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      All Aboard

      Opal grasped the wooden handrail of the ship and stared down into the choppy sea below. Another sickening wave welled up and she leaned helplessly over the rail and threw up, closing her eyes so she didn’t have to see the yellow spray against the side of the ship, which just antagonized her churning belly. She gasped between heaves, her head swimming. Celine stood next to her with a glass of water, steadying her as she crumpled down on the deck while holding on to the thin metal railing to try to keep her bearings.

      Opal waved off the glass Celine offered and tried to focus on the horizon, willing the motion in her head to still. But she continued to swoon, so she lay on the wooden deck and stared up at the blue sky. Celine sat down next to her, her knees drawn up against her chest, watching Opal with genuine concern.

      “How much longer?” Opal asked her with great effort, as if Celine had made the sea journey to France before.

      Celine looked at the vast ocean around them, hoping beyond reason that it would offer any information. “I don’t know, cousin. But I think we passed Corso a little while back, so maybe in theory we are already in France,” she said hopefully.

      Opal groaned, rolled over, and retched over the side again, before rolling back onto the deck, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Celine moved up and placed Opal’s head on her lap, and again offered her the glass of water.

      “You really need to drink something.”

      Opal took a small sip of the slightly salty water, which tasted like home, and let it moisten her mouth a little before turning and spitting it into the ocean. She took a deep breath. Feeling somewhat better, she tried to sit up fully, still bracing herself with the rails. She looked up just as Lulu pushed her way out of the wooden port-holed door to join them. The pitying look on her face as she plopped down on the deck beside them told Opal how terrible she looked.

      “I think it will be about five more hours,” she murmured apologetically.

      In response, Opal leaned over and retched again, thankful that her empty stomach held no more sour bile for the moment.

      “I think I’m actually starting to feel better,” she said, lying back again. Her white dress with the tiny red roses was long since defiled. She’d been unable to change into her nightgown last night, fearful to take her face away from the bucket the crew had provided her with, long enough to put it on. Now the dress was dirty after she had crawled up the stairs last night and lain on the boat deck so the others could sleep. She was thankful that she could experience her misery in the privacy of the night, as well as for the cool air that soothed her burning mouth and throat. She had lain under the thick blanket of stars until the light of day extinguished them one by one. Now her head throbbed.

      “You are as green as your eyes,” Lulu said, laughing softly, a wry smile on her face. “Just a complete sheet of green.”

      “I’m just glad this is a one-way trip,” Opal said with a smile that matched Lulu’s. She closed her eyes again. Celine looked away, over her shoulder in the direction they had come from, drawing her knees closer to her chest.

      The hours crept by like that until the rocking of the boat decreased as they moved onto the smoother waters of the Riviera. Opal was finally able to sit up and tentatively sip some water. This time, she allowed it to slide down her throat and into her cavernous stomach, which answered with a tremendous growl.

      “Ahhh,” she said, looking out at the ocean and the shoreline that had come into view. Her hand shook as she held the glass of water.

      “Do you want to try to change your clothes before we get there?” Lulu said encouragingly, looking at her dress.

      Opal nodded slowly and started to make her way to her feet with the assistance of the girls, but as soon as she was upright, she pitched forward over the rails, lost the small amount of water she had taken in, and lay back down on the floor. “I’ll just wait here,” she said, defeated, throwing her gangly forearm over her eyes.

      Celine and Lulu looked at one another, and Celine held up her hands, indicating she wasn’t sure what to do. Lulu pushed herself up and set off. “Don’t worry, I’ll make the arrangements.”

      What felt like eternal hours later, the boat finally knocked against the buoys of the dock in Marseilles. Opal breathed a deep sigh, and the rise of her chest filled her with a newfound energy. Celine helped her to her feet, and they gazed over the railing at the business below. Dockhands were unloading impossible numbers of steamer trunks while elegantly dressed women and men strolled down the gangway to the dock below and made their way to where shiny cars and horse-drawn carriages awaited them.

      Opal looked at the fortress that protectively wrapped around the port, much like the one in Malta, where they had just sailed from, but on a much larger scale. There was a variety to the buildings around the port, and their pitched rooflines deviated from the blocky structures of her homeland. A red, white, and blue French flag flew majestically in the harbor, and Opal felt a wave of excitement rise up through her exhaustion and fatigue.

      She turned, probably too quickly, toward the stairs to disembark, but weakness suddenly overwhelmed her enthusiasm and her legs collapsed under her. Her lips began tingling and her hands went numb as the world turned black around the edges. She knew she was going to lose consciousness and twisted awkwardly on the stairs to grab Celine’s arm before falling backward into darkness.

      As she came back to consciousness, she heard voices above her and recognized Celine and Lulu talking, but it took her a while to orient herself. She was bouncing on a hard seat in the back of a car with her head resting on Celine’s lap. Lulu was on the seat across from them. Her mouth was completely dry, and she moved her tongue around a little to try to moisten it as she listened to the girls.

      “We can’t go to a hospital,” Lulu said definitively. “If they think she’s sick, they will send us home, and that is the last thing she would want.”

      “What if she dies?” Celine asked, her voice cracking.

      She could feel Celine’s belly convulse against the side of her head and felt a wet tear splash onto her forehead, then the cool touch of Celine’s hand on her brow. Opal’s mouth spread into a grin, and without opening her eyes, she began laughing, quietly at first and then harder as she heard Lulu laugh with her. Cracking her dry eyes open, Celine’s red, burning ones met hers in horror and relief. A fresh wave of sobs erupted as Celine reached up to cover her mouth. The momentum of hysterical laughter had clearly set in, and Lulu and Opal laughed until they were unable to catch their breath. Celine stared out the window and swiped the tears away from her face.

      Opal breathed deeply, trying not to devolve back into laughter, the muscles in her stomach still aching from the endless purging. She sat upright and scooted next to Celine, wrapping an arm around her. Her voice came out dry and raspy. “I’m OK, cousin. So sweet of you to worry about me.”

      Celine kept her gaze fixed on the outside whizzing by but nodded acknowledgement.

      “Do you want to go home?” Opal asked.

      Celine paused for a second and then shook her head vigorously, seeming afraid that the older girls would seize the moment to disentangle themselves from her.

      Opal looked at Lulu. “I’ve got to get some water.”

      Lulu nodded and knocked on the glass window dividing them from the driver, who reached back and slid the window open.

      “Yes?” the man said, keeping his eyes steady on the road ahead. He was brown skinned, bearded, and wore a tall white turban.

      “Preet, can you please pull over in the next town so we can get some food? Opal needs some water.”

      “Next town. Yes.”

      “Thank you.” Lulu slid the window closed.

      Opal tossed herself back in the seat. “I’ve missed everything!”

      A mischievous grin spread across Lulu’s face. “Oh no, we’re just getting started.”

      She and Opal held each other’s gaze as unspoken plans passed between them.

      “You almost went down!” Lulu laughed.

      “I just don’t remember anything.”

      “Preet caught you,” Celine said, nodding her chin in the direction of the driver.

      Opal knew arrangements had been made for a driver to meet them at the boat and accompany them during their time in Paris, but she had never met the man.

      “And he carried me off the boat?”

      The girls nodded in unison.

      “In front of all those people?”

      The girls nodded again.

      Opal shook her head and crossed herself. “I’m so glad Mama wasn’t here to see that.”

      Celine pointed out the window excitedly as the car slowed. “Look! A town!”

      The girls looked out the window as the car wound around a few streets and then up a hill and came to a stop in front of a small café in a courtyard. It was painted a cheerful robin’s-egg blue.

      Preet got out and opened the back door to let the girls out. “Clermont-Ferrand, mademoiselles.”

      Brimming with excitement, the girls looked at each other and got out of the car. Opal went last, helped by Preet’s strong hand. He towered over her, with wise dark eyes, and thick lashes. Opal steadied herself as he let go of her hand. Preet intuitively moved behind her, ready to catch her fall, his presence emboldening her enough confidence to walk across the sidewalk to the café. He held the door for them as they entered and then went to wait at the car as the girls sat at a small table.

      A woman bustled out from the kitchen and took stock of the group of adolescent girls, her eyes lingering too long on Opal, whose skin turned from alabaster to crimson, knowing she must look terrible. She looked down at her filthy dress and hands and momentarily wished she could be back in Malta in the safety of her mother’s kitchen. But she sat up taller, stretched up her long neck, and dropped her shoulders.

      The woman grabbed a carafe of water and brought it to the table, pouring a glass straight away and handing it to Opal first, with obvious concern.

      “Bonjour,” the woman started, and then paused as if to see if the girls would respond in kind, which they did. The woman continued slowly in French, pausing every once in a while to ensure comprehension. The girls nodded along, although Opal had really stopped listening as soon as the water touched her tongue and the cool liquid slid down her throat in a satisfying wave. Before she could set the glass down the woman took it and filled it again, then handed it back.

      Opal absently heard Lulu conversing with the woman in perfect French, and then, surprisingly, Celine chiming in confidently. Opal’s belly gurgled, but the nausea had thankfully passed. Before the woman walked away, she filled the glass a third time.

      Opal looked after her and then at Celine and Lulu, shaking her head. “I didn’t get any of that.”

      Lulu laced her fingers together and rested her chin on them. “It’s a set menu. It will be very good.”

      She was right. A small bowl of mushroom soup arrived first, followed by a quiche, a small plate of cheese, and fruit salad. The food was so nourishing that by the end of the meal, Opal’s strength began to return. The girls were chatting and laughing, excited to be in France.

      The woman came over as they finished a small chocolate souffle and looked at Opal. “You are feeling better?” she asked in French.

      Opal paused, allowing her brain to translate the words from her native tongue. “Oh, oui, oui,” she said reassuringly, and then continued in French: “Madame, do you have a powder room where I can change before we continue on? I had a very hard voyage.”

      Lulu began to laugh, then Celine giggled along too.

      “Yes, I thought as much,” the woman replied with a soft smile. She walked to the door and flipped the café sign to Fermée. “Come on, come on,” she said, waving them upstairs.

      Lulu ran out to the car to get clean clothes for Opal. The woman’s home above the shop was small and beautiful, with walls painted a deep green and a worn but plush tan velvet couch with ornate legs spanning the length of the living room wall. The woman showed the girls the bathroom and bedroom and said they could change there and then went out to the kitchen. Opal ducked into the bathroom and closed the door as Celine sat on the couch, surveying the room.

      Alone in the bathroom, Opal looked in the mirror. Her face looked foreign and gaunt, like she had aged far beyond her seventeen years. The thick dark lashes and brows were familiar, but her eyes were sunken, with dark circles underneath. She tilted her head to the side and decided she liked them this way—filled with experience and maybe just a bit of torment. She tied her long, dark hair loosely up on her head and unbuttoned the placket in the back of her dress. As each small button slipped through the hand-formed hole, she remembered her mother patiently sewing them on, concerned whether this clothing would be suitable for her new life in France. The dress fell forward, and Opal pulled it down with her slip, which clung to her at first but then relented and fell to the floor.

      Her barely developed chest had flattened, and she felt deflated after years of willing her breasts to form. She had applied the beeswax ointment nightly that her mother had assured her would grow her beautiful breasts, but after years of nothing except nightgowns with two greasy circles on the front she had given up. Just months before she had boarded the boat to France, hard painful buds had formed on her chest and promised her a future of womanhood, although her womb still lay dormant. Now each linear bone of her chest could be clearly defined, and her nipples stretched over a flat plateau of disappointment. She heard Lulu’s voice in the apartment and a knock on the bathroom door.

      “You OK?”

      “Yes, I’m just going to wash my face. Give me a minute.”

      After washing up, Opal wrapped a towel around herself, and opened the door a crack. Lulu handed her a bundle of clothing. Opal unwrapped it and saw that Lulu had brought in her own dress, much finer than anything Opal owned. Opal sat on the toilet with the bundle in her lap, contemplating before opening the door a crack and passing the clothing back out.

      “It doesn’t fit.”

      Celine grabbed it from her.

      “I’ll go get something else.”

      Opal could hear her bustle out. After a minute, she peeked out the door, but the room was empty. Wrapped in the towel, she stepped out and walked along the perimeter of the room, looking at the small trinkets and pictures of the woman and some children.

      Opal felt eyes on her and looked over to see the café owner leaning against the wall holding a small, delicate cup of tea over a saucer.

      “Do you need some clothing?”

      Opal looked at her for a moment and shook her head.

      “Are you sure? My daughter left some things here that would fit you nicely.” Without waiting for her to answer, the woman walked into the bedroom and started rummaging around. “Come, come!” she said, encouraging Opal to join her.

      Opal followed her into the bedroom. The woman had thrown the closet open wide and was tossing things onto the bed. She sat down to watch. Periodically the woman stopped and looked at something, looked at Opal to size her up, then shook her head and tossed it aside.

      “I have clothes in the car,” Opal offered.

      “Oh yes, yes, but with the trunks and packing, it may be hard to find just the right thing.”

      Opal nodded in silent agreement, intrigued by what the woman might turn up from the clothing, which unlike her own, did not appear to be homemade.

      The woman pulled out a skirt. “Ah ha! Yes. Try this,” she said, handing Opal a silk cream-colored, pleated midi skirt. Opal felt the fabric and ran her hand over the thick slubs of the yarn.

      The woman pulled out a matching tailored jacket with short sleeves. “And this.” She handed it to Opal absently.

      From a dresser drawer, she withdrew a silky green spaghetti-strap top that matched Opal’s eyes perfectly.

      “I can’t take these things,” Opal said slowly.

      “But I have no use for them anymore,” the woman replied matter-of-factly. “And it’s always so important to make a good first impression.”

      For the second time in minutes, Opal sat with a pile of another person’s clothes in her lap, but this time she stood up and let the towel fall immodestly to the floor as she slipped the skirt up onto her hips and fastened the buttons. It fit surprisingly well, and the pleats fell perfectly down to mid-calf. The weight of the silk fabric felt luxurious and heavy. She slid the green slip top over her head, and the satin draped over her slim frame. She caught her reflection in the dressing table mirror as she tucked the camisole into her skirt.

      The woman had turned and was looking for something else in the drawer. As Opal fastened the button of the wrap jacket around her waist, the woman turned triumphantly, holding up a patterned scarf in her hand. Pulling out the seat from the dressing table for her, Opal sat down just as Celine and Lulu entered the room.

      “Oh my goodness,” Lulu said appreciatively. Celine beamed, but then looked down at her own plain cotton dress self-consciously.

      The woman handed Opal a small gold container of rouge, which Opal applied in dabs to her full lips and rubbed them together. The gauntness of her face lifted. The woman tied her hair up in a neat bun and then wrapped the scarf around her head, knotting it at the base of her neck. The woman took the container out of her hand and dabbed her middle finger in, applying some along Opal’s cheek bones, blending in the color. Opal stared deeply into her own eyes and watched the amazing transformation.

      “Now,” the woman concluded, “now you are ready to go to Paris.” She smiled.

      As the girls exited the café, they each kissed the woman’s cheeks and thanked her. Opal exited last and, as she leaned in, the woman slipped the small tin of rouge into her pocket and tilted Opal’s chin up with her index finger. “Keep your head high.”

    

  


  
    
      The Opéra national de Paris

      As soon as they arrived in Paris, Lulu and Celine rolled the windows down and stuck their heads out so they could see and feel the city. Opal looked over Lulu’s shoulder. None of them could stop smiling and pointing at the sights, which were so different from those in Malta. The car bounced and jostled along the cobblestone streets, passing by soaring churches and gray brick buildings with a familiar antiquity but very different from that of their home. The smell of baked goods filled the air, and people walked and biked down the streets and along the river, while others lounged in chairs outside cafés. Eventually, the car turned away from the river and wove down a narrow street through the inner workings of the city, where the aroma of freshly baked bread gave way to the odor of human existence. When the smells of smoke and sewage wafted through the car, the girls rolled the windows up and sat back in their seats, trying to reconcile the differences between this urban existence and the area around the river they had just passed through.

      Just beyond the train station, the car slowed in front of an imposing stone building that took up the majority of the block. A woman with disheveled curly hair, wearing nothing but a slip and heeled shoes, tumbled out from between two buildings with a stumbling man draped around her. She met the girls’ eyes as they climbed out of the car. Preet moved protectively to block the girls’ view. Taking the cue, they looked away, and stood on the stairs to the school, while he unstrapped and unloaded the trunks from the back of the car. The girls stood together in front of the imposingly tall black lacquered door. A discreet patinated brass plaque on the wall beside it read “Conservatoire supérieur de Paris: École de danse et music.”

      Opal’s heart was beating hard in her chest. Just as she was about to reach up to lift the brass knocker, she felt Celine take her hand. Opal looked at her. Celine, now ghostly white, looked back and shook her head. Opal cocked her head in question, but before she could speak, the door opened.

      A petite woman stood at the portal. She was dressed in a black midi skirt much like the one Opal was wearing, and a black wrap sweater that accentuated her tiny frame. A tight bun at the nape of her neck held back her black hair. Her lips were painted red, and her skin was pale and flawless. The woman stepped back and ushered them inside. “Come in, mademoiselles. Come in.” With just these small movements, it was obvious she was an accomplished dancer.

      The girls moved into the foyer, which was dark, musty, and windowless. Beyond an interior arched doorway, Opal could see the center of the school, an expansive atrium with a stairway that wound around its perimeter.

      “My name is Madame Massine,”  the woman said in French. “Let’s line up now,” she said, waving toward an imaginary line on the floor in front of her.

      The girls looked at one another in confusion.

      “Line up?” she said again. Then, “Please do tell me you speak French.”

      The girls moved quickly in compliance and stood shoulder to shoulder in front of her.

      “Ah, so you do,” she continued as she moved in front of Lulu and looked her up and down. “You must be Luċija.”

      Lulu brimmed into a big buoyant smile and nodded. “Yes, but I go by Lulu.”

      The woman’s face remained unresponsive. “Yes, I have met your father. Shocking likeness, although I’m guessing your mother must be quite fair.” She took Lulu’s hand in hers and pushed up her sleeve, appraising Lulu’s forearm and elbow. Lulu looked sideways at Opal quizzically. The woman then worked her way down to her fingers and touched the gemstones of her bracelets and rings, releasing a deep sigh, and rolled her eyes upward as she dropped Lulu’s hand.

      She moved in front of Opal as if she suddenly noticed something on her face that she needed to move closer to inspect. Opal stretched up to her full height, dropped her shoulders, and averted her gaze. The woman squinted at her, and then unexpectedly wiped Opal’s cheekbone with her middle finger and rubbed it against her thumb, never looking away. “There will be no makeup here unless we put it on you. Understood?”

      The girls nodded in unison, and Opal’s face flushed hot as she thought about the tin of rouge in her pocket.

      The woman touched Opal’s chin and tilted it up. She ran her index finger down Opal’s long neck and over each of the discrete ribs of her chest before stopping at the top of Opal’s green camisole. “Hmm,” the woman said, looking down at the floor thoughtfully. “Are you bleeding yet?”

      Opal was taken aback by the question and assumed she had misunderstood the French. The woman raised an eyebrow and looked up at her as Opal flushed a deeper shade of red, knowing she had understood. She shook her head.

      The woman nodded slightly in understanding and moved on to take both of Celine’s hands. She opened them wide away from her body, looking her up and down. “And you two are cousins?”

      Celine and Opal nodded in unison.

      The woman gently nudged the inside of Celine’s feet. “Turn out.”

      Celine moved into first position. The woman leaned down and lifted up the hem of her dress and looked at her legs. There was a knock at the door, which the woman ignored. Celine’s gaze remained fixed and down ahead of her, and Opal remembered the ghostly look on her face outside the door. An inadvertent lump rose in her throat.

      The woman tapped the small pad of flesh on the inside of Celine’s leg, just above her knee. Then, standing, she touched the tops of her shoulders, which Celine dropped down responsively. The woman stepped back, looking at her for an uncomfortably long time before reaching over and absently opening the door. Preet stood there holding a trunk on his shoulder and pulling another behind him. She suddenly broke the silence by clapping her hands, sending reverberating echoes off the stone walls.

      Two women in aprons showed up at the arched portal and bustled into the foyer as the woman walked out, leaving only the faint smell of French perfume behind her. One of the aproned women moved in beside them. She seemed exquisitely anxious and was wringing her hands. Light perspiration covered her face. “Come, come, I will show you around.”

      They entered the atrium, where tangled, wild plants grew within a glass enclosure below a glass roof many stories higher. Coming from a hallway was the faint sound of discordant music that sounded like musicians warming up. They were led up the stairs to a second-story room that held three beds and one wardrobe. The entire room was half the size of Opal’s modest room at home. Lulu laughed as she pushed down on her thin mattress, causing responsive squeaks from the metal frame. There was a tall double window flanked by long, gray curtains.

      Preet popped his head inside, assessed the situation, and decided to leave the trunk in the hallway before heading back down to the car to get the rest of the girls’ luggage. “Maybe we brought too much stuff?” Lulu said.

      The aproned lady continued the tour and showed them the shared bathroom with a single tub and a worn white porcelain sink and toilet. “You can take one bath each week, but you must provide your own soap.” The girls nodded, and when the woman turned around Lulu made a disgusted face, causing the other girls to giggle.

      She led the way down the stairs and hallway to a dining room filled with long tables and wooden benches. “Dining room,” she said, holding out her hand. “Breakfast is at eight thirty after morning rehearsal, which starts in the studio here, at six exactly. Classes are from nine to eleven forty-five. Lunch at noon, and then rehearsal at Garnier at one.”

      The girls continued to look at her expectantly. “When is dinner?” Celine asked softly.

      The woman shifted her gaze away. “It happens after rehearsal, but that is . . . not always certain.” The woman held her hands up as if it was out of her control.

      They continued down the corridors of the building, which was much vaster than it appeared on the outside. A long hallway was lined with classrooms, and the woman directed them to read the signs alongside the doors to find their correct rooms. Lulu and Opal would be together much of the day for classes, while Celine would be in the classes and rehearse with the younger group of dancers until she turned sixteen in a few months.

      At the end of the hall were two large wooden French doors that led to a small dance studio. The girls peeked in the windows. A small upright piano sat in the corner of the room, lined with mirrors and barres along one wall. The single instructor inside was working two young girls through a series of jetés. They were both flushed and seemed on the brink of tears. The instructor clapped out the rhythm with her hands while the girls tried fervently to meet her mark. They finished the series and their bodies relaxed, releasing the tension of the dance, and illustrating their exhaustion.

      “When do we study?” Opal asked.

      The woman threw her palms up. “I don’t study here, so I wouldn’t know, but maybe you can ask the other students.”

      The girls nodded in understanding, trying to process the rigor of the daily schedule.

      “Assuming the schedule allows for it, there is free time on Saturdays and then Sunday evening rehearsal only for the younger girls.”

      Celine frowned dramatically.

      “Today, Madame does not expect you at practice, but you will start tomorrow morning.”

      They returned to their room, and the aproned lady left them there, never having introduced herself. Preet stood outside the door, staring straight ahead, waiting for them. Lulu paused to talk quietly to him. Listening to her intently, he periodically nodded understanding, and then, almost imperceptibly, Lulu slipped off her bracelets and rings and placed them in his hand. Discreetly slipping the jewelry into his pocket, he nodded along, as Lulu continued speaking quietly. Finally, Lulu wrapped her arms around him in an affectionate hug before the man left.

      The girls began slowly unpacking their things, eventually just folding the clothing and leaving it in stacks around the perimeter of the room. They stored their suitcases under the beds. The sun had set, and still, there was no sound of the other students returning to the boarding school, so the girls set out to explore Paris and find the Palais Garnier, where their afternoon practices would be held.

      The streets around the school were bustling with people going to the nearby train station. The adjacent shops were largely filled with luthiers and other instrument makers who had opportunistically established the instrument craft district to meet the demand of the government-funded conservatory. The girls wove through the streets until the back of the Palais Garnier rose up imposingly in front of them. They stopped, awestruck at the building’s size, overwhelming grandeur, and opulence.

      “I can’t believe we are going to be dancing here,” Celine said.

      The back of the building had a small half-circle driveway, and the girls walked around it, peeking in the windows. But the inside foyer was dark, so they continued walking along the full circumference of the building, which was surrounded by bronze statues of mostly naked women bearing gas lamps atop their heads. Three green-bronze rotundas capped the building, two smaller ones on the sides and an extravagantly large one in the middle. Two massive golden statues rose majestically on both corners of the front roof. Columns lined the front staircase, and again, the girls looked into the windows, but the building appeared unoccupied. They finally rounded the street to the east side of the building and found a more austere entrance with relatively small doors. They suspected this was where they would be entering for practice.

      When the girls returned to the school, Lulu and Opal crawled into their beds, exhausted from travel, while Celine brushed her hair out languidly with soft strokes. Before climbing into bed, Celine looked out the door and down the still, silent hall.

      “It’s quite late. I wonder when the dancers will return?” she asked, but she got no reply from the already dreaming Lulu and Opal, who had fallen fast asleep.

    

  


  
    
      First Rehearsal

      Opal awoke in the dark and took a moment to regain her bearings in the unfamiliar boarding school. Light was just starting to fill the sky, and she could barely make out the edge of the top of the adjacent buildings. Staring at the chipped plaster on the ceiling, she took in the unfamiliar sensations of the room, disbelieving she was finally in France, after years of plotting a way to get off the small, suffocating island where she was born.

      She longed to see Paris and couldn’t wait until Saturday when they could explore their newfound freedom and find a way to build a new life here. Excitement surged in her chest but was quickly tempered by the intimidating thought of the studio and the woman who had met them in the entry. She absently touched the place on her chin where her nail had rested and then ran her hand down her sternum to her belly, and felt her sharp hip bones jutting out.

      Fumbling in the dim light, she found her toiletries and then slipped down the hall to the bathroom, where she bathed and brushed her teeth. Back in the room she parted the curtains enough to allow some light in so that she could find her ballet clothes. After slipping them on she rolled on the long leg warmers her mother had knitted for her as a Christmas gift.

      She sat on her bed, enjoying a last moment of solitude, before she shook Lulu and Celine awake. They dressed for rehearsal in silence. Celine changed her outfit three times, clearly nervous about starting their lessons. The sound of activity from the adjacent rooms fueled the anticipation.

      When they heard the rest of the girls filing down to the studio, they left their room and attempted to discreetly blend in with the throng. Despite their attempt to be inconspicuous, their still-sun-touched Mediterranean skin stood in stark contrast to the alabaster of the French dancers, who all appeared to have never been outside before. Even the young girls walked with a permanent turn out of their feet and hips that belied their years of physical training. A few of the girls looked at them and whispered sideways at one another, but none introduced themselves.

      From a different hall, a group of boys emerged, chatting buoyantly. Their high spirits were a stark contrast to the tempered energy of the girls. At the front of the pack was a blond, fit-looking boy, muscular for his age and with high cheekbones. He was strikingly handsome. As he chatted to the boy next to him, his eyes met Opal’s, and he smiled at her while pausing his conversation mid-word. Her heart raced and her cheeks flushed. Lulu looked from the boy to Opal and smiled, seeing everything, and Celine giggled beside her.

      Opal lifted her chin and collected herself, walking on as if not noticing him. But as they moved into the narrow hall, he took the opportunity to move in behind her. She could sense his presence there and immediately felt self-conscious in her tights, leotard, and chiffon wrap skirt. She could almost feel the boy breathing on the back of her neck and was thankful to pass through the heavy doors into the studio, where she made a sharp turn to the right and headed to a wooden barre on the wall. Celine and Lulu followed her.

      The girls sat on the floor and began stretching, mimicking the activity of the other students, who continued to eye them warily and whisper indiscernibly. The piano sat empty, and Opal noticed a small record player on a table beside it, with a few records leaning against the leg. The instructor they had seen the day before with the two young girls entered the room. The dancers looked over anxiously at first, but then, seeing the lady, relaxed and went back to chatting and stretching. The woman scanned the room until her eyes landed on Celine. She beelined over and clapped her hands to get Celine’s attention, even though she was already looking up at her.

      “You, mon petit rat. You are with me.”

      Celine stood up quickly and nodded as the woman took her forearm and led her out of the studio through a side door to an adjacent room. Celine looked back wistfully back at them, and Opal waved an almost imperceptible goodbye. Opal and Lulu looked at each other, eyebrows raised, but then returned to stretching, hoping the additional attention garnered from the interruption would fade away.

      Madame Massine entered the room, accompanied by a disheveled-looking woman, who sat at the piano and unloaded an armful of music books and scores. The girls in the studio rose and turned sideways to the barre, gracefully resting their right hands on top. Lulu and Opal followed along, thankful they were at the back of the room and could follow along with the other girls.

      Opal closed her eyes and imagined she was back in the bright ballet studio in Valletta and that Sinjura Tip was guiding them through the warm-ups. She felt her shoulders drop and soften and brought her attention to the inside of her knees and thighs, allowing them to guide the lift and turn of her feet. She raised her long arm above her head and finished the beginning sequence through first and fifth positions.

      As Opal lifted her arm, she realized suddenly that when she pirouetted to repeat the same sequence on the other side, she would be at the front of the class. Her face flushed and her heart raced as she turned to face the wall. Opal could hear Lulu’s irregular, nervous breath behind her. She closed her eyes and listened to the piano music and the cues of the instructor’s voice.

      “Relevé, rond de jambe, arabesque.”

      Suddenly, the piano stopped, and Opal straightened up. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Madame Massine only a foot away, her eyes narrowed with harsh scrutiny. Opal flushed red and turned back to face the wall, hoping the woman would release her from the painful weight of her attention. Surely, she must know how hard it was to be a foreigner here. Opal stretched her feet for distraction.

      “Again,” the woman said, clapping her hands.

      Opal moved back into first position and started her plié. Listening to the rhythm of the music and moving along through the positions, she finished again in an arabesque, with her leg lifted high behind her.

      “And hold,” the woman said, using her hand to outwardly rotate Opal’s extended leg. Once satisfied, she gently kicked at the inside of the foot on which Opal was standing, pushing her toes toward the wall. Her lower back and hip burned as she held the extension, and then the hand of the woman barely touched her sternum, coaxing her to lift her chest higher.

      “Chin,” the woman said quietly, and Opal tilted her chin up a bit. The woman stepped back to inspect her and then let out a quiet “Hmph” as she walked away.

      Opal released the position, but the tightness in her back remained. She bent forward, dangling her hands over her toes to release it, and as the room turned once again to face the other way, she caught Lulu’s wry smile and playful eyes, which eased her tension as they started into a new series.

      

      Despite their years of training in Malta, they struggled to complete the floor passes and sequences that the other girls moved through effortlessly. The caliber of dance at the school was clearly advanced past their training. Lulu was a joyful, buoyant dancer but lacked the methodical discipline she would need to improve. Opal, however, moved through each sequence with determined precision, correcting her mistakes quickly and watching the other girls’ movements with dogged attention.

      The clear étoile, or top dancer, was Elise, a blond girl with bright blue eyes and an unmatched gracefulness. Her limbs seemed to unfold independently of one another in perfect angles. Opal noted how her movements originated from the inside of her arms and legs, giving the impression of the dance emanating from within her. As Opal stood in the corner waiting to complete her next pass across the floor, she closed her eyes and imagined her body moving through the sequence just as gracefully.

      Opal stepped out to move across the floor and pirouetted, but as she neared the middle of the room, Madame clapped her hands loudly, bringing the music to an abrupt halt. She walked over to Opal, shaking her head.

      “I see what you are doing,” she said. “I don’t want you to dance like Elise. Don’t watch her. Do you understand?”

      Opal nodded and flushed red, looking down at the floor.

      “Again.”

      Opal looked up and saw Elise watching her with a curious expression. She would have expected a smirk or disdain, but instead, she was met with what looked more like concern or sympathy. Opal moved back into the corner, and when the music started again, she shook her head, trying to clear her mind. Now, she was unable to remember the steps.

      “Again!”

      Opal closed her eyes and took a deep breath, back again in Malta. Her feet moved out from under her and took her across the floor to the opposite corner, somehow remembering the dance on their own.

      “Just Mademoiselle Opal. Again!”

      Opal looked over at the woman, who watched her unwaveringly.

      “Again,” she said quietly.

      Opal completed the pass again.

      “Again,” the woman said. “Chin and chest up, deeper before the jeté.”

      Opal moved through the sequence again, making the corrections. Sweat beaded her forehead, and she began to feel weakness set in.

      “Again,” Madame called out mercilessly.

      All the girls in the room stood watching Opal repeat the sequence over and over until she was visibly exhausted. Madame Massine walked over to her in the corner, away from the other girls, and Opal stood upright, trying to catch her breath.

      The woman lifted Opal’s chin with her sharp nail. “Copying people will only allow you to be as good as they are, and you, well, clearly you can be better. Do you see it?”

      Opal nodded shallowly, feeling the point of the finger under her chin more acutely. “Yes, madame,” she said quietly.

      “Madame Massine.”

      “Yes, Madame Massine.”

      “Hmph,” the woman replied quietly, releasing her.

      “Line up.” The woman clapped, and the girls scurried to the middle of the room in lines.

      The piano played, and the girls performed a final curtsy sequence as Madame Massine exited the room wordlessly.

      

      Celine was already back in the room when the girls arrived. “I can’t believe I have to be with the children,” she lamented. “They are so good, it’s just terrible! One of them has been doing ballet and living here since she was four years old.”

      Opal collapsed on her bed, hunger gnawing at her belly. The satisfaction from the food at the café was a distant memory.

      The girls changed into dresses and went to the cafeteria for breakfast, noting that only about half the tables were full. The boys sat on the far side of the cafeteria, on their own, talking loudly again but stopping when the girls walked in, eyeing them openly. Opal, Lulu, and Celine moved down the serving line, where they were each given a small bowl of oatmeal topped with a few pieces of fruit and a cup of water. They exchanged looks between themselves and sat down. Despite their hunger, they poked at the rubbery oats and picked off the pieces of fruit from the top.

      Celine leaned in. “I am so hungry, but this is disgusting.” She pushed the bowl away.

      Lulu and Opal agreed but forced down a few bites of the sticky oats before throwing the porridge into the garbage. As they exited the cafeteria, a second wave of students arrived and took their places, talking animatedly and smiling. Opal suspected they were the musicians of the conservatory, and they seemed bright and energetic in comparison to the depleted dancers.

      When they returned to their room, a neat pile of clothing and a small piece of paper indicating their class schedules and room numbers were on each bed. They unfolded the clothing to reveal their school uniforms. Celine’s was navy blue, and the elder girls’ was gray.

      Lulu held up her skirt and laughed. “There’s no way this will fit me,” she said as she wrapped the waist of the skirt around the front of her.

      Celine pulled the skirt over her hips, shimmying to get in. She tried to clasp the button, but it was at least an inch from the buttonhole. She sucked her stomach in and held her breath and finally was able to secure it. “Oof, that’s tight.”

      Opal held her skirt up and assessed that it would probably fit. She tossed it to the ground and lay down on the bed, exhaustion overtaking her. “So we rehearse like this in the morning and then again this afternoon? I am already so tired,” she lamented.

      “You’re going to be late for class,” Celine said, tidying up her hair in the mirror and heading pertly out the door.

      The older girls watched her go. “Maybe their rehearsals are easier?” Lulu offered.

      Opal got up and took a needle and thread out of her bag. She wove long strands across the plackets holding the unmet sides of Lulu’s uniform together. The makeshift closure satisfactorily kept the skirt secure for now.

      “You’re going to have to cut me out of this later,” Lulu laughed, pulling her top on, which strained over her ambitious bosom. Thankfully, it draped low enough to cover the closure of her skirt. Lulu looked at herself in the mirror and turned sideways to appreciate her silhouette. “Perfect,” She said, giving herself a wink.

      Opal squeezed into her own uniform. “We’ll get these fixed up on Saturday,” Lulu said reassuringly.

      Opal laughed. “Not quite the adventure I thought we were going to have in Paris, but you’ve got to start somewhere.”

      The girls attended their classes. Their peers were a mix of the musicians of the conservatory and the dancers, and it felt like a glimpse of social normalcy compared to the isolation of the dance troupe. Back in the cafeteria before afternoon practice, they exchanged stories about their teachers and courses, but again faced a scant lunch of bread, cheese, and a small piece of fruit. Opal looked around at the few students who were present and noticed their pronounced bony elbows and gaunt faces, and then thought about the too-small uniforms,  wondering how much of the inedibility of the food was intentional.

      They returned to their room and changed back into their rehearsal clothes before following the other students on the walk to the Palais. As they expected, the dancers entered through the austere eastern doors of the building. In an unexpected gesture, Elise turned and held the door for them to enter, signaling for them to follow her. “It can be a little tricky in here,” she offered kindly.

      They began walking down the hall, and Elise grabbed one of the younger girls by the arm and pointed at Celine. “Take her with you.”

      The girl nodded and waved for Celine to follow her, which she did wordlessly.

      “They practice in the Foyer du chant,” Elise said, sensing Lulu and Opal’s curiosity. “Except on Sundays. Then they practice in the Foyer de la danse. Sometimes, we practice there too, but mostly we’ll be up in the attic.”

      They continued walking down the halls until they reached an enormous spiral staircase deep in the bowels of the Palais. They walked up six flights of stairs until they were high up in the building. A door stood ajar, open to a large round room under one of the green rotundas. The room was musty and poorly lit except for grand oval-shaped windows that circled the room, framed by the dramatic angles of the windowsills. Square windows opened in the middle of them, allowing fresh air to circulate through the space. Ballet barres lined the walls.

      A grand piano waited in the corner of the room, still empty. Opal and Lulu walked over to one of the windows and looked out over the city of Paris. The view of the Seine and the ambience and romanticism of the space were unlike those of anywhere Opal had ever been. It invigorated her, though she still felt exhausted being back in the studio so soon after the last rehearsal.

      Opal began stretching, hoping for the energy to sustain the pace required for this schedule. Ballet had been meant to be a way to get them out of Malta, to see the world, but none of them had traveled to Paris with the determination that she now saw would be necessary to survive the rigors of the ballet school. Whereas Lulu and Celine were both the daughters of beneficiaries and would likely be allowed to stay regardless of how well they performed, Opal was allowed along as an attaché, given the sizable contribution of the other girls’ families to the conservatory. Although she knew she had an innate talent for dance, she had never dedicated herself to it the way the girls here clearly had. She wondered whether their families, too, were wealthy enough to pay their way and what they hoped for their future. Given their standoffishness thus far, with the exception of Elise, she wondered if she would ever know.

      As she stretched, Opal talked under her breath to Lulu, who was lying on her back with her knees bent and eyes closed. “Tell me what we are going to do on Saturday. I need something to look forward to,” Opal said.

      Lulu lulled her head from side to side and looked at her. “Sleep.”

      Opal hit her Lulu’s calf gently.

      “OK. We are going to go to a café and drink coffee and smoke cigarettes.”

      Opal laughed. “That’s more like it.”

      “And we are going to walk along the river and look at beautiful French men and find one to marry so we can stay here forever.”

      Opal’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. “Sounds good,” she replied.

      Madame Massine entered the room, perfectly groomed and looking fresh despite the strenuous climb to reach the attic. The girls stood again to face the front for warm-ups.

      Once they’d finished, the other girls stripped off their soft leather slippers and donned their pointe shoes. Lulu looked at Opal with a grimace.

      “Where are your shoes, girls?” Madame Massine asked.

      “In our room,” they replied in unison.

      “Every afternoon we are en pointe,” Madame said. She looked at the other students in the class. “Why are you not helping these girls? Are you too intimidated by them?” She turned back to Opal and Lulu. “Well, go then. Go get them.” She waved her hand. “But quickly!”

      Lulu and Opal quickly put on their street shoes and ran out of the room and down the labyrinth of the back of the Palais. They burst out the door and ran down the street to the school and up to their room. They were breathing hard as they rummaged through their things to find their pink satin pointe shoes. Opal rummaged through Celine’s bag and grabbed hers too, suspecting she was going through the same painful initiation.

      They raced back down the streets to the Palais. Just as they entered, they almost crashed into Celine, who was running out in a hurry with tears streaming down her face. Opal slipped the shoes into her hands, and Celine stopped for a moment to wipe her nose and tears. Opal spoke to her in quiet Maltese with her hand on her shoulder, reassuring her. Celine looked at her with big red eyes and nodded, taking a deep breath before turning back toward her studio.

      The girls climbed the endless stairs to the attic rotunda room and then sat on the floor to lace up the ribbons on their shoes, trying to catch their breath. Opal stripped off her leg warmers just as the boys entered the studio from the hall. She peeked up quickly at the disruption, immediately catching the eye of the blond boy, who was watching her. She redirected her attention to her shoes but again felt her heart start to race above a knot in her stomach.

      Madame Massine clapped for everyone’s attention as the girls stood, stretched their feet, and gently elevated onto the flat, hard tips of the shoes with the assistance of the barre.

      “Everyone back to the final pass from this morning.”

      The boys stood to the side, learning the choreography, as the women queued in the corner, the sound of their hard cardboard shoes knocking on the wood floor, overlaid by the piano, which began playing the now familiar music. Opal closed her eyes, listening to the rhythm and imaging herself moving through the sequence, faintly moving her arms through the motions. Everyone in the room faded to the background as she lifted her chin and chest and moved across the floor. As her foot extended in an arabesque to finish the sequence, her attention returned to the room and she could feel the eyes heavy on her. She glowed, knowing she had completed the sequence flawlessly, incorporating the feedback from the morning just as Madame had instructed her. She exited the floor to the back of the line and avoided all eye contact, filled with relief not to be singled out again. Just as she moved in next to Lulu, Madame clapped again.

      “Boys, do you need to see it again?” She scanned their confident faces. “OK then, pas de deux.”

      The boys moved quickly into the corner, each partnering with a girl. It all happened quickly and seemed well rehearsed. The blond boy moved to the front of the line to pair with Elise. Opal and Lulu paired with two identical dark-haired boys, and a look of near laughter passed between them, while the boys’ faces remained starkly serious.

      The couples moved across the floor, the boys intuitively lifting the girls from the waist for the leaps and then supporting them again to steady the arabesque and turns. They were surprisingly adept and light, unlike the boys from Malta, who always seemed to fight gravity despite years of training.

      Lulu moved across the floor with a wide grin, trying to incorporate the young man into the dance that she could barely muster alone, and as she pirouetted, she dipped awkwardly and stumbled into him. He attempted to catch her against his chest, but his hand missed and ended up clenched tightly to her breast. Lulu’s face contorted and her lips pursed together tightly, but she couldn’t contain the laughter. The man flushed red and dropped her forward. She collapsed out of his arms and covered her mouth with a fist, trying to stifle the sound.

      Opal covered her own mouth with her hand and shut her eyes, but the absurdity of the image wouldn’t fade, and her belly convulsed painfully against the pressure of the repressed laughter. As if licensed to do so, the rest of the students in the class started giggling as well, and a moment of levity filled the room. The young man with Lulu had finally succumbed and began laughing along, his shyness fading.

      Opal let the relief of the moment relax her and shook her shoulders down to loosen them. She quickly peeked out of the corner of her eye to assess Madame’s mood following the disruption, but she just stared at the group impassively with her eyebrows raised, waiting for the moment to pass. Finally, she looked at the pianist and nodded. The music started again as Opal and the boy moved across the floor together. She could hear his leather slippers behind her but couldn’t see or hear him otherwise until his hand touched her waist as he helped her elevate through a jeté. Then he held her with a steady presence through her finishing arabesque.

      The music finished, and the duo moved into the corner. Opal again avoided eye contact, hoping to fade into the group of dancers, but an eerie silence hung over the last note. She leaned  out discretely from behind the group to assess Madame’s mood.

      “Elise, with Henry.” The boy behind Opal moved up to where Elise stood. She continued to call out names for pairs, and Opal’s heart beat faster, knowing intuitively she was being paired with the blond boy. Lulu and Thomas, the dark-haired boy she danced with before, surprisingly were not separated, although his body language betrayed that he might have preferred a new assignment.

      “Philippe with Opal,” she said, waving the blond boy into place. He moved to the back of the line behind Opal, and she bit her top lip, trying to keep her face neutral and tamp down the flushing and galloping heart rate that were threatening her concentration. She took a deep breath, stretching her long neck as she looked up at the wooden rafters.

      The boy must have mistaken Opal’s actions for exasperation because he spoke softly behind her. “Don’t worry, mademoiselle, it may only be temporary.” His tone sounded unconvincingly apologetic, and Opal suspected he knew she was happy he now stood behind her.

      She looked over her shoulder to reply but couldn’t think of anything to say, so she just shook her head gently. Thankfully, the music started back up, ending the awkward interaction.

      The couples again moved diagonally across the floor. This time Lulu and Thomas finished the sequence without any unexpected groping, and both beamed, looking at each other, pleased with their accomplishment. Madame closed her eyes and shook her head, clearly not certain how to handle the contagious buoyancy Lulu brought with her.

      Opal took a deep breath and collected herself into position, trying to move out into the sequence, but she stepped out earlier than her partner. Madame clapped, stopping the music. “Start again.”

      “Sorry,” Opal said apologetically under her breath, and moved back into position. The music started, but again she stepped out early.

      She felt Philippe’s hand gently on her right hip. “Listen to the music,” he said quietly.

      She closed her eyes and listened to the music start again, and he let his hand fell away when it was time for her to begin. His hands lifted and steadied her perfectly, and as they finished he spoke quietly. “See. Very nice.”

      The rehearsal went on for hours, although they periodically stopped for a break so that Madame could work through a music change with the pianist. She seemed inexhaustible. Practice went on as the evening light turned dark and the moon rose over the Parisian skyline. At some point the dim gas lights of the studio had turned on, illuminating the room with a soft warm glow. Finally, after they had been practicing for many hours, Madame signaled the end of rehearsal. The dancers went through the curtsy sequence as she left the room.

      They walked back in a gaggle with other dancers, some of whom stopped at a brasserie for drinks. The girls didn’t invite them along, but as they passed, the boys waved them over encouragingly. All Opal could think of was the next day’s rehearsal, which would begin only hours from now, as well as the stack of books she had gotten in her classes. Again, she wondered when she was supposed to complete her studies. She and Lulu thanked them, promising to stop next time. They waved goodnight to the other dancers, hoping they would ask them to come along again.
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