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To the OG Leonas, Nicole Cedeño and Indhira Santos, who have been happily letting me get them into trouble going on thirty years. Las amo, siempre.


Como diria Pedro… Hay gente que hay que aguantar toda la vida.









At the time, Sappho was reborn in Paris.


–Arsène Houssaye, Confessions: Memoirs of a Half-Century, 1885









One


 


 


Paris, June 1889


Manuela del Carmen Caceres Galvan was a failure.


An absolute, unequivocal, dismal failure. It was the only title one could use for a person who, after three weeks in a city known the world over for its endless supply of debauchery, remained thoroughly undebauched.


And she was running out of time. In six weeks she would have to return to Venezuela to be married. With every minute that passed, the Parisian bacchanalia she’d fantasized about from the moment she’d agreed to enter into a loveless marriage slipped further away from her. Matters were truly arriving at a critical point, and she was determined to act.


It wasn’t that Manuela was being forced into a union she reviled. On the contrary, she’d accepted Felix Bernard Kingsley’s offer eagerly, as was her duty. It was true that Felix didn’t possess much when it came to charm or family name. And he was not exactly an accomplished conversationalist or what one would call handsome or particularly interesting. But one attribute he did possess was the very one Manuela’s parents valued above others: a very large fortune and no compunction whatsoever when it came to buying himself a beautiful bride with the right connections.


Marriage to a man who at the precise moment he’d asked for her hand informed her she should not expect fidelity was not exactly the stuff of fairy-tale endings. But twenty-eight years of witnessing her parents move through life as if consequences were merely abstract concepts had made Manuela a pragmatist and a realist. Pretty girls from families with unfortunate finances and very expensive tastes existed solely to secure advantageous attachments, after all.


She knew who she was.


Which was why when unexciting Felix with his perennially damp hands asked for hers in marriage, instead of dwelling on what she was giving up, Manuela smiled and nodded and thought about the injection of cash into her father’s business. She imagined what colors she’d choose for the dozen gowns from the House of Worth Felix promised she could buy in Paris. She comforted herself with the knowledge that her parents could never again blame her for ruining the family.


In truth, considering her less-than-stellar options, she was quite content with her lot, and she still had a few weeks of freedom. Because despite the precariousness of her circumstances, before she’d allowed Felix to slide his gaudy ring on her finger, she’d made him promise to send her to Paris to procure her trousseau. It just so happened her two oldest and dearest friends from finishing school would be in Paris in their own pursuits. Luz Alana attempting to launch her rum Caña Brava into European markets, and Aurora endeavoring to forge some connections with other lady physicians. That two of Manuela’s own paintings had been selected for the Exposition Universelle was the final sign that she was destined to enjoy her last months in the city of love before her impending nuptials.


Her parents, who’d never cared much for Manuela’s artistic bent, were less receptive to her plan than Felix—who had been suspiciously eager to send her away for the summer—but Manuela had anticipated their protests. She sorted that minor hiccup by pointing out to Consuelo and Prospero Caceres that the best way to rub their restored financial glory in their peers’ faces was to announce that their daughter would be embarking in a lavish, months-long Parisian shopping spree. She’d boarded a ship to Paris the following month. The first three weeks had involved a barrage of fittings at the modistes and conveying herself to what seemed like every housewares shop in the city to select from an ungodly number of curtains, rugs, wine goblets and tea sets, but now with that drudgery out of the way, she was finally free to enjoy herself.


An auspicious step in the right direction was finding herself at Le Bureau this evening. The notorious brothel, she’d been informed, offered among many other things meeting spaces for women seeking the company of other women. It took weeks of wheedling to convince her friends to accompany her on an exploratory mission, but the minute they’d walked in, Luz Alana had run off with Aurora in search of the owners of the pleasure palace, pursuing a business connection. Manuela understood her friend was under enormous pressure to secure some funds and had let her go, but she didn’t have all night. They would have to return home eventually. Their cousin Amaranta had so far been the most lenient of chaperones during their time in Paris, but even she would take issue with them arriving home at dawn when they were supposed to be taking in an opera at the Théâtre Lyrique. Which was why she’d had to commandeer Antonio—Aurora’s cousin who lived in Paris—for her expedition to the upper floor.


“You are sure there are entertainments to my specifications up here?” she asked her companion, who responded to her question by pointing at the red-papered walls. The lighting in Le Bureau was kept low enough that she had to put her face very close to the wall to make out the drawings, but once she did, she gasped with utter delight.


“Oh my,” she said, the words rolling out of her like a purr while she ran her gloved hands over the black lines depicting couples engaged in a delightful array of erotic activities. One in particular displayed two women locked in a sensual embrace that made a shiver inch up her spine. It was so bold, so blatantly explicit, Manuela found herself a bit light-headed.


“Antonio, this is depraved,” she whispered reverently, extending a finger to trace the lines of the sketch. Everything about this place was a fantasy, including the women etched in the paper: she knew this. But for a moment she allowed herself the luxury of wondering what it would be like to have that. A lover who would lay her on the grass for lazy, toe-curling kisses. A life and love that could live and breathe in the sun.


“No seas pendeja, Manuela,” she muttered, giving herself a swift mental kick in her ample nalgas. She walked away from the idyllic lovers. Her musings, like the figures on the wall, were chimeras, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t find a very satisfactory way to spend this evening. No time for sentimentality when there was vice and perdition to chase down.


“Let’s go, Antonio,” she urged her friend, as she pulled her small watch from her bodice and winced. “We have less than an hour before Luz Alana and Aurora start looking for us.” She should’ve never agreed to Aurora’s request to reconvene at midnight. It was ridiculous to expect her to get anything truly outrageous done with this kind of time constraint. “How am I supposed to make any progress in my utter corruption if I am only allowed mere minutes?” It truly was the outside of enough.


“This is Paris, my dear.” Antonio reassured her with a pat on her back. “You won’t have to toil long to find at least a dozen ways in which to permanently stain your soul,” Antonio quipped happily, which did amuse her.


“Then, enough dallying, Antonio. Lead me to sin!” She clapped her hands with all the passion of a soldier rearing to be led into a battle as she ran up the stairs with her guide to the demimonde cackling behind her.


But this was no laughing matter. This was the city of sin, for goodness’ sake, and the worst one she’d committed so far was accidentally exposing an ankle while avoiding a puddle. Tonight she would disgrace herself in some capacity, or there would be hell to pay.


“Here we are,” Antonio informed her as they reached the landing of the second floor. There was not much to see. Once one reached the top of the stairs, the landing split in two directions, each leading to a different doorway. A red one on the right, and a black one on the left. The floors were made of black marble, and with the walls papered in the same tone, the message was quite clear: you are entering a place of secrets.


“That’s the women’s area,” Antonio pointed to the doorway on the right. Above them, Manuela noted the crest of the Cisse-Kellys, the Irish-Senegalese twins who owned the establishment. The red double doors were open and flanked on either side by two very large men dressed in the burgundy and gold livery of Le Bureau. “There are open parlors with different offerings you can peek into,” he winked, and anticipation fizzed under her skin like the bubbles of freshly poured champagne. The idea of room after room full of wicked offerings sent a delicious shiver through her as she faced down the doors. “A few wealthier clients have their own private rooms where they entertain, but those are usually closed.”


Manuela nodded, ferociously curious about what kind of events one needed a closed door for at a brothel. “And you’ll be in there.” She lifted a finger to the black doorway.


“I could come with you,” Antonio offered, likely hearing the nervousness in her voice. “They don’t typically allow men in there, but I could explain you’re only visiting Paris and—”


“Absolutely not,” Manuela interrupted, swallowing down the flicker of anxiety thrumming through her. This was not a place for girls too scared to be on their own. This was a place for women who knew what they wanted and were taking bold steps to obtain it. “I am offended at the mere suggestion I’d need assistance to get up to no good.” She harrumphed for her friend’s benefit, making Antonio dissolve into giggles.


“I suppose part of the thrill is getting to do this on your own.” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek as she practically levitated with the need to go in search of this long-awaited adventure.


It wasn’t that she expected something magical to happen here or that she was foolish enough to believe someone beyond those doors would somehow change the course her life. She didn’t need or want that. All she craved was to—for at least a few hours—freely be a version of herself she’d so far only imagined.


“I’ll be perfectly fine.”


“If you’re sure…”


“I have never been more certain of anything,” she affirmed, offering him a radiant grin for good measure. She didn’t bother denying her nervousness, Antonio knew her well enough, but right beneath that there was the undeniable excitement at the possibility of being in a room with other women with her same inclinations.


“Go!” She shooed Antonio to his side of the floor, as she nodded at the two gentlemen at the red door. “I will not leave this place without at least one scandalous anecdote for the carriage ride home.”


“I have no doubt you will…” Antonio began, but she was already on the prowl.


“I’ll see you at midnight,” she whispered over her shoulder before setting off.


Manuela’s French had never been as good as she’d liked, and she wasn’t quite sure what the guards told her about la dixième porte before she was allowed in the ladies’ quarters. In any case, she set off down the long hallway, her pulse fluttering in her throat. It was a long, wide passage lined with sconces that kept the space illuminated enough not to trip on anything but not so much one could clearly see the faces of those passing by. Unless you were close enough to kiss, which was a very promising sign as far as Manuela was concerned. She supposed the most valuable attribute of any establishment offering the services Le Bureau boasted would be its ability to guarantee discretion.


It wasn’t that Manuela was a complete ingenue. After her time at her Swiss finishing school ended, she’d managed to persuade her parents to allow her to remain in Paris for three glorious months studying at an arts seminary. While she was there, she’d heard rumors from other girls of places that catered exclusively to women looking for the company of other women. She would have probably mustered up the courage to venture to la Butte perched above the city where these establishments existed, had her time in Europe not been cut short.


Unfortunately, ten years later, the sum of her experiences with other women amounted to a few stolen kisses with Catalina Montero, the daughter of one of her father’s business associates. Though things with them had ended abruptly—and disastrously—the questions she’d held so deeply buried about herself, about her nature, had been answered with the blare of a thousand trumpets with each heated kiss, each secret look, each furtive touch with Catalina. After, when she’d been told that acting on any urges of that nature would irreparably tarnish her soul, Manuela refused to believe it. How could something that felt so essential, that made her feel so gloriously alive, be wrong? She’d come back to Paris to find that feeling again, to at least temporarily revive those slumbering pieces of herself one last time.


As she reached one of the open doors, Manuela swept aside her musings about the dismal past—and future—and focused on the much more promising present. She stopped when she heard music spilling out of one of the rooms in the corridor. “Finally,” she thought as she took a hesitant step toward the threshold, unsure of whether she was allowed inside.


It was a large room, and around it milled about a dozen women. Four were dancing in front of a string quartet set up in a corner. Women dancing together was not exactly scandalous, but these were not the demure ballroom-dancing lessons Manuela had taken at her finishing school. Not with the way these women were tangled in each other. Not with their bodies so close they seemed fused together. And their faces, hungry expressions, lust blazing in their eyes. It made her feel like an intruder; it made her ache.


A plump redhead who was much shorter than her partner had to bend her head far back to gaze upon her lover. She had her eyes wide open, beaming as the other woman curled a lock of fiery hair around her fingers. The gesture, their private, tender smiles unfurled a pang of longing Manuela hadn’t felt in years. As she watched them move around the room, arms wrapped around each other, she wondered if these women had fiancés or husbands in some faraway place to go back to or if this truly was their life. If they came here whenever they pleased to dance cheek to cheek and kiss and touch.


“Mademoiselle, this is a private party.”


She’d been so enthralled in watching the dancers the gentle rebuke caught her completely by surprise.


“Pardon,” she apologized breathlessly, her heart leaping up her throat, as the woman politely—but firmly—closed the door in her face. “Well, that wasn’t very nice,” she muttered to herself as she started down the hallway again. She wished she’d asked Antonio more about how these rooms worked. He’d said she could go into the ones that were open, but clearly that wasn’t true of all of them. Aurora would say it was just like her to go barreling in without considering what lay ahead.


In this moment, what lay ahead were additional closed doors. All but one, at the very end of the hall. She noticed the number above the double doors was ten.


La dixième porte.


It was the only room the guards had mentioned, and now she wondered if they’d been advising it was the only room available to her. She supposed someone would let her know if she was not allowed, as they’d done in the previous one. She told herself she’d be careful as she stepped inside, but instantly became much too preoccupied with the room’s decor and art to care much about permissions.


The room was quite large, and it was clearly for entertaining. There were a couple of sitting areas at both ends of the space and more settees and chaises placed in corners and along the walls. There was also a large sideboard which at the moment was empty but she assumed would be used to serve food and wine.


The decoration was not exactly masculine, but it was very dapper. The colors surprised her. The walls were a tea-rose pink with black accents, and the upholstery was of black velvet. She took in the bountiful flower arrangements around the room. Sprays of pink and black gladioli. It was a blend of the feminine and masculine Manuela found very intriguing. She also appreciated the departure from the ostentatious gilt and fringe which was the current preferred style in Paris. It was understated, and yet everything was indisputably sumptuous and expensive.


Whoever owned this room had no need to overtly display their wealth. One of the skills one gained after being raised in affluence only to lose it in adulthood was the ability to note when you arrived at a place where wealth was merely incidental.


The mistress of this place—another assumption based on this being the area reserved for ladies—had to be an art lover, judging by what was hanging on the walls. Manuela strolled around the periphery, sticking her nose right up to the pieces. There were at least a dozen different paintings, one more exquisite than the next. The styles differed, as did the sizes, but the theme was singular: women loving women. It was deliciously illicit to see this much carnal feminine pleasure. What kind of person, what kind of woman, was free enough to display her preferences so brazenly?


“One who probably knows all the secret places I am desperate to discover.” She needed to stop talking to herself out loud, but there was too much happening inside her to not voice some of it! After circling the room she finally tipped her head up and had to clamp a hand over her mouth to keep from squealing.


“Oh my.” She whispered reverently as she took in the magnificent ceiling. First there was the chandelier. Oval shaped at the base, with a black lacquer stem inlaid with mother-of-pearl flower petals. She counted sixteen large glass spheres jutting from gilded arms. It was impressive in size and craftsmanship, but what made her stumble was the fresco rendered all around it. The pastoral scene brought to mind Botticelli’s Primavera with its dark background and vivid flora. But in this garden the graces were not whispering secrets to each other, they were making love. There were no absent looks to be found in their angelic countenances. Instead there was palpable carnality to the scene that stole her breath.


Manuela’s eyes went back and forth over the figures on the ceiling. She caught sight of fingers digging into flesh, hands straining to touch a lush hip or arched back. Two of the graces had their mouths fused together while the third knelt before them in offering. The composition of it was vivid and languid… achingly sensual. Gooseflesh bloomed on her skin as she moved farther into the center of the room, needing a closer look.


She was transfixed in particular by the pair depicted at the very edge of the fresco. One was brown-skinned and lying on a rug, her back propped by pillows as she looked down at her lover who was suckling one of her breasts with aching tenderness. The sight of the two women in such an intimate embrace shook Manuela. She’d seen art with a sensual tone to it, of course—she’d secretly even tried her hand at some erotic art. But frescoes of this scale were typically done by men, and this could’ve only been done by a woman, of that Manuela was certain.


There was something about a man’s perception of feminine beauty that always felt to her a bit warped, misunderstood. Manuela seldom encountered any true vulnerability in the lovely faces of the models. It seemed to her the scope of a man’s gaze when it came to femininity was limited to that of the mother or the vixen. A woman could only be truly good if she was devoid of any sensuality, and if it was present in her, then it had to be taken—and afterward, succinctly punished. She’d always wondered if that was why the Madonna was such a compelling subject for men, because they could envision her beyond a thing to possess. That a woman’s body could only truly be sacred when it served as a vessel. This painting subverted the very notion of that. For this artist the female form was made for pleasure.


She wondered if there was a signature somewhere but was too far away to tell.


“There must be something I can use to give me a boost,” she muttered to herself as she scanned the room’s opulent furnishings. Finally on the far side, below a particularly lusty rendering of Artemis and Callisto, she spotted a black velvet footstool and ran to fetch it. Her slippers made her slide ominously on the gleaming parquet floor, and it occurred to her that perhaps climbing onto the sleek surface of the sideboard with her shoes on might not be advisable. It was true that the sensible thing would be not to climb on it at all, but she could be sensible when she when was back in Venezuela.


“It will just be a quick look,” she promised herself as she slid out of her velvet slippers, perfectly aware she was wasting precious depravity-seeking time, but she was only human. Who could resist taking a better look at such beauty? Manuela could never pass up the chance to feast her eyes on art that truly moved her. Some had a hard time stopping when it came to wine or chocolate. Just one sip or one bite was never enough when it came to things that were so pleasurable to consume. For Manuela, art was intoxicating.


With urgency she tossed her silk stockings beside the discarded shoes. The constriction of her corset proved to be a challenge when climbing the sideboard, but she persevered. The fresco was still about five feet above her head, but from her perch she had a perfect view of the pair lying on the rug. Her eyes kept coming back to the pained ecstasy on the face of the dark-skinned woman as her lover kissed her breasts. Her lids heavy with lust, hands clutching the pillows for purchase. She was absolutely riveted by the idea of being touched where anyone could see. The prospect of a lover who would never deny her a caress, would never hide their passion was no more than a silly dream, but that was what art did: it made fantasies tangible, painted the picture of your deepest desires.


“The Cisse-Kellys said we should expect amenities for the exposition, but this is excessive even for them.”


The sultry voice coming from below—which sounded mildly amused, thank goodness—almost caused Manuela to stumble right off the sideboard.


She’d been caught. Why did she have to always go trampling around the world like a brown sprite and not thinking before she acted?


“You ought to keep that door closed,” she said defiantly, in place of an apology. Dear God, what was wrong with her?


“It’s my art’s fault that you are climbing my furniture, princess?” There was still a hint of humor in the woman’s voice. And did she just call her princess? Please let this be the precursor to a torrid fantasy, Manuela silently begged from her perch.


“Do you need a hand to come down?” It was more of an order than a question. But if she thought that would embarrass Manuela she was in for an unpleasant surprise.


“If you’re worried about the furnishings, I made sure I took off my slippers, and my feet are very clean.”


“You mean the feet that are currently on my Nero Portoro marble.”


Goodness, that voice made coils of heat burn inside her. “If you don’t want people climbing on your furniture, you should cover up that fresco—” It occurred to her that going on the offensive with exactly the kind of woman she was hoping to meet was not the wisest of choices, but Manuela had never been too wise. She leaned forward to offer a flirtatious apology but slipped on the sleek top of the sideboard instead. She promptly plummeted to the ground like the hopeless muppet she was, only to be caught by the most striking creature she’d ever seen.


“Oof,” the Valkyrie groaned as she took the impact of Manuela’s body crashing down on her. “You do make your presence known, princess,” her savior whispered as she held her.


“I—” Manuela’s words failed her, bewitched by those lavender feline eyes.


“Angels falling from the sky—the French have truly outdone themselves.” For once, Manuela had no pithy comment our saucy remark to volley in return. This woman was as breathtaking as the art on her walls. Her strong embrace the most comforting thing Manuela had felt in much too long. Those arms, as slender as they were, could’ve been made from steel.


“Where did you come from, angel?”


“From the stairs,” Manuela responded numbly, much too stunned by the vision in front of her to come up with an intelligent response. The woman was older—not that one could tell from her face, but because there were a few streaks of gray at her temples. The rest of her hair, which was pulled back in an elaborate crown of braids, was very black. Her remarkable eyes were swirls of gray and lavender, like cloudy amethyst. The color was so unusual it made Manuela wish for her watercolors.


“Did anyone tell you what happens on the second floor?” the goddess asked, still not letting go of Manuela. This was a blessing and a curse, because while she was absorbing every detail of that exquisite countenance, it was getting harder to refrain from doing something that would likely get her in more trouble than she already was.


Her skin tone was bronzed, which was an interesting juxtaposition to her refined English accent. And her face was not what one would call conventionally beautiful, but she exuded a certain kind of captivating arrogance. She was very serious, even though her eyes seemed to sparkle with humor. Her brows were thick and very long, giving her a forbidding air. The bridge of her nose was wide, as was her mouth. But while her lips were lush and full, her chin was small, delicate. It was a face full of contrasts and angles, and Manuela really should begin responding to her questions.


“I’m sorry,” she apologized, and then instantly put her foot in her mouth, again. “Your face is distracting me.” That lavish mouth tipped up, and something whooshed in Manuela’s belly.


“Maybe you do know what happens up here.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.


“I know what happens,” Manuela managed to say, her voice shaky. Why was she being so timid? She was here to meet women like this, beguiling and wicked. “You have excellent taste in art.” Art? Was she truly talking about art? Despite her faux pas, when Manuela looked at the beauty, she was happy to find a hint of appreciation in her expression.


“Hm.” The sound she made was of curiosity…which had to be a positive sign? Manuela’s body certainly thought so, or at least she hoped that was the reason for the ball of fire spreading to her limbs. “So your interest in my fresco was not distaste, then.”


“Distaste?” Manuela exclaimed, affronted as she pulled away from the embrace and immediately regretted it. “Absolutely not. It’s glorious.” She rubbed her hands over her arms which felt too bare now that they were no longer in contact with those strong hands.


“Glorious enough to make you discard your shoes to explore.” She was being teased, she knew that, and her behavior had been quite gauche.


“My apologies for climbing on your furniture,” she conceded, and a thick, black eyebrow rose suspiciously at her apology. Manuela considered her overture accepted, and after a sufficiently aggrieved pause, she continued. “I only wanted to look at it more closely. I tend to forget the rules of propriety when I happen upon an exciting piece of art.”


In order to cement her contriteness, Manuela swept her glance downward and noticed that her companion was wearing trousers. But these were not ill-fitting men’s trousers or the split skirts Aurora used. They had clearly been made just for her. The fabric looked like silk, and it was a very dark green. The fitted jacket, vest and tie were of precisely the same color. The only contrast was found in her crisp dark gray shirt. The effect, combined with the cut of the suit, accentuated her height instead of attempting to conceal it. This woman truly was every one of Manuela’s fantasies come to life.


“You find art with women making love intriguing, then.” That raspy, alluring voice was like a siren song to Manuela. There was heat in those lavender eyes, and Manuela ached to be scorched.


Be bold, Leona, she told herself, smiling at the nickname she and her friends had given themselves in finishing school. “It’s intriguing, but I think arousing is a better word.”


She was well-rewarded for her boldness, and in the next instant was back in those strong arms. Manuela was curvier than this sinewy, slender woman, but she’d never felt as cradled, as protected as she was in that moment.


“We are kindred spirits, then.” Once again Manuela found herself tongue-tied, utterly dumbstruck by this Amazon. “Are you an artist?” Her eyes were focused on Manu’s ungloved fingers which were perennially smudged with paint or charcoal. She’d been fiddling with a drawing on the carriage ride over, and it seemed she had not properly wiped off the evidence.


“I didn’t get it on anything, I promise.” This was a lie, of course. She was always leaving traces of her curiosity over things, but the woman seemed to find this amusing.


“Tell me what you find beautiful about it.”


Manuela squirmed, eyes trained on the slippers and stockings on the floor. This shyness was irritating. She was never like this. She strove to always be the boldest person in a room. But she was usually in rooms where people were shocked easily. There was no precedent for this place or this woman.


“Shouldn’t I put my shoes on?”


“No.” It wasn’t a rebuke, not when it was delivered with such ease. This was a woman accustomed to having people heed her commands. Manuela had met generals with less poise. She raised an eyebrow in question when Manuela remained silent. Her lips were so full and plump, it was almost obscene. It was such a stark face in some ways, but that mouth was as inviting as perfectly ripe fruit. One could not look at it and not crave a bite. “Tell me about my fresco, princess.”


Had the request been about anything other than her thoughts on a piece of art, Manuela would likely be too awestruck to come up with a sensible answer, but this was the one thing she never faltered on. And she was vain enough to want to make an impression on this mysterious woman who had quite literally swept her off her feet.


“It’s the point of view,” she declared and her companion turned her face up to the ceiling at the comment. The tip of one shiny burgundy boot tapped on the floor as she considered Manuela’s words. “Simply from the effect it has on me, the places my eyes are drawn to. I know it was a woman who conceived it.”


“Fascinating,” she said, still looking up.


“It’s the way they’re looking at each other, you see,” Manuela explained, pointing a finger at the ceiling. “It’s so active. There’s no flaccidity, no languidness to these women. These Graces are positively galvanized with each other. The desire is palpable.” Another one of those curious sounds escaped her companion, encouraging her to go on. “They are in front of what they want and are free to reach for it, utterly unguarded in their desire. This artist understands that women are only mysterious to those who don’t deserve their naked honesty.” This earned Manuela a surprised look and an almost rueful smile.


“My friend Cassandra made it.”


“Cassandra Aguzzi Durocher,” Manuela guessed.


“Very good, princess.”


Manuela’s entire body lit up from the praise, paired with the very appreciative glance at her décolletage. She was wearing at least five layers of clothing, but this woman made her feel exposed, undefended. “I saw her work at the Biennale in Florence last year. I’d recognize her style anywhere. It’s exquisite.” Cassandra Aguzzi Durocher was a very well-known Brazilian landscape artist. She was quite gifted, but she was of particular interest to Manuela because a few years earlier she’d caused quite the scandal after fleeing to Paris with her lover—a Peruvian lady doctor.


“You are quite exquisite yourself.” There was so much promise in those words, Manuela imagined her body electrified like Eiffel’s tower in the evenings. More emboldened now, she challenged herself to press closer. Their heights differed by a few inches so the top of her breasts brushed against the woman’s smaller chest. It was delicious friction, she almost whimpered at the thought of being naked with this languid, sultry creature. Of looking her fill, while her hands roamed the lines of her. Pressing their bodies together until their hills and valleys were meshed.


A fingernail softly dug into her chin, bringing her back to the moment as her face was lifted. Her throat went dry with aching need, her insides blooming again. Firm fingers now cupped her cheek.


“Have you ever been kissed by another woman?”


“Yes,” she answered breathlessly. Lips tingling from the promise in those amethyst eyes.


“Did you like it?”


Manu attempted to answer, but when she parted her lips a nervous puff of air was all she could produce. She was confronted with a foxy, wily smile that weakened her knees.


“Is that why you came here tonight? To be kissed?”


Nothing she’d envisioned as she entered that hallway could’ve prepared her for what she’d actually found, however she was finally remembering what she’d come searching for.


“I wouldn’t mind being kissed by you.” Blood rushed to her temples at her boldness, but the corners of that ripe mouth tipped up with amusement.


“You look like an angel.”


“And would you be the devil in disguise, poised to be my downfall?” Manuela probed flirtatiously, annoyed by the disappointment she felt at the woman’s fixation with her looks. Wasn’t this what she wanted? Why did that bother her?


Because that was the only thing people saw. Because it was the only thing they ever cared to see. What had she expected? This was a brothel. A place for anonymous trysts. Not a place to find love. Not that love had any place in the life Manuela has chosen for herself.


Still, she wanted the kiss more than her next breath. She stretched up eagerly and felt a hand at her lower back, bringing her closer. She strained for it, lifted herself farther. She closed her eyes, parting her lips expectantly, her mouth dry while her pulse fluttered frantically in her throat.


The jarring sound of a clock striking midnight broke them apart, sending Manuela stumbling back with a yelp.


Antonio.


“My friend,” she said regretfully as she moved for the door, then remembered she was in her bare feet.


When she turned, the Amazon was standing behind her with her slippers in one hand, the other on her hip in a provocative stance.


“There is no Prince Charming here, Cinderella,” she teased, handing over the slippers.


“I have no use for a Prince Charming,” Manuela declared, her more brazen self finally making an appearance as she slid on her footwear. “The villains are always much more intriguing.”


The other woman sent her a long, heated look but didn’t move, and she was quite done with waiting. Impulsively she rushed forward, rose on the tips of her toes and stole a kiss from that tempting mouth. At first, it was a soft, tentative kiss, but soon she was being pulled closer and skilled lips were taking hers with dizzying skill. Yes, this was what she needed. She was floating, her legs, her body loosening to this seductive caress. Her body coming alive with every touch.


“Mademoiselle, a gentleman is looking for you,” someone called from the door, wrenching her away again.


“Demonios,” she practically cried, frustrated beyond belief. It was her own fault for dallying with the art. “I have to go. Perhaps I’ll see you again?” she asked hopefully as she stepped away. But in return she only received another one of those burning stares and a disappointing shrug of a shoulder.


“Paris is like a village, princess, especially for women like us.”









Two


 


 


“Don’t look at me that way, Luz Alana Heith-Benzan. I am extremely cross with you,” Manuela told one of her two best friends as their carriage navigated the streets of Paris on the way back to their rented town house on the Place des Vosges.


“What did I do now?” Luz Alana asked, wide-eyed as the three of them bounced around on the banquette on the bumpy ride from Le Bureau. The streets were crowded even at almost one in the morning. It was as though no one in Paris wanted to go home to sleep in the event they missed something. This city always had a marvelous amount of diversions, but the exposition had transformed it into something absolutely incandescent, and Manuela finally had experienced a tiny touch of that magic. Magic that she desperately wanted to experience again, though she had no idea how to go about it.


“You know exactly what you did, Miss All Business,” Manuela huffed, while Luz Alana feigned innocence. “I cannot believe you kissed the Great Scot while I barely got to see anything of Le Bureau. I—” she dramatically poked her own chest for effect “—was the one who came here with the intention of being ravished in a dark corner by an exceedingly disreputable rake, or rakess in my case.”


Which could’ve happened had you not prattled on about a fresco for an eternity.


“I didn’t exactly plan to kiss the man, Manuela,” Luz Alana protested. Her beautiful face flushed with pink at the memory of her tryst with the Scottish whisky maker. Manuela wasn’t truly cross with her friend. Dutiful Luz Alana had been doggedly—and so far fruitlessly—attempting to find an ally since they’d arrived in Paris, and Evanston Sinclair so far was the only one to take her seriously. And it seemed obvious to everyone the man was interested in more than just a business venture with Manuela’s best friend. It was welcome news, really. Luz Alana had been dealing with so much since the death of her father, she deserved a little indulgence, especially the kind that came in very large and handsome packages. “Besides, you met someone,” Luz Alana shot out as the three of them descended onto the street as quietly as they could.


A smile tipped up her lips at the thought of her own dashing stranger at Le Bureau. “Oh, all right. I forgive you.” She accompanied the verbal olive branch with a pat on her friend’s arm. “She was beguiling,” she admitted, thinking of the lush mouth and canny eyes. She only wished she’d had more time. “But I didn’t even get a name. I have to return to find her.”


“I am not going back to that place again,” retorted Aurora, in that infuriatingly stubborn way of hers.


“That’s easy for you to say. You already saw people making love five feet from you!” Manuela protested, while Aurora shuddered at the mention of the show her friends had unknowingly walked into at the brothel. “I will have to go back to experience it myself.” Poor Aurora groaned.


“You should’ve seen her face, Manu.” Luz Alana’s words were strained as she tried her best not to laugh. Aurora had no such compunction.


“I will not dignify that filthy comment with an answer,” Aurora huffed haughtily. “Could we please focus on getting into this house without announcing ourselves to the entire street?”


“Good point,” retorted Luz Alana in an impressively controlled voice, while Manuela struggled to smother the laughter bubbling up in her chest. This was why she’d wanted to come with them to Paris. When the three of them were together, adventure always ensued. “How are we supposed to get inside without alerting Amaranta to the fact that we arrived hours past our curfew, smelling like whisky, tobacco and sex?”


Luz Alana’s question returned Manuela to their current exploit, and she noticed the distressed set of Aurora’s mouth. The last thing they needed was their friend going into a panic. “Luz, why would you say something that will only encourage Aurora’s dramatics?”


“It’s not dramatics, Manuela. I cannot be found walking around this city at all hours of the night reeking of sin and regret.”


“I only wish I smelled like sin and regret,” Manuela said wistfully, eliciting a fit of giggles from Luz Alana and an exasperated eye roll from Aurora.


Aurora sighed as she peeked through the small glass window on the town house’s front door and reached for the door handle. “Don’t bother, it won’t open.” Manuela whispered, to which Aurora responded with a very pugnacious raising of the eyebrows. “There’s another door around the back,” Manuela chided, hiking up her frothy skirts and signaling to the back of the house.


“Then, why didn’t you say so?” Aurora cried.


“Because I was busy mentally berating myself for not getting my lady’s name! Come over here.” She waved a hand to the back of the house, and the others followed her with dark expressions. “I’m so cross with myself,” she admitted, as the others stared at her in confusion. “I had her. She was exactly what I’d dreamed of when we arrived at Le Bureau, and I left with no means of finding her again.”


“You will have more chances,” Luz Alana assured her, with a soft pat on her shoulder. Even Aurora shot her a sympathetic look.


“Never mind.” She knew her friends didn’t understand her, but they wanted to see her happy regardless. That was their friendship in a nutshell: unconditional.


Once they got to the back of the house, Manuela pointed to the small door in the sunroom she’d commandeered as her art studio. “We only have to climb the ladder.” She trembled remembering the climbing she’d done earlier that night. The memory of tumbling into the arms of that beautiful woman, of the way she’d called Manuela princess, sent a shiver through her body.


She should’ve kissed her sooner. She should’ve found out who she was. Antonio, who had stayed at Le Bureau after all, offered to investigate but couldn’t promise he’d find out anything. The establishment was quite strict about keeping their patrons’ anonymity, but she hoped what the beauty had said about Paris being a village was true. She couldn’t shake the feeling she’d made a grave mistake by walking away.


As she, Luz Alana and Aurora climbed under the cover of darkness, she promised herself one thing: if she was granted another chance to kiss her mystery woman, she would not hesitate.


“Ouch, carajo! Manuela, open the door!”


Aurora’s pained yelp snapped Manuela out of her musings, but she’d been so lost in her thoughts she had to get her bearings. “Here,” she whispered, turning the handle. “I left it unlocked.” She winced when the door creaked. The sound was like a gunshot in the silence that surrounded them.


“Careful with that, the paint is still fresh,” she warned as Luz walked ominously close to the portrait of Clarita that she’d finished that day. Clarita, Luz’s younger sister and Manuela’s protégée—and the only other person in their household who knew how to enjoy herself—would be livid when she found out Manuela had failed to recruit her as their lookout for the evening.


“Good grief, has this house’s hallway always been so long?” Aurora whispered as the three of them attempted to reach the staircase leading to the bedrooms. She sounded so exasperated Manuela let out a laugh, which elicited a firm Shhh from Luz Alana. They were as quiet as a herd of elephants.


“Bandidas!”


Luz yelped, startled by Amaranta’s reproach coming from somewhere in the dark expanse of the house.


“Diablos, we were so close!” Manuela cried with heartfelt regret. From behind her she could hear Aurora’s curse and Luz Alana’s guilty gasp. “Amaranta, querida, you didn’t have to wait up for us!” She tried to infuse her words with as much guilelessness as one could while caught in the act of slinking back into a house after an evening of brothels and champagne…and kissing strangers.


“Not one of you is as sabia as you think you are,” Amaranta scolded as she made her way to them, illuminating the space with the small gas lamp in her hand. “Manuela, wipe that smirk off your face. Your mother would have me skinned alive if she knew what I’m letting you get away with.” Despite her threats, their chaperone looked more amused than disgruntled as she ushered them into the parlor where she’d apparently been holding vigil. There was a half-empty glass of port and Luz Alana’s copy of Blanca Sol by Mercedes Cabello de Carbonera on the small table next to an armchair. Amaranta had only started the book that afternoon, and Manuela noticed she was almost halfway through. She’d clearly been there a while.


“Ay, prima, we were just celebrating Luz Alana’s triumph at the judgment tonight. Her rum got a ribbon at the exposition.” Luz Alana shot Manuela a pointed look as she arranged her gown on the settee. Her friend clearly didn’t want to expound too much on her own adventures that evening.


“I tried to tell them, but you know how they are.” Aurora didn’t even attempt to provide an excuse and went over to the sideboard to pour herself some port.


“Aurora,” both Manuela and Luz Alana chided. She had always been the weakest link, confessing to a crime before they were even suspected of it.


She sent them both a look that said I can’t live with the weight of these lies and to Manuela’s horror launched into her confession. “They dragged me to a live—”


“Ah, ah, ah!” Amaranta frantically held up her hand, shaking her head. “I do not want to know. That way I’ll at least have some plausible deniability of your whereabouts. Besides, I’m waiting up for a different reason.”


At that, Luz Alana looked concerned. “Did Clarita give you any trouble, prima?”


Amaranta sighed in feigned exasperation at the mention of their charge, but the indulgent look on her face told a different story. “She was very cross that Manuela left before they could do their daily boberia, or whatever it is they call it.”


Manuela wished she could wake up the little fresca. Clarita and Luz Alana had lost their mother ten years earlier and their father only two years before. For Luz Alana, it had been devastating. For Clarita, who was only eleven, to lose both parents at such an early age had made her wise—and morbid—beyond her years. The child also possessed a streak of wildness that Manuela could connect to. That was why she’d devised their daily boberia. Each afternoon Clarita came up with something absolutely ridiculous for them to do which Manuela dutifully went along with. So far, they’d played various pranks on the very unamused porter, had attempted multiple magic tricks with varying degrees of success, and on one occasion spent a day creating an astonishingly lifelike papier-mâché mouse they’d left in Aurora’s medical bag. It was the most fun she’d had in Paris, until tonight. “Ah, we will have to make sure to do two of them tomorrow,” she declared, then took a seat across from Amaranta, who thankfully seemed more amused than upset by their sneaking around.


“I don’t think you’ll have much time for boberias tomorrow,” their chaperone countered, pulling a small card from her dressing-gown pocket. “This came while you were at the opera, Manu.” The pointed tone in which Amaranta said opera told Manuela their cousin knew they’d never planned to go to the theater.


“What’s that?” Aurora asked, as she poured them glasses of port.


Manuela took the card from Amaranta. “I have agreed to have lunch with one of the people interested in purchasing Baluarte.”


“Oh,” Luz Alana said in surprise, as she reached for the small glass Aurora passed her. “I didn’t know you’d reconsidered selling it.”


“I haven’t,” Manuela retorted, awkwardly, not entirely sure why she’d agreed to this lunch. “But,” she said and lifted a shoulder, focusing on reading over the note so that she didn’t have to look at her friends’ concerned faces, “it won’t hurt to listen to their new offer, even if I don’t accept it.”


Baluarte was a piece of land in Puerto Cabello, on the western coast of Venezuela, that Manuela’s grandfather had purchased shortly after arriving in the country seeking exile.


Twenty-five years earlier—when Manuela had only been three years old—her family had been forced to leave their native Dominican Republic for opposing the ruling government’s plan to annex the country back to Spain. They’d managed to establish themselves well enough. Her paternal grandparents brought their knowledge in candle making to Venezuela and opened a factory that thrived under Ramon Prospero Caceres Santoro’s leadership.


Ramon purchased Baluarte as a gift for Manuela’s grandmother, Carmen Delia. The two hundred acres of seafront property were to be used to fulfill Carmen Delia’s lifelong dream of opening an art colony where women from the Americas could come and learn. Once Manuela began to show interest and talent for the arts, her grandmother shared her dream with her granddaughter. For a long time, Manuela imagined her future self at the helm of a school that welcomed and nurtured promising women artists. But when the family’s business began failing once Manuela’s father took over the reins, they were forced to sell their holdings to keep the family afloat: including her beloved Baluarte.


To Manuela’s—and her parents’—surprise, six months ago, almost two years after her grandmother’s death, a solicitor appeared at their home to inform them the beachfront property once again belonged to the family. It appeared that when Carmen Delia sold Baluarte, she’d included a clause allowing for her to buy it back within five years of the sale. Without her son or daughter-in-law’s knowledge, the matriarch had managed to cobble together the funds for the purchase and left the deed in Manuela’s name. It had been her final attempt to not only keep that lifelong dream alive but to give her granddaughter a chance at some independence, though, by the time the land came to her, Manuela was engaged to be married, the dream of the art school long dead.


The solicitor had also brought with him the news that Baluarte was very valuable to a consortium who wanted the land to finish a South American railway. When the offer came, Manuela had considered it, but the sale, at the consortium’s originally offered price, would barely cover what Felix had already given her family to pay off debts and restore their home to its former glory. It would not be enough to maintain her parents—and her own—lavish tastes for long. Still, her parents had insisted that she sell, claiming the land should’ve rightfully gone to Manuela’s father. For once she’d set aside her guilt and sense of duty and stood firm.


Manuela thought of the letter from her grandmother the solicitor had given her. The elegant loopy writing and the familiar scent of the camphor oil she rubbed on her joints.


Use it for something that makes you happy. No paying off debts. Your parents have taken enough from you.


“I don’t understand you, Manu,” Aurora moaned, flopping down on one of the armchairs. “You could sell this land and get rid of that social-climbing blowhard you agreed to marry. You could finally have some independence.”


Of course, Aurora, whose family was one of the biggest producers of vanilla in the world, thought that being independent was as simple as selling a piece of land. “I don’t understand your wardrobe choices either, Aurora, but I still love you and willingly go out in public with you.”


“Why would you get her started on that, Manuela?” cried Amaranta while Luz Alana clamped her mouth shut.


“I need to dress in a way in which I can do my work, and physicians are always on duty…and don’t change the topic! I am serious about this.”


“Tell me again, about your society,” Manuela asked, very seriously while Amaranta threw herself on an overstuffed cushion and Luz Alana pretended to knock herself out with her fan. Manuela almost laughed at the ease with which Aurora could be distracted by simply dangling one of her causes in front of her nose. The evils of women’s fashions as a hindrance to their ability to succeed in the workforce was at the very top of her list.


She was still wearing the same walking suit she’d left the house in that morning. Both Manuela and Luz Alana had changed into something more appropriate for their evening plans, but Aurora could not be bothered. Their friend was a devoted advocate of the Rational Dress Society which had been founded in London at the beginning of the decade and for years now had repudiated what they called impractical clothing for modern women. Aurora had even started her own chapter of the society in Veracruz with moderate success, to the horror of her father and three brothers. By the time Aurora was done with her lecture on the folly of bustles and corsets as subjugation devices, Manuela’s land would be forgotten.


Unlike Manuela, who had never been strong enough to stand by her convictions if it meant losing her comforts, Aurora lived by her principles. As much as she relished giving Aurora a hard time, she admired her friend for that. Aurora did not back down from what she wanted. When she’d set out to become the first woman licensed to practice medicine in Mexico, her father had threatened to disinherit her, but she had persevered. Even now she was in the midst of a row with the man over her decision to use the inheritance she received from her mother building women’s and children’s clinics. When she informed her father of her plans, he promised to see her destitute before he’d ever allow her to do it. Instead of pleading her case, Aurora defied him by coming to Paris to organize the venture with other women physicians. She intended to test model clinics in Paris together before they took their findings back to their own countries. She would do it too, even if it cost her everything. There was nothing that Aurora was not willing to sacrifice for her work.


Manuela didn’t have that kind of fortitude. She’d thought she did when she’d dreamed of the art school with her grandmother. But all those years when their family had to beg and borrow, the humiliations they had all endured to keep up appearances, had broken something in her. She didn’t have the strength to give everything up for her convictions. To turn her back on position and a life of comfort to pursue a passion that even her parents dismissed as unimportant. She painted because it was like air to her, but was merely breathing truly living?


“Manuela del Carmen.” Aurora’s reproachful tone told her that her friend had finally wised up to her tricks. “You are wicked—”


“I am,” Manuela said, preening, but Aurora was not amused.


“Why are you not taking this chance to break free from your parents, Leona?” Had she used her typical haughty tone, Manuela could’ve returned with something cutting or even told her to mind her own business. But she could hear and see her friend’s agony on her behalf.


“I am not like you, Aurora,” Manuela told her friend, who sent her one of those pained expressions. They’d already had this conversation many times. In New York where they’d all met to embark on their voyage to Paris. On the steamer to France, and multiple times since their arrival in the city. Aurora still couldn’t understand why Manuela would choose to marry a man who she could not love, when she technically had a way out.


“Don’t you want to be free, Manuela?”


“What exactly does the word free mean to you, Aurora?” Manuela asked, suddenly irritated. “The sale of Baluarte is not going to support my family forever. What do we do when the money runs low again?” she demanded, her face hot with shame and indignation. Because it was true that Aurora had never backed down from what she wanted, but she’d also never had to see her own father on his knees begging lenders for mercy. She hadn’t been the one keeping track of every penny as she watched her mother and father overextend the family to the brink of ruin.


“You are not responsible for your parents, Manuela,” Aurora countered with the guileless fervor of the lavishly wealthy. And that wasn’t fair either: her friends just wanted to help. “That’s probably why your abuela didn’t tell them she’d recovered the land. She knew they’d want to use it for themselves. You didn’t tell them to go into debt. You didn’t tell your father to make those unfortunate business decisions.”


Manuela hadn’t, that was true, but her actions had cost him an investor who could’ve saved them, and she had to atone for that. She had been for almost a decade now. She may not have caused their debt, but she had been the reason why their last chance at saving the business had fallen through. She simply could not walk away and leave her parents destitute, as much as she might like to.


“Aurora, I am not like you. I would not be content living in some squalid hovel here in Paris so that I could be an artist.” She sounded angry, and Manuela made a point to never let that kind of emotion dominate her. Anger, resentment, regret were emotions that did not serve women in her position. They made one bitter, and bitterness was such a useless emotion. It required so much energy, almost as much as pretending did. Manuela could hardly muster up the reserves required for that. “I can’t love Felix, that is true, but it’s not as if I could marry a person I could fall in love with.” She shut her eyes when the tall sinewy figure from Le Bureau flashed in her mind again. She wondered what it would be like to taste that mouth again, decided she’d make sure to find out.


“I like comfort. I like staying here in this beautiful town house and dining at Le Grand Véfour and buying dresses at the House of Worth.” She could never love her husband, but she could be content in a life full of luxuries. She didn’t think there was anything, other than giving up painting, that could tempt her to risk losing that. “I want my parents to be comfortable and something must be sacrificed in order for that to happen.”


“Your happiness shouldn’t be it,” Aurora declared into the uncomfortable silence.


Manu shrugged and tipped back the glass of port. Her mind swirling with images of what she’d seen at Le Bureau. The women dancing in each other’s arms, the open desire in their eyes. Happy, free, unafraid. Nothing that could keep a roof over her head, nothing she had any permanent use for.


“I am doing the best I can, Aurora. The art school was Abuela’s dream. A silly dream.” She lifted the port to her lips and drank again, telling herself that the ache in her chest was not coming from the words she’d just said.


“I loathe this for you, Manu,” Aurora said in a strangled voice, her hard gaze on the gaudy ring Felix had placed on Manuela’s finger.


“Don’t. Be happy for me, because this is enough.” It had to be. She would make sure that it was.


“You deserve more.” Amaranta whispered in hushed indignation.


“Perhaps, but this is what I have, and I mean to make the most of the time I have left. No more letting Luz distract me with her business or you with your list of good deeds,” she announced, making light of things by pinching Aurora on the cheek. “I will be the very picture of feminine licentiousness. Depravity and indulgence will be the only things I strive for.” Aurora whimpered and Manuela laughed. Again, those bright lavender eyes appeared in her mind. “At least there’s three of you to douse all the Parisian fires I mean to leave in my wake,” she joked, making her friends wince.


After a moment, Aurora capitulated by raising her glass. “May God have mercy on the unsuspecting souls you decide to unleash the full force of the Manuela Caceres Galvan inferno on.”


They drank in silence for a while and Manuela’s mind once again drifted to her encounter at Le Bureau. She was still recalling the sensations of that kiss when Luz Alana spoke up.


“But why go to the meeting at all?” she asked, pointing to the note card in Manu’s hand. Her business-minded friend was much too observant to allow Manuela to distract her from the matter at hand for too long.


“I am curious,” she confessed, running her fingers over the embossed name on the creamy white card. Cora Kempf Bristol, Duchess of Sundridge. “How often can one boast of dining with a duchess?”


“What could you possibly have in common with a matronly aristocrat who is probably being forced by the menfolk to bully you into selling them the land? Because one thing is certain, she is not likely to be the one calling the shots for these railway negotiations,” Luz Alana asserted, with the derision of a woman who’d been turned away by every man she’d attempted to do business with since she’d arrived in Paris.


“I am sure we won’t have many shared interests,” Manuela conceded, then amused herself by imagining the duchess’s horrified expression if she was to share the details of what she’d gotten up to that very evening. “But this old biddy has invited me to Au Rocher de Cancale and—” she lifted a finger in the air for emphasis “—I hear the oysters are excellent.”


“I thought you were going to search for the mystery woman from the brothel tomorrow,” Aurora pointed out, then winced as Amaranta shot them a very unhappy look.


“That will be after the oysters, Leona.” Tomorrow she’d go to luncheon and enjoy her champagne and oysters. Then she’d apply herself to exploiting the last weeks of freedom she’d bought herself.
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