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Praise for

THIS
WRETCHED
BEAUTY

“This Wretched Beauty was plucked from queer history to land on today’s shelves. Sometimes heartbreaking, often thought-provoking, always beautiful.”

ANDREW JOSEPH WHITE, bestselling
author of The Spirit Bares Its Teeth

“Elle Grenier’s spin on Dorian Gray reminded me to find compassion for the parts of myself I’m most ashamed of.

This Wretched Beauty is a haunting portrayal of the insidious nature of guilt, but it’s also a reminder that guilt does not need to spiral forever. If you’ve ever looked at yourself and seen only shame, this book may be for you.”

SONORA REYES, award-winning and bestselling author of The Lesbiana’s Guide to Catholic School

“Grenier’s prose aches with immersive melancholy.

As a remix, the story acts in conversation with the history of the original work and uses its scaffolding to explore relevant themes of identity, abuse, and trauma . . . Artfully atmospheric, sensitive, and nuanced.”

Kirkus Reviews
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In many ways, this is a book about shadows and what takes place within them. Queer spaces existed out of public sight in the Victorian era, and, while obscurity provided some protections, it also had its shortcomings. By confining certain topics to the shadows, we leave people without the language to describe their experiences—and, as a result, we leave them vulnerable to the types of abuse they can’t communicate. This is especially true for young people still learning to navigate the world.

As a result, This Wretched Beauty tackles some difficult subjects: mental illness, abusive guardians, the death of parents, body horror, gender dysphoria, substance abuse, and abusive/coercive relationships. While all these topics are present throughout the book, I have tried, when possible, to write trauma not through the many events at its core, but through the ripples left in its wake. As such, much of the abuse discussed exists in the margins, relying on the dynamics between the characters to imply what is happening behind closed doors. I hope this can provide some shelter from the harshness of Dorian’s reality. Still, if now is not the time to dive into this world, I respect your call to heed your own instincts. I’ve certainly made the same decision myself in the past.

Of all the things I want to promise at the start of this book, happiness is the biggest—but that term feels too gray, too likely to mean different things to each of us. Instead, I’ll leave you with this: Whatever bruises and scars gather along the way, there is always room for a better tomorrow.











To Camille,
who changed my life by introducing me to a book
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LONDON GRAY

I often catch myself thinking about broken glass.

It’s a violent image, far more than it has any right to be. Such tiny shards, smaller than the eye can see, yet able to shred paper, canvas, or even skin in an instant. Once, it belonged to something ornate, something with purpose, but the second it breaks it becomes a curse. Years of misfortune as a punishment for . . . what, exactly? Ruining something that never mattered to begin with?

The shard glistens between my thumb and my forefinger, mocking me with its silence. If Grandfather heard the window break, he hasn’t bothered to do anything about it. I wait a little longer, tilting the glass to watch the light dance atop it. A few strands of hair fall over my eye, blocking the top-left corner of my vision. I suppose it’ll be time to cut it soon—or, more likely, it has been for a while now and I simply hadn’t noticed. It’s hard to keep track of when hair moves from fashionably long to something Grandfather might condemn as sloppy and unkempt.

It isn’t until I see the glass stain red that I realize how tightly I’m clutching it.


A stubborn part of my brain insists I should be feeling some kind of sting where the blood flows. It’s an oddly peaceful feeling, staring at the red trickling down my index finger like the creek behind our estate. The waters have mostly been still since the groundskeeper set up some rocks halfway down, silencing the rush that used to sing me to sleep. Grandfather insisted it kept him up at night, so now its lullabies are little more than a pleasant memory. I might miss it, had I not learned long ago that nothing in my life is mine to grow fond of.

My bedroom window looks even smaller now that it’s broken. Jagged shards jut out from its edges, each one a dragon’s tooth trying to keep its hostage locked in. There’s enough space for my body to squeeze through, but I know better than to assume I’ll make my escape without a few cuts and scrapes.

I step one leg out the dragon’s mouth, feeling around with my foot until I find the solidity of the trellis under me. Once I’m confident that my balance is steady, I lift the second leg to bridge the gap. The dragon gets one bite on my neck before I escape its grasp—I take a second to rearrange my hair and cover the cut. My shirt tears a little under its teeth, exposing a glimpse of my lower back to the night sky.

There’s something romantic about climbing out my window in the dead of night. The air smells of rebellion and adventure, the kind of night where something magical might happen if this were a stage play or a novel. I can picture some young ingenue sneaking out this way, desperate to break free and find some great fate of her own. Maybe she’d meet a handsome man from a rival family, or one who’s betrothed to some princess or duchess. Whatever the case, their love would be star-crossed. There’s no point reading any romance where the odds are in their favor. Happiness needs to be earned in the face of impossible odds, or there’s no beauty in it. Even joy becomes ugly when it grows mundane.


The scratch of the trellis on my fingertips is soothing. Looking down and seeing how far I am above the ground exhilarates me. My breath catches in my throat as my brain reminds me, unprovoked, that one missed step might lead to my death.

I picture Grandfather walking out in the morning to find his only heir’s body broken beside the rosebushes. Would he know I fell escaping him, or would his mind fly to a more dramatic conclusion? I wonder for a moment if it might sadden him to lose the last family he has—and to know that, once again, he’s to blame for the loss.

A splinter off the trellis pricks my finger and snaps me back to reason. Grandfather would never walk our gardens. They were Mother’s domain once, and Grandmother’s before that. The great Lord Kelso has no time for such frivolous things as flowers. The news of my death would be well on its way through society gossip networks before it ever reached his ears.

I’m sure the scandal of it all would get some reaction out of him, at least.

The feeling of solid ground beneath me is as disappointing as it is reassuring. My heart quiets down, yet my breathing refuses to follow suit. You’re still in danger, it insists, but if it knows what the threat is, it doesn’t say. Grandfather’s face flashes in my mind, stormy with the look he wears whenever he says my name: as if acknowledging my existence is blasphemy in and of itself.

Overhead, the moon shines bright and full, its pale light washing any life or color from my skin. An observer might mistake me for a ghost haunting the estate, some reminder of shame and tragedy tainting the Kelso name. On nights like this, it’s hard not to believe such things.

How can I consider myself to be living, knowing any glimpse of a life I might scavenge comes only at nighttime, when there’s nobody around to see me?


***

The walk into London proper is crisp and dark but much more flattering than the harsh lights the moon and streetlights provide. Smoke and fog offer cover, even as they fill my nose with their bitter, harrowing smell. It’s as if the city itself is ill, buckling under the weight of all the factories and chimneys that rise as quickly as the pox. Even the streetlights struggle to break through the miasma around me. Each new one flickers in the distance like a near-dead star guiding a sailor as best it can. It’s not much, but I navigate by reflex more than anything now. Papa’s gallery calls to me from across the city, promising its warmth and conversation and ambience; a few moments of life in all its brightness and boldness. No matter where I am, I think I’d be able to find my way there.

Shadows lurk behind every corner, ready to strike the second I pass by them. Grandfather has warned me time and time again that London is a dangerous place at night, full of brigands who’d love nothing more than to attack a lord foolish enough to wander around. But shadows aren’t a threat—even the more ominous ones. They’re part of the backdrop, lending a tone of risk to any secret adventures one might take.

It’s on nights like these I wish I were an artist. I’d turn every wisp of smoke into a series of gray ribbons dancing around London, each shadow into a figure, each light into a glowworm. The buildings would form groves of towering tree stumps, silent and unforgiving. But as much as I may have the vision and the taste, I’ve always lacked the skill. I remember begging Grandfather to hire tutors when I was younger, but he’d insisted it was a waste of time. I had enough on my plate learning “proper subjects” without wasting my time studying anything as frivolous as Beauty.

I doubt studying art would be any different from my Latin lessons, anyway—I see it everywhere, and I understand it just fine, but I lack the language to express it. Despite my best efforts, I can’t translate my thoughts into it, at least not in a way other people can understand.

Maybe the fault is with my thoughts, then. It’s possible that I am the one who doesn’t make sense, that no language could translate the things I see. It’d take a fool to feel misunderstood so often without wondering if I might be the problem after all.

Papa’s gallery helps with that, at least somewhat. It’s full of such fascinating people—eccentrics, Grandfather would call them in the same tone he says my name—and I understand them. They sit and talk about new styles and movements and all these ways strangers are experimenting with form and beauty as concepts, and it makes me want to join in. They might appreciate the mystique of a black night or the exhilaration of shadows if I could express it to them.

What is destruction, I long to ask them, if not a way to create? What is absence if not a presence to be felt?

Entering the gallery never feels like making an entrance. Chaos already pulses in every direction, ebbing and flowing in perfect harmony with the conversation. Paintings line the wall with shades I’ve never seen, warm yellows and bright pinks that have no business together but somehow work amidst the madness. The chatter is much louder than is proper, each conversation drowning out the other until the rise and fall of voices feels like a melody I don’t know. A smile eases onto my face as I look around, as utterly lost as I always am here. Drowning has never seemed a more pleasant concept than it does now, letting wave after wave of life crash over me. There’s nobody I have to be, no impression to consider, when to most of these people I’m little more than a fly buzzing on the wall.

“Dorian!”

Papa’s voice manages to be loud and booming without ever being brash. Instead, it has all the sudden charm of someone bursting into song, guided by the gentle lilting of his Parisian accent. He breaks free from the crowd and pulls me into a hug. He smells like fresh paint and red wine, overpowering in its sweetness but welcoming in its warmth. We sit in the hug for a while, taking in each other’s presence like it’s a luxury vintage stored in the cellar for only the most special occasions.

“It’s been too long since I last saw you, soleil,” Papa says as he pulls away. “Your hair’s getting long.”

I run my hand behind my neck, shrinking under his words. There’s no coldness or judgment in his tone, but I’ve heard the phrase leave Grandfather’s mouth too often not to apologize on reflex. Papa winces at my defensiveness —perhaps it would be kinder of me to keep my distance and spare him the pain of seeing Grandfather raise me in the exact way he and my mother risked so much to protect me from.

“I’ll cut it soon,” I promise.

Papa shrugs. “It’s quite fashionable these days, you know. I’ll never understand why the English feel obliged to be so traditional at all times.”

“Grandfather says—”

“It makes you look like your mother. Even your grandfather should be able to appreciate that.”

I open my mouth to tell him we both know why Grandfather wouldn’t care to hear his point, then close it. I don’t see Papa enough to waste my time arguing with him about a man he has every reason to despise. I spend enough time dwelling on what Grandfather thinks of me as is; this should be one of the few places I can leave him behind and think only about what I want for myself.

“Don’t listen to him,” a second voice calls from behind Papa. “You’ve got so much of your father in you. He’d see it too if he could look past the hair for two seconds.”

And so the dance reaches its last step. Grandfather insists I look like him, but softer; Papa compares me to my mother, and then Fabián decides I’m my father’s son after all. Between the three of them, I wonder if I take on whatever appearance people want to see—like a blank canvas, or a mirror that reflects the expectations of whoever’s in front of it.

What would it mean to look like Dorian instead of someone else’s reflection? I can’t picture it. My features come to mind easily enough—hair caught between copper and gold, eyes slightly too big for my face, a mouth overpowered into a pout by my bottom lip—but they feel disjointed. Like items on a list rather than parts of a whole. There must be something I’m missing, some piece that ties me together. There’s little I wouldn’t give to know what it might be, but the few places I’ve been able to look haven’t offered any answer.

I watch Papa and Fabián bicker back and forth, fading in and out of focus as they go on. It seems strange for business partners to disagree as much as they do, but there’s no denying Papa’s much happier now that he doesn’t have to run the gallery alone. Besides, selling Fabián’s frames has done wonders for the business; each one of them is a work of art on its own merit.

“I hope I’m not interrupting.”

I turn to find a young man I’ve never met, broken free from the crowd chattering behind him. The bags under his eyes have the heaviness of someone who’s spent months away from their bed, and his smile wears the tired ease of someone who’s content to sit and watch the world turn without them. Splatters of green paint decorate his lightly calloused hands, though that’s not unusual for Papa’s clientele. Artists have a way of wearing their work. If anything, the fact that he has managed to keep the stains to just his skin is an achievement.

The painter’s eyes do not bounce off me like others do. They bump into me, halt, and then pierce as easily as if were made of water. His gaze burns, but it isn’t unpleasant. It reminds me of the sun on a hot day, when I’ve been out too long but can’t pull myself from the gardens: Staying in the warmth too long will hurt later, but I can’t bring myself to go back inside quite yet.

Is this how it feels to be seen?

“I think I ought to be the one apologizing,” I answer, pointing to the crowd behind us. Their conversation has halted as if this painter’s presence were the only thing keeping it afloat. While I may not know who he is, this man has obviously captured the attention of tonight’s gathered crowd. “It seems I’ve pulled you away from your audience.”

“Perhaps I should thank you, then. I never intended to have an audience today, but I suppose I should have known better than to show my face after years of absence and expect not to gather some attention.”

I hold the painter’s gaze for a fraction of a moment before turning away. As warm as it may be, something about the familiarity in his eyes puts me on edge. I don’t know what this young man thinks he recognizes in me, but there’s nothing to see. Grandfather spent years teaching me to keep my face illegible. If a man’s mind were meant to be public, it would not be hidden away inside him.

“Basil, dear boy!” Papa breaks away from Fabián and claps the painter—Basil, apparently—on the back. “I didn’t expect you to grace one of my salons after your prolonged absence. Where have you been these last few years?”

“Away, of course. I hope you haven’t spent all this time looking for me, Étienne. An artist needs adventure to find inspiration. You should know that better than anyone.”

Papa nods. “Do you mean to imply you have new paintings to exhibit? Simply say the word and I’ll get invitations ready. Our patrons have been asking for nearly a year now when you’ll have more work ready to show.”

“They’ll have to wait a little longer, I’m afraid.” Basil’s eyes dart to me just as I was starting to think I’d faded away from their conversation. “It turns out adventure doesn’t agree with me. Sometimes, the best part of coming back home is the things we see in a new light.”

I turn my eyes from Basil to Papa and then back. This stranger has a quality to him I can’t put my finger on, but it beckons me forward just as well. I’ve read in novels that some people are meant to leave marks on each other’s lives before they’ve even met, but the concept has always seemed too fanciful even for me.

That doesn’t stop the nagging instinct telling me I want to know him. I take a breath and steady myself, shutting out the chaos and distraction of the gallery until my mind is clear and my posture is perfect.

“It appears my father has forgotten to introduce us,” I say, sticking out my hand for him to shake. “I’m Dorian Gray, Lord Kelso’s grandson. And you are?”

His smile has an earnest surprise to it that I wouldn’t have expected from a man who’s spent the last few years traveling, even if he doesn’t seem much older than myself. “Nobody in particular, but you may call me Basil if you’d like. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Gray.”

The title sends a shiver down my spine, much like it always does. It seems too early, too proper, too much like a coat impeccably tailored for someone else. Grandfather would say I haven’t earned it yet, but that doesn’t ring true, either. Nobody earns such a title, at least not these days. Families hoard them and hand them down like the trinkets left behind in their wills.

“Please, call me Dorian.”

“You’re being too modest, Basil,” Papa corrects before turning back to me. “Mr. Hallward here is something of a prodigy. He exhibited his first series of paintings to mass acclaim at fourteen, then vanished for . . . two years, was it?”

“Three.”

“Three years! And still no new collection to show. You wound me, dear boy.”


“I expect you won’t be waiting much longer,” Basil promises. “I’ve spent much of my absence learning about portraiture. Faces have such an honesty to them, don’t you think?”

The question is aimed at Papa, but Basil’s eyes lock onto mine. I don’t hear my father’s answer, and I sense that Basil doesn’t, either. Whatever pull that tenses between us is a potent one. It frightens me, and yet the thrills it seems to promise are beyond my wildest imaginings.

“Has anyone ever painted your portrait?” Basil asks me.

“I’m afraid the opportunity has never presented itself, no.”

“You must grant me the honor of your first one, then. I’m sure every painter in London will be lining up to paint the future Lord Kelso before long.”

His voice is husky in a way that doesn’t detract from its smoothness. I think back to the Greek poems my first tutor used to read me, and the sirens that awaited Odysseus on his journey. Basil’s words lure me in, beckoning me in directions I never would have thought to travel. I can see nothing but rocks ahead of us, waiting to wreck my ship and leave me at the mercy of the waves—but if destruction is little more than potential, why should I fear it? If I can’t make art of my own, perhaps I can be its medium. Would it be enough to become a beautiful thing, rather than to create one?

I smile at Basil, and the gravity between us pulls even tighter.

“The honor would be all mine, Mr. Hallward.”
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CANVAS WHITE

THE first time Basil invited me to sit for him, I thought it was a poor attempt at a joke. The second time must’ve been pity, designed to pad my ego and reassure me I hadn’t been as awful a model as I’d fancied myself. But this being the third time, it’s easier to believe Basil Hallward might genuinely enjoy spending time with me.

I haven’t figured out why yet—it can’t be that he enjoys painting me. Whenever I sit for him, my eyes wander to every corner of the room. I kick my ankles side to side and hope he doesn’t notice. I rattle on endlessly about books he probably couldn’t care less about and art he must already know far better than I. My cheeks flush red anytime I catch him looking up from his canvas, throwing off any semblance of an even complexion I could have. Sometimes I even find myself watching him as he paints, losing myself in the gentle ease with which his hand guides his paintbrush along as though leading it in a strange yet beautiful dance.

“Wouldn’t you rather have a model who can sit for you patiently?” I ask when Basil guides me toward his sitting room. “It must be easier to work with people who know how to hold a pose. All I do is cause you trouble.”

“Perhaps I don’t want someone who knows how to pose. If I wanted a still life, I’m sure a bowl of fruits would be much easier to work with than you are.”

If I’ve learned one thing about artists from visiting Papa’s gallery, it’s that whatever logic they operate on is entirely their own. These last few sessions with Basil have taught me he’s no exception. Often, when he looks at me, it feels as though he’s in a different world entirely, processing thoughts that don’t or even can’t exist in the room. He’ll say one of them, unprompted, and I’ll be left even more unsure which fraction of his mind I’ve glimpsed into. Wherever he goes when he paints, I imagine it must be a place more wondrous than any London could offer.

“I thought we might picture you differently today,” Basil says, somehow warm and detached at the same time. “An imagined scene, drawn from the Greeks.”

“What scene is that?”

“I was hoping to paint you as Hyacinthus, if you’ll allow me.”

A frown grows on my face as I try to remember the name from my lessons. I dig through my mind as I change into the toga Basil gave me. It’s colder than I’d expected, and I can’t help but be aware of how much of my shoulder is uncovered. It feels strong and vulnerable at the same time.

“I don’t remember Hyacinthus,” I tell Basil once I’ve stepped out from behind the screen. “Who was he?”

“A Spartan prince. I thought the flowers would suit you.”

The more time I spend with Basil, the less I think I know. I imagine the feeling might frustrate me were the novelty of it not so exciting. Before I can ask any more questions, Basil arranges a crown of flowers atop my head. Petals brush against my hair, tickling at the sides of my forehead; I bite my lip to hold back the laughter. Basil’s fingers brush against that same ticklish spot as he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear.

“I believe an old friend of mine might be joining us today,” says Basil. “Lord Henry Wotton. I mentioned I’d been painting someone as of late, and he thought you might like some company to keep you occupied while I paint.”

“Aren’t you worried that might distract me?”

“Frankly, Dorian, you do that well enough on your own.” Basil’s smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Besides . . . once Henry makes up his mind, I’m afraid it’s rather impossible to persuade him of anything else.”

The idea of another person intruding on Basil and me sits strangely in my chest, though I can’t quite fathom why. The two of us sit mostly in silence during our sessions, Basil focused on his painting and me trying my best not to disturb him. If anything, it should be nice to have someone to speak with while I sit, and yet I find myself feeling more protective of this shared time between us the more I think about it. Perhaps it’s simply the uncertainty with which Basil is speaking about this potential visitor that’s filling me with hesitation.

“Do you want him here with us?” I ask.

“I’m accustomed by now to Henry doing as he likes.” Basil’s eyes dodge mine as he twists around my question. “That being said, if anything he does brings you discomfort, give me a sign and I’ll send him on his way. Understood?”

It’s strange. There’s a protective tone to his words I’ve never heard before. Papa gets close at times, but the way he speaks about Grandfather is too defeated to bring me the sort of comfort Basil’s words do now. I bask in their warmth for a few moments more, imagining how it might feel for this to be a constant in my life rather than a rarity for me to treasure whenever I can.

“Understood. Thank you, Basil.”

***


It takes only three hours of sitting for the tediousness to wear on me—which, in my defense, is about three times better than my last attempt. Lord Wotton sits on a sofa across from me, taking a drag from a pipe to punctuate his latest jab at some Lady Brandon I must have met but whose face I can’t place. I vaguely remember Grandfather being fond of her, and as such have been quite happy to snicker at his comments. Even without recalling any details about their subject, Wotton’s gibes have such a piercing specificity to them that they paint a scene on their own.

Despite having been in his company for the better part of an afternoon now, I have no clue what to make of Wotton. He speaks and carries himself as though he has no mind for the way others perceive him, but I’d be foolish to think any noble in London cares so little for their reputation. Whatever he might get out of this act is beyond me, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t entertaining, at least.

“Really, Henry,” Basil chides from behind his canvas, “I wish you’d tell me what Lady Brandon has done to earn such ire from you. She’s a kind enough woman, and certainly not an outlier within her age and rank.”

“I never recall saying otherwise,” Wotton argues. “Lady Brandon simply has the distinction of being the member of the Old Guard I’ve seen most recently. You’re welcome to replace her name with Lord Ashby or Lady Agnew if you prefer—although I’d argue it’s quite easy to be kind enough, so long as nobody asks you to open your purse.”

“I happen to know that Lord Ashby regularly contributes to a local orphanage, and that Lady Brandon still sponsors one of those homes for unwed mothers. Surely, Henry, even you must have some respect for charity.”

“I can hardly think of anything less private and less generous than charity. The whole thing has become utterly vulgar, if you ask me.”

“What about piety, then?” I ask.

Basil sighs. Lord Wotton turns to me, a glint in his eye. Heat rushes to my cheeks, which only seems to amuse Wotton further. I look away, suddenly unable to bear the attention on me. Something about it feels too tantalizing, too much like an invitation to reveal more of myself—more, maybe, than is safe to. If there’s one thing Grandfather taught me about London, it’s that its people obscure themselves more than the smog ever could. It’s much better to hide behind titles and reputations than it is to be real. Disaster and shame cannot be attached to flat, mirrored surfaces.

Though I might struggle with most of Grandfather’s lessons, I’ve always thought myself an expert at this one. It’s easy to hide away when nobody has bothered to ask what I might want.

“I like this one,” Wotton says, somewhere between a chuckle and an announcement. “I can see why you were so reluctant to invite me, Basil. You haven’t been conspiring against me, have you?”

“And what, exactly, would I conspire to do, Henry? I’m an artist, not a politician.”

A cloud of smoke puffs out of Wotton’s mouth as he exhales, his pipe still balanced between his index and middle fingers. The smell is harsh in a way that shouldn’t be pleasant, but there’s a strange sort of comfort in the way it pricks my nose. “That depends on who you ask. I’d say art is much more political than something so frivolous as politics.”

I frown, my crown’s petals brushing against my face. Watching Wotton and Basil talk feels like trying to follow a conversation on the other end of a room. I’ve never heard anyone talk the way they do: harsh and sharp, but carefully disguised under the guise of playful snobbery, layers of frustration and fatigue hidden through wit and laughter. Listening to them, I hear exhaustion with our world as it is, but also a clear vision for what it could be. What would it be like to see life the way they do, for all the secrets and shadows most fight so hard to keep concealed? It would be richer, if nothing else, than the London I’ve grown accustomed to.

“I don’t understand,” I chip in. “Isn’t the point of art to make beautiful things?”

Wotton raises an eyebrow. “Would that make you the beautiful thing, then?”

The directness in Wotton’s tone pierces me. There’s none of the jest he wielded moments ago, no artifice, as if he wants me to know this conversation is no longer a game to him, and yet I don’t quite believe him. There’s a probing quality to his low, velvety voice that makes it clear he wants to see how far he can push me, how willing I am to let him string me along before I get uncomfortable or bored. I’m not sure what reaction he’s expecting out of me, but the way he challenges me is new, at least, fresh and sharp in a way that reminds me of holding those shards of broken window glass. Something in me craves to press my fingers deeper so that I might feel the sharpness of those jagged edges.

It hits me, then, that Wotton is handsome in a way I’ve never noticed in anyone before. I pride myself on knowing when someone looks respectable, or if they’re aware of current fashions (or, for that matter, if they’re too aware of them), but this is a beast of its own kind. The rich brown of Wotton’s hair, the low warmth of his voice, the way he holds himself tall without becoming rigid—they all register not just as pleasant, but interesting. Appealing, even. They make me wonder about him. What does his life look like outside of this studio, and what sort of thrills could he bring into mine?

Grandfather’s shadow looms behind me, appearing from nowhere and sending shivers down my neck to let me know I’ve done something wrong, but refusing to tell me what. If I focus enough, I can hear the perfectly kept rhythm of his breaths ticking away each second I disappoint him. Basil’s studio fades away as the shadow grows, and before long it becomes the only presence I’m aware of.


“I’m not much of anything, really,” I finally reply.

Bit by bit, the shadow begins to fade as the studio reforms around me. The river-blue cloth draped at my feet is the first to return, followed by Wotton on his sofa and then Basil at his easel, a careful frown sat gently on his brow. There’s a reverence on his face I’ve seen on many artists whenever they get lost in their own work. It’s hard to imagine that anything as simple as a portrait of me could inspire that kind of devotion, but I can’t doubt it when the proof is right before me.

“Somehow,” Wotton tuts, “I think you truly believe that. The illusions we conjure for ourselves are baffling, don’t you think?”

“What I think is that the two of us are being awfully rude,” I reply. “I’m here to pose for Basil, yet here I am spending the afternoon distracted by you instead. We ought to apologize for being bad friends.”

“Unthinkable. Basil has too many good friends as it is—he’d grow spoiled were I not a bad one. And you, if I might venture a guess, are too in want of friends at all to care whether they be good or bad.”

“Frankly, Henry,” Basil grumbles from behind his easel, “it’s a miracle you have any friends, speaking as callously as you do. I don’t even know why I let you visit today.”

“Don’t pretend this isn’t exactly what you had in mind, Basil. You set the scene too perfectly for that. A drape for a river, trees out your window as a background, a crown of hyacinth on his head? You wanted Hyacinthus looking past the Artist, and you needed me to be the zephyr.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you mean. You invited yourself so you could meet Dorian, and I simply know better than to try changing your mind.”

Despite his protests, Basil grows sullen under Henry’s amused eye. I’m not sure what scene Wotton is referring to, or why my looking away from Basil has anything to do with it, but now that he’s mentioned it, I can’t deny that the studio is too specifically set up not to have some intention behind it. The other two times I’ve posed for Basil, I merely sat on a stool as he sketched me. Practice, he called it, while he looked for inspiration as to how he wanted to paint me. I assumed this was standard, but the more I think about it, the more I struggle to think up a single portrait with this elaborate of a setting—or, for that matter, one that required costuming. Most portraits I’ve seen frame from the shoulders upward, and never have I seen one drop lower than the chest.

Acknowledging any of the oddities feels like it would break the enchantment in the studio, so I don’t. If Basil wants context to inspire his portrait, I see no reason why he shouldn’t have it, and if he needs me to be ignorant of it, then I’m happy to comply. He’s given me no reason to doubt him in any of our sessions, and if it means that every now and then he’ll glance up to me with the devotion he has for his canvas, I’m more than willing to sit still and play along.

Besides, I’ll gladly take the opportunity to try to understand Wotton’s game of back-and-forth. I’ve never thought myself a particularly surprising person, but a voice in the back of my mind insists I’m on the verge of depths neither one of my companions could have fathomed. By the time Henry and I fall back into our conversation, Grandfather’s shadow is little more than a flicker in the corner of my eye.

But it never fades entirely from my sight.
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YELLOW-BELLIED

I’VE always been aware of the cold that fills the air in Grandfather’s estate, but it’s never seemed harsh to me before. Until today, the chill within Barsden Hollow seemed no different from walking around London on a crisp autumn day. Now, however, I realize the underlying bitterness betrays the coming winter. It seeps into my bones and leaves me chilled, even when I’m safe by the fire.

After a day in Basil’s studio, the silence I’ve grown accustomed to feels utterly foreign. Even as my body grew stiff and tired from the hours spent sitting in place, my mind felt a lightness I can’t put into words. Somehow, in a scene made up to frame me for Basil’s eye, I felt real. Alive. As if I weren’t some ghost in the shape of a future lord, but a fire crackling in every direction, warming and fascinating those who came near me; an open flame unrestrained by any hearth, free to blaze as bright as it could dream.

Free to burn the world to ashes, if it so desired.

I’ve come close to that feeling before, in the few times Papa’s shop was empty when I visited and I had him and Fabián to myself. When I’m with them, I know I don’t need to earn their attention or their care, but I never shake the sense that’s in part because they see traces of other people when they look at me. People they love, maybe even more than they could ever love me. After all, for every piece of my mother Papa sees in me, there’s a reminder of the man who tore them apart. Sometimes, when Papa looks at me, I see pain strike through his eyes as he remembers that any moments we share are stolen at Grandfather’s expense.

When Basil looks at me, however, I am not Dorian Gray, or at least not the version of him I know. I may not have the skills of a painter or sculptor, but in Basil’s eyes I see myself as the medium of my own art. I weave Beauty not through a paintbrush or a chisel, but through a tilt of my chin or a shift in my gaze. I can take on whatever form I wish with a shift in my stance. And when Wotton looks at me, I see in the intensity of his stare all the power that art gives me. I could fascinate the world, if I chose to.

Something in me insists the thought should scare me, and yet I can’t see it as anything other than an invitation—a purpose, even. I need to know how bright I can burn. Maybe, if my flame grew hot enough, I could burn free from Dorian Gray and all the expectations attached to whoever he may be.

A gust of cold air bursts through my room, snapping me back to my plush quilt and gentle linens. I pull myself from my bed to close the window I must have left open only to find it sealed shut, the broken glass replaced without so much as a question or a care. I wonder whether this one is stronger than the last, or if I could break my way through it again.

I entertain the thought of hitting the window to find out, but decide against it. I wouldn’t put it past Grandfather to reinforce the next one with iron bars.

Basil promised the portrait would be finished after our next sitting. He said the shading still needs some work and then mentioned something about it lacking the spirit it needed. It’s an ominous phrase to hear, and one I can’t begin to understand, but it’s hardly the most eccentric thing I’ve heard an artist say. I’m sure the difference is so minuscule I wouldn’t notice it without someone pointing it out.

Whatever the case, I’m happy to oblige if it means another visit to Basil’s studio. However uncomfortable it may be to sit so still for hours, it pales in comparison to the freedom that comes with it. It almost feels as though when Basil is painting me, he is hiding away a piece of me in his oils, storing it where I’ll never need to compromise it. There’s no respectability to be found in shapes and colors, no standards of nobility to enforce on a subject as flat as canvas.

Perhaps that’s what Wotton meant when he called art political. Maybe oils and pencils are another form of smoke and mirrors that only the most skilled can use.

If that is the case, I think it’s only half the story. Beauty and reputation may be cousins, but where propriety is used to manipulate, art protects. One can hide their hopes and dreams in a painting, tucking away a part of their soul where none can reach it.

I wonder, briefly, what I might find hidden in my portrait once Basil has finished it. Would it show me some secret part of me I’ve never seen? Or perhaps a strange mix of Basil and me, each of us concealed by the other so there can be no telling which secrets belong to whom?

***

The luxury it offers is by far the best part of living in Grandfather’s home; even the most wretched of souls would not struggle to sleep bundled in goose down and gentle silks, not to mention the metal springs that have grown in popularity as of late. Luckily, Grandfather’s distaste for all manners of fashion does not apply to technologies and domestic improvements. That, he’s told me, is a symbol of status, not wantonness. When one is better dressed than their company, it shows them to be vain—but when one feels more tended to in your home than in their own, it shows magnanimity.

Comfort or not, morning finds me weary and frazzled, rocked by an evening spent tossing and turning. My dreams are hazy, but I remember the feeling of a sword hanging over my head, heavy with the weight of some unknown destiny. I remember a mirror, too, more ornate than any I’ve ever owned. A framer would consider it their masterpiece had they sculpted its rollicking waves and bristling thorns. The reflection, however, I can’t recall. Perhaps one isn’t meant to see their own face in dreams.

It takes a few knocks at the door for me to notice them in my stupor, but Peter doesn’t complain when I finally call him in. My valet enters the room with a heavy silence that startles in contrast with his usually light gait, eyes refusing to meet mine. Looking at him makes me wonder if maybe he’d hoped I wouldn’t answer so that he could avoid whatever chore Grandfather sent him in on.

I yawn and stretch, not bothering to worry about any kind of modesty despite the flash of a blush on Peter’s face as my nightshirt lifts and exposes my stomach. Despite his being fairly young for a valet, I struggle to think of anything he could see that would shock him after five years in his position. I suppose Grandfather might have thought it good for me to have at least one boy my age in my company, although status and Peter’s fear of my grandfather serve to build as thick of a wall between us as any that age could achieve.

“Good morning, Peter,” I drawl as my brain struggles to catch up with the morning sun. “It seems early for breakfast, don’t you think?”

“Lord Kelso said to wake you no later than nine. If the clock in the hallway is to be trusted, it is quarter past that already.”


In that case, it must be half past by now—I set the old grandfather clock back a few weeks ago in a fit of frustration with Grandfather’s sharp punctuality. So far it has done little but buy me a few minutes here and there, but at least now it might provide Peter with some excuse for my lateness. Or, if nothing else, it should provide a distraction to help him avoid being reprimanded. If there’s one thing that bothers Grandfather more than servants failing at their tasks, it’s machines doing the same.

“How disobedient of you,” I tut, prompting yet another ghost of a flush across his face. It suits him, warming up his otherwise pallid complexion.

“Who’s to say I haven’t spent the last fifteen minutes trying to wake you?” Peter counters, though his bold tone is undercut by his continued refusal to meet my eyes. “You’re quite the stubborn sleeper, Lord Gray.”

“I suppose that’s inevitable. Grandfather says the Devil gave me his stubborn temper to match my—”

My teasing stops in its tracks as I straighten in my bed, eyes locking with the shadow behind Peter. It takes a few blinks for my still-foggy mind to process that it isn’t a figment of my imagination, nor is it a mere shadow. His features populate one by one, steel-set eyes followed by hollow cheeks, a furrowed brow preceding lips set so tight one might mistake them for a singular line drawn straight across his mouth.

“I wondered why it had taken so long to rouse you,” Grandfather says. “How many times must I tell you that lateness is a sign of apathy and disrespect?”

People rarely tell me that Grandfather and I look alike —usually they prioritize my mother, or maybe Papa if I know them from the studio—but I know I get my sharpness from him. The difference lies in how we wear it. While my traits have a pleasant geometry to their precision, Grandfather’s have the harshness of a painting made too theoretically. They lack feeling, miss the gentle lift at the end of a paint stroke, leaving a slight uncanniness to the portrait that seems just shy of humanity.

I imagine it’s only a matter of time until I inherit that same harshness, the more Grandfather chisels away at me.

Peter stumbles his way through an apology and bows, all but shaking under Grandfather’s stare. I want to jump in and take the blame, tell him I set back the clock and spent the last fifteen minutes resisting Peter’s best efforts to wake me, but my mouth feels too heavy to move. It’s as though there were an anchor attached to my top lip, pulling it down until I can feel my mouth form as tight a line as Grandfather’s.

Guilt curdles in my stomach as Peter looks to me for sympathy, then looks away. I’m a coward. I’ve inherited that from Grandfather, too. It’s much easier to let others suffer—to cause their suffering, even—than it is to risk confronting our own problems. He’d rather rip a child from its father and watch his daughter be killed by a bullet meant for her husband than face further scandal, and I’d rather let the closest thing I have to a friend face my grandfather’s ire than speak back to him.

Mother must have resented him when she drew her last breath. I’m sure she’d resent me, too. I may not remember her, but it’s clear from Papa’s stories she was braver and bolder than I could ever dream of being.

“I know managing my grandson is a challenging task,” Grandfather tells Peter, “but that is why you are well paid to do so. I suggest you remember that.”

“Yes, sir.”

Peter’s posture is so stiff it breaks my heart. There’s no hint of his usual ease and lightness, no trace of the way he seems to dance when he moves. He is as frozen as I am, and there’s nothing either of us can do to help the other. You would do well to remember that, Grandfather’s voice echoes in my head. There is nobody you can count on besides yourself. That is why you must remain beyond reproach.


“Now”—Grandfather turns his attention back to me— “I believe we have left the barber waiting long enough. Come, before you make yourself look more careless than you already have.”

My body rises from its bed, each limb tugged forward by strings I neither see nor feel. I don’t look at Peter when I pass by him, nor does he look at me. Sometimes I wonder whether I really do have more power over my fate in Grandfather’s home than Peter does over his, or if even that is an illusion.

My stomach growls, but I hush it before Grandfather can hear. I suppose if I wanted breakfast, I should have followed his schedule more carefully. By now, I’m sure, the table has been cleared and the cooks are busy preparing for whatever luncheon is on today’s agenda. Time, after all, is the one thing nobody can get back—not even when I cheat the clock itself.
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