squirmed against her bondage.

Her plight was both arousing and distressing. He had needed her bound so she had no way of touching his face in this intimate moment. But he couldn’t deny that her helplessness added to his excitement. Her struggles made him ache for her.

She pulled at her restraints, gasping each time the pleasure became too powerful. His mouth moved over her nipples, across her bare stomach, and then on to the soft flesh of her inner thighs. His fingers remained in constant contact with her body. There wasn’t a curve or contour that remained unexplored and her perfection left him dazed and humbled.

When he lowered his mouth to her sex, it was obvious she was close to climax. He smiled in the darkness, relishing the texture of her musk and drinking in the perfume of her intimate response. She strained toward him—as much as her bondage would allow—but he kept himself tantalizingly out of her reach. Tormenting her with subtle laps against her labia, trailing his tongue lazily along the wet split of her sex, he teased her to the brink of sensation overload, before pulling himself away.

“I want you.”

She snatched the words between gasps for air.

“You shall have me. When I decide the time is right.”

“You’re teasing me.”

“I am glad you noticed.”

“Untie me. Let me tease you.”

“I could do that,” he allowed. “But wouldn’t you prefer I do this?”

There was silence.

And then he pressed his tongue back between her parted thighs. He nuzzled the trim curls of her pubic mound and then lapped at the pulsing bead of her clitoris. Teasing the slippery lips of her sex, chasing his tongue farther down and then exploring the puckered ring of her anus, he heard her shriek with ecstasy.

It was a sublime moment. Heaven for a creature who belonged in hell.


The woman he adored was in the throes of elation and her taste filled his mouth and lungs. She pulled at her restraints, thrashing through her climax as fiercely as the bondage would allow. The pathetic bed on which she rested squeaked and groaned in sympathy. But those sounds were lost beneath her satisfied cries of orgasm.


“Take me,” she panted.

“So soon?”

“No more teasing. Don’t make me beg. Just take me.”

He couldn’t resist her plea. The temptation to make her beg was strong. They would both get satisfaction from further torment. But his need for her was as strong as her insatiable desire for him. Climbing gracefully between her legs, stroking the swollen end of his hardness against her cleft, he felt her shiver beneath him.

“Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Take me,” she insisted. “You know it’s what I want.”

He entered her without effort.

Her warmth and wetness were so great it was easy to penetrate her. The inner muscles of her sex gripped him so tight he was breathless and lost. All that existed were the sensations of her sex squeezing around his length as he pushed deeper inside.

There was a moment when he cursed the ropes he had used to tie her. The pleasure went beyond sublime. But it would have been better to be in her embrace. To have her arms around him—holding him and reminding him that his love was reciprocated—would have made the moment exquisite.

Yet that could not be.

Christine bucked against him. Her sex rose up to meet his penetration, engulfing and devouring. Her warmth was a boiling heat. Her muscles were drenched with liquid need. And he knew those muscles would ripple around him when the next climax flooded through her. He also knew her pleasure would tear the eruption from his own body.

Desperate for that release, and mortified by the knowledge that it would bring an end to their time together, he stole his pleasure from every second of their union. His shaft slipped slowly in and out. The fluid friction was the most delicious sensation he could imagine. Her heated sex drank noisily from him. The operatic music of their lovemaking quickly built to a crescendo.

And then his pleasure exploded.

Christine screamed into the blackness.

Her muscles gripped him so tight he couldn’t breathe. His length pulsed and twitched in an agony of ecstasy. And every glorious sensation he had ever enjoyed was diminished by the magnificence of their shared climax.

Sobbing, laughing and swooning, Christine called out his name as the consciousness trailed from her voice.

He beseeched her with apologies and gratitude as his body fell limp against her flesh. Slowly withdrawing from her sex, shivering from the experience, he kissed her gently on the cheek and then released the ropes that bound her wrists and ankles.

From the depths of her slumber, she murmured words of love, but he refused to hear them. Dressing quickly, finding his mask and setting the replacement clothes he had brought for her neatly on a chair beside the bed, he left her asleep. So that she wouldn’t be frightened or disoriented when she woke, he lit the lamp. Trying not to hesitate, he took a letter from his pocket and left it on top of the garments. And, as he left Christine alone, turning back to catch a final glimpse of her satisfied, slumbering smile, he realized he could no longer see her face.

He could only see the death’s-head seal on the letter he had left behind.

ACT I

Scene I

Two men: both fired with the same passion; both fired with the same devotion; and both offering sublime bliss. Have I made the right decision?

—from the letters of Christine Daaé

Leroux Auctioneers.


The bronze plaque by the door was modest, almost humble, set into the grand building located along Avenue Matignon in Paris. With Christie’s and Sotheby’s, a stone’s throw away, this poor cousin no doubt wished to refrain from competing with such distinguished relations. Had it not been for the banner draped across the building’s façade, Christine Delacroix would’ve passed right by. It fluttered in a breeze off the Seine, seeming to call attention to itself. Musique souvenirs aux enchères.


An auction of music memorabilia.

It was due to begin in an hour. Christine hesitated, only to eventually climb the few steps to the door. Although it was unlikely she’d be able to afford anything on offer, she could at least watch. Surely it didn’t cost anything to watch.


Why did she always torture herself by coming to this part of Paris? She had no business being here. The haute couture salons were locked doors to her—a fact made all the more obvious as their supercilious sales clerks stared down their long noses each time they caught her gazing longingly into the windows. Christine was lucky if she managed a visit to the Quai des Marques for last year’s fashions—and that was if she’d saved up for an entire year! At least the shops there were more accommodating to her pocketbook. More often than not, she found herself in the city’s lower-end street markets. Here she stood out from the crowd, a diamond among paste. Well, perhaps not a diamond—that would make her sound full of herself. Though everyone said she was pretty. She didn’t need to outfit herself in expensive clothes; she’d look good even in a burlap sack. Good thing too, what with her current employment coming to an end. Fortunately, Christine didn’t need to worry about an expensive wardrobe. Her social life was minimal. She had no time for romance or the sexual games perpetrated by men. She’d seen what love could do; it had destroyed her mother, leaving Christine to fend for herself since the age of sixteen. A squandered life was not for her. She vowed to make something of herself—and wasting time on men who used and discarded women didn’t fit into her plans.



She rarely left her tiny apartment in the 9th Arrondissement for the bohemian bars and cafés of her neighborhood. If she wasn’t at the theater, she’d be improving her voice with whichever singing coach she could afford. Christine had moved on to her sixth in less than a year, but not one of them seemed capable of giving her the guidance she needed to make it to the top. Her teachers didn’t care what label was sewn into her garments, only that she paid them in cash to avoid the taxman. As for dressing up for work, clothing came as part of her employment. Not that she was ever given a chance to wear the truly elegant costumes—those were reserved for the lead female roles, not a supporting soprano like Christine. It would have been nice, just for once, to be one of the elegant women she saw passing along the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Their shoes cost more than she made in a month. Indeed, what did “pretty” ever do for her besides lose her singing roles? Being a young soprano—and an attractive one at that—didn’t exactly endear her in the hearts of those with whom she performed on the stage, especially the women.



It wasn’t surprising that she’d never managed to move beyond a secondary role in the opera. Christine had worked with enough divas in her young life—and none of them had ever helped her get a leg up, despite their false smiles and sugary promises. Oh, she could have taken the other path to success and stardom, but the thought of some fat old manager blowing his garlic breath into her face as he pumped away on top of her made her retch. She had too much self-respect to sell herself. She knew she had talent. And talent would win out…eventually. She just needed to find the right role, the right opera house. She just needed to keep the faith.


Taking a seat in the rear of the auction house, Christine leafed through the catalog that had been deposited on the chair. It contained a hodgepodge of items: concert programs, old sheet music, autographed photos of famous classical musicians, even a violin made by a student of Antonio Stradivari. All very interesting, but nothing she had any use or desire for.

Until Lot 69 in the catalog caught her eye.

Letters. Circa 1870. Written by young soprano Christine Daaé. Found in the belongings of a gentleman identified only as “The Persian.”

A small photograph showed a packet of envelopes tied with a red silk ribbon. Its estimated value was from fifty to one-hundred euros.


Christine Daaé.


A chill shimmered down her spine, culminating in a knot of fire at her tailbone. A young soprano named Christine? And a surname beginning with “D”? Christine had never been a great believer in fate, but she had to have those letters!

As Leroux Auctioneers began to fill up, Christine suddenly regretted taking a seat in the back row. What if the auctioneer didn’t see her? She knew nothing about the bidding process, only what she’d seen in films—and that always pertained to some great masterpiece selling in the millions. Surely the modest object of her desire would not attract much in the way of attention. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if the letters sold at the minimum bid of fifty euros. Yes, she could manage that.


The auction soon got under way. As one might expect, the violin captured the most interest. This gave Christine time to study the crowd, trying to follow the bidding and learn. It was now down to two men, both of whom were sweating profusely, and a squat little fellow bidding on behalf of someone on the other end of a mobile phone. Even Christine was perspiring in sympathy. The numbers being bandied about could have bought her a little apartment in the République. When the hammer finally came down (the phone bidder won), she let out a long breath, grateful that she hadn’t been a part of it. There were still several more items to go before her letters came up. Ha! Here she was already thinking of them as HER letters.


With the excitement over the violin at an end, Christine found her attention in the auction lagging. She fidgeted in her chair, annoying those seated to her right and left. They glared at her, and she offered them a wan smile of apology, determined to remain still for the rest of the auction. She tried to get back into the swing of things, but the items being bid on held no interest to her. Christine wished they’d hurry up and get to her letters. Then, to her amazement, the next three items were withdrawn, not having received the minimum bid. Might the same thing happen with the letters? She was fully prepared to pay the fifty euros and even go a bit higher if she had to. Though if people weren’t interested in an autographed theater program or collections of old sheet music, then they wouldn’t be interested in a stack of old letters either.

Or so she thought.


Lot 69. A sleepy-looking assistant held up the packet of envelopes for everyone to see as the auctioneer repeated what was printed in the catalog, adding that it was rumored this Christine Daaé had gone missing from the Paris Opera House, where she was performing in Gounod’s Faust. He had nothing further to say, however; and appeared uninterested in the whole affair. As for Christine, her heart was pounding its way out of her ribcage with the thought of picking up the item for the least amount of money possible. She only hoped the auctioneer’s comment about the soprano’s mysterious disappearance didn’t rouse anyone’s interest.



The bidding started off lower than she’d expected at twenty-five euros. Unable to believe her good luck, she raised her hand at thirty euros, immediately regretting it when the auctioneer confirmed her bid, indicating it had come from “the mademoiselle in the back.” Several people turned to stare at her. Perhaps they thought she was foolish to bid on something of such little importance. A moment later a high female voice chimed in at fifty euros. This wasn’t what Christine had expected at all. Unless this other bidder was a singer like herself, why would she be interested in the letters? The room fell so silent Christine could hear the gurgling stomach of the man seated beside her. The auctioneer looked expectantly toward her.


“Sixty,” she said, not even realizing she’d spoken. A longer silence. Sweat trickled down Christine’s sides as she waited. But the room remained silent, the other bidder evidently declining to go higher. The auctioneer was on the verge of bringing down his hammer when, from out of nowhere, a male voice called out “One-hundred euros!”

The voice went through Christine’s body as if dozens of electric fingers had touched her. Her nipples stiffened beneath her dress, pressing hard against the summer-weight fabric. For some inexplicable reason, she felt herself growing wet and she squeezed her thighs together, flushing when she noticed the man next to her observing her closely. She couldn’t explain her reaction; she felt like the lead female character in one of those soppy romantic paperback novels—not at all the kind of reading matter a practical young woman such as herself would choose. Well, not since she’d been a girl anyway. Suddenly she felt terribly foolish sitting there with her face on fire, attracting the lecherous attention of her neighbor. If not for the likelihood of drawing even more attention to herself, she would’ve got up to leave. Yet she knew she couldn’t—not until she saw to whom the voice belonged.


The bidder’s voice was lightly accented, cultivated. Central European, Christine reckoned. Her career in opera had not provided many practical advantages, but it had taught her the subtle variations in European accents. She craned her neck to see its owner, but too many people obstructed her view. She wanted to stand up—to clear away the detritus of bobbing heads that thwarted her, but that would have been ridiculous; she’d look like a cheap neon sign in the cultivated atmosphere of the auction room. No, she needed to focus on her goal, which was to get her hands on the Daaé letters. Surely he couldn’t be as keen on them as she. After all, one-hundred euros was the top estimate. She could stretch her budget just a little bit more. “One-hundred ten!” she countered, confident this would be the end of it.


“One-hundred fifty!”


Christine felt her insides collapse. This was beginning to get nasty. The auctioneer looked to her again, his expression suddenly more animated. It appeared to be down to her and this unseen man with the cultured accent. She felt like going over and slapping him in the face. Maybe he had money to throw away; she, unfortunately, did not. “One seventy-five!” she cried. What in god’s name was she doing?


“Two hundred!”


Bastard! she mouthed to herself, her fingernails biting into her palms. Christine’s afternoon divertissement was turning into a nightmare. What possible interest could this man, this foreigner, this voice that spoke to her body in a language it had never been spoken to before, have in a few tatty old letters written by some nonentity of a soprano? Unless it was the matter of the disappearance the auctioneer had alluded to earlier…. Could it be that this Christine Daaé was, in fact, someone famous or even infamous? But no. She’d studied all the great sopranos going back at least two centuries. There had been no Christine Daaé mentioned among them.


Although Christine knew she was entering treacherous financial waters, she wanted those letters. They were destined to be hers. “Two-hundred fifty,” she called, her words a squeak in the crowded auction room. The gurgling of the stomach next to her inspired her own into turmoil and she felt in danger of becoming physically ill. If this bidding war kept up, she wouldn’t be able to pay her next month’s rent, let alone eat.

“Three-hundred euros!” countered the voice.

No. Please, no.

Christine wanted to weep. Who was this man—this voice that was driving her mad with desire, not to mention the prospect of imminent poverty? Could he not tell that she wasn’t one of the well-heeled ladies of the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré? Although perhaps he couldn’t see her seated back here, just as she, in turn, couldn’t see him. Did he wonder about her as she wondered about him?—what she looked like, how she tasted, how she smelled? Christine didn’t know which was driving her more toward madness: the need to see him or the need to own the Daaé letters.

Maybe she could borrow toward her rent. Not that she had many friends, only the girls from the opera—and they were usually as strapped for funds as she was. An advance on her wages? That wouldn’t work either. The production Christine was appearing in was scheduled to close in less than a week’s time. After that, she’d be officially unemployed. So be it. She would fight to win the letters, then, to keep from starvation, eat them with a red wine sauce for supper. “Three-hundred ten euros,” she uttered limply, as if another ten euros would be sufficient to put off her male competitor.

Several people chuckled. Christine wanted to hide beneath her chair. Even the auctioneer wore a smirk on his face. She wished she’d never come here. She promised herself she’d never return to this part of Paris again. She’d stay in the Pigalle, where she belonged.

“Five-hundred euros!”

A cry of despair resonated throughout the room. Christine was shocked when she realized it had come from her. She’d lost. There was no way she could counter such a bid. She might as well have been trying to bid on the violin. Both it and the letters were unattainable. When the auctioneer looked in her direction, she dropped her head in defeat, unable to watch as the hammer came crashing down and her letters were awarded to the voice’s owner, who apparently didn’t need to worry about such mundane matters as paying the rent or buying food. Some rich playboy, she reckoned—or worse—a dirty old man who bought women young enough to be their granddaughters.
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