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        Davin’s book feels genuinely, shockingly rebellious in its insistence on the beauty of transformation. If overhyped books are plastic necklaces, [The Scandalous Letters of V and J] is a string of natural pearls, each a luminous gem on its own but even more exquisite in sequence.
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        But bodies and identity are never a space for trauma in [The Scandalous Letters of V and J]—only for joy, attraction, experimentation, and play. Within their sexual and romantic relationship, Victor and Julien are perpetually trying on different roles, different acts, even different bodily configurations, unfettered by the constraints of what’s allowable to a person of this or that gender.
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        For more of my writing, you can find me online at FeliciaDavin.com. Sign up for my email announcements to find out about new books, sales, giveaways, and bonus stories.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Guidance

      

    

    
      
        Dedication

      

      
        Preface

      

      
        I. The Education of Young Denise

      

      
        II. Landscape with Ruins

      

      
        III. Young Man Writing a Letter

      

      
        IV. The Emerald Necklace

      

    

    
      
        Sneak Peek

      

      
        Felicia Davin to Readers Who Made It This Far, January 9, 2023

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Felicia Davin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT GUIDANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      This series takes place in a violent, unjust world, and there are some abominable villains in it. I wanted to write fantasy that wasn’t about armies or the fate of nations, but with more individual stakes. In practice, that means the villains deal in intimate violence. There is abuse in this book. There is also violent vengeance against the abusers. I can’t promise that I’ve written things in a way that won’t hurt you, but I hope this note helps you make the right choices for yourself.

      Here is a more specific list of what you will find in this book. If you don’t need to be forewarned and would rather avoid spoilers, skip it.

      
        
          	
        A major character has been disowned by their family. It is primarily motivated by greed over inheritance, but not entirely unrelated to the character’s gender and sexuality. This situation comes up repeatedly throughout the book.
      

      	
        A major character changes their name as part of a gender transition, and their deadname occurs a few times in the text—when they strategically choose to say it, and not when it is weaponized against them by others.
      

      	
        A major character has lost their mother to a long illness, years prior to the book. It is mentioned several times.
      

      	
        A major character has been groomed and emotionally abused by an adult when they were a teenager.
      

      	
        A major character is groped without their consent while they are magically stupefied, also without their consent.
      

      	
        There is violence (stabbing and blood) and murder. There is also discussion of drinking blood and a brief discussion of antisemitic blood libel.
      

      	
        A supporting character is in an abusive marriage. (She’ll get a happy ending in book two.)
      

      	
        There is sex in this book. Most of the scenes are explicit with regard to genitalia. Both main characters are nonbinary. One of them can shapeshift with magic; the other cannot. Nonbinary gender exists independent of what kind of body a person has. Though I have not always followed all of their advice, I am indebted to Xan West/Corey Alexander and their writings on trans and nonbinary erotica. May their memory be a blessing.
      

      	
        Some of the sex scenes feature power exchange. There is some other light kink, namely roleplay (including some play with gender) and consensual bondage.
      

      

      

      A NOTE ON PRONOUNS

      The main characters in this book use multiple pronouns (he/she/they for one of them, for instance). Singular they is perfectly correct in English. In contemporary French, there is now the corresponding nonbinary pronoun “iel,” among several other options. Though nonbinary people existed in early 19th century France when this book is set, “iel” is a later innovation. French typically genders its nouns and adjectives as masculine or feminine, but the convention when referring to a nonbinary person is to write, for instance, “étudiant.e” (instead of “étudiant” or ”étudiante”) or “grand.e” so the word is both and neither. This convention didn’t come up in the book I wrote in English, but it’s cool, so I wanted to tell you about it.

      The magic in this book breaks the laws of the universe as we know them in our own world. Since I had already flagrantly disregarded physics, history and prescriptivist grammar were trivial to me. Language is whatever we want it to be.
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        On entre dans cette allée par une porte bâtarde surmontée d’un écriteau sur lequel on lit : MAISON VAUQUER et en dessous : Pension bourgeoise des deux sexes et autres.

      

      

      
        
        One enters this path through a wicket gate, atop which a sign reads MAISON VAUQUER, and below that: Boarding house for both sexes and others.

        —Honoré de Balzac, Le Père Goriot, 1835

      

      

      Aux autres.

      To the others.
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            NOTICE TO MY BELOVED READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Here follows a collection of letters and diary entries arranged by date. They have been lightly edited for clarity and spelling, or decoded if necessary, but are unaltered, even when their contents are an outrage to decency.

      Their story will be familiar to you. Where the events retold by these papers escape the boundaries of correspondence, an occasional scene has been inserted between letters. As you will no doubt recall, many other things were also inserted.

      It is my hope that this collection will bring you pleasure, and that I didn’t get you too wrong.

      

      
        
        The Editor

        Paris, 1828
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            VICTORINE FAUCHEUX TO PIERRE FAUCHEUX, OCTOBER 2, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Dear Father,

      Aunt Sophie and I have taken rooms at the Maison Laval for now. I do not mean to imply that your allowance was ungenerous, only that perhaps you had not considered everything. I myself was quite surprised by how costly life is.

      Now that you have our new address, it is my hope that you might find it in your heart to write to us. I would still like to know what I have done to anger you.

      Your devoted daughter,

      Victorine

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 2, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      [This diary entry and all others were written in a private cipher. They are printed here in plain language.]

      I will never sign another letter “Your devoted daughter Victorine” as long as I live. Every word of that is a lie. Abasing myself writing obsequiously polite bullshit to that bastard makes me want to punch a wall.

      Aunt S is the only person in the world who loves me, which I know because she gave me a haircut. We did it by candlelight in the kitchen of my father’s house and then swept a mountain of blond curls out the door. I imagine the sight shocked the servants who discovered it, but I’ll never know because I don’t live there anymore.

      Aunt S also spent a fortune of her own money buying me suits so I could have something to wear other than the ill-fitting clothes I stole from Horace before we moved into the Maison Laval.

      It’s been several days since I’ve written and this is all out of order. I should start at the beginning: my father’s announcement that, due to my mother’s alleged adultery, he was disinheriting me and naming Horace as the sole heir to his fortune.

      What makes me most furious—oh, the list is long—is that I did nothing wrong. Neither did my mother. She followed all the rules to her last breath and still ended up disgraced and with one child disinherited. Men can ruin your reputation even after you die. Intolerable. I wish she had committed this adultery that my father and brother have conjured from nothing. At least then I could rest assured she’d seized happiness where she found it.

      And what a relief it would be if someone other than Pierre Faucheux were my father. The nose on my face dashes that dream.

      I don’t understand why he’s doing this. I’ve begged and begged for an explanation.

      After my father disinherited me, Aunt S and I retreated to my bedroom to cry and rage and pack my things in private. Fury splotched her cheeks red and she shook her head and gesticulated so much that some of the perfectly set silver-blonde curls in her coiffure came loose. I’ve never seen her so angry.

      We had only a day to remove ourselves from the house where I have lived all twenty-one years of my life and Aunt S has spent the last few years, first caring for my mother and then protecting me from my brother and my father’s increasing hostility. (Well, my father’s increasing hostility. Horace has always been hostile.) She said she could make arrangements for us to take rooms in a boarding house, and that she would come with me to act as my chaperone since I was a young unmarried woman.

      I was holding a dress in my hands—the white one with the multicolored floral embroidery and the short, puffed sleeves—and I thought, if I am not living in my father’s house, if I am not my father’s daughter, if I am not inheriting the wealth of Victorine Faucheux, then why should I bother to continue this charade?

      To survive, I played the role in which I was cast. This performance did not protect me, and there is no satisfaction in knowing my own innocence; it cannot feed me or keep me warm.

      Pierre Faucheux was, in a sense, paying me to be Victorine. Now that I have no promised dowry or inheritance, I refuse to do this work for free.

      If I am to fend for myself, I want to be myself.

      I had been silent for a long moment. The dress was crushed in my fists. Aunt S asked me what was wrong. We shared a bitter laugh when she added, “Other than the obvious.”

      I blurted out, “I’d rather be Victor than Victorine.”

      And she brushed her fingers over my cheek and said, “So be Victor, if that’s what you want.”

      I don’t know what jumble of words came out of my mouth, some combination of what, really, but I, you’d let me, and another really for good measure.

      She laughed and said, “Let you? What does that mean? I’m your aunt, not a prison guard, darling. Close your mouth. I love you.”

      She embraced me. Aunt S gives the softest hugs. Stunned, it took me a moment to return the gesture. Could I have told her long ago? Perhaps she would always have understood. It made my throat close up.

      “If I were a young man—not to say that I am, but if people thought of me that way, instead of as a young woman—I wouldn’t require a chaperone. You wouldn’t have to move to the boarding house with me. You’d be free to return to your life.”

      Aunt S so rarely displays anything other than sparkling cheer. She made a series of unaccustomed facial expressions, trying them on and discarding them like dresses that didn’t suit her. At last she said, “Victor.”

      Hearing that was a pleasure.

      “Are you asking me not to accompany you?”

      “No!” How alone I’d feel without her. “It’s only that I thought you might prefer…”

      “If it’s your desire to live more independently, I will absent myself whenever you wish,” she said. “But while you might not be a young woman—and perhaps not exactly a young man—you are still a young person, one without means or connections. I think I can be of use to you. More than that, I like your company, and you’re the only person in the world who misses Anaïs as much as I do. If you’ll have me, I would like to remain with you.”

      “Oh,” I said, because I wanted to say twenty things at once and I also wanted not to cry, and that syllable was the best I could manage. “I’d like that. I love you, too, Aunt S.”

      I’d never said that to her before. I haven’t said it to anyone since Maman died. The words felt strange in my mouth. Light where I’d expected them to be heavy.

      “Good. Now do you want to keep any of these dresses or are we pawning them all to buy you some suits?”

      Aunt S was so at ease with the possibility that I might be a person named Victor who wore both dresses and suits. Whoever I was, whatever I wanted to wear, she was coming with me. The thought still suffuses me with warmth.

      We’d amassed a colorful pile of fabrics, whites and pinks and lavender ruffles. I’d enjoyed wearing most of them—I do have a taste for luxury, and dresses never bothered me in the way that other social strictures did—but the thought of never seeing them again aroused no strong emotion. It was as though they already belonged to someone else.

      “Let’s pawn them. I want new clothes to go with my new name,” I said. “I want a new family name, too. Can I have yours?”

      “My sister did all the work of bringing you into the world,” Aunt S said. “I think our name suits you perfectly, Monsieur Victor Beauchêne.”

      I bowed low. “My pleasure, Mademoiselle Sophie Beauchêne.”

      She curtsied in her dressing gown and then we slipped down to the kitchen so she could cut my hair. Aunt S doesn’t know anything about cutting hair and it was dark, so it isn’t a good haircut, but it’s also the best haircut of my life.

      We tiptoed back upstairs so I could admire myself in the mirror and Aunt S could tell me how exceedingly handsome I was.

      “Let’s get out of this house and go make a life somewhere else,” I said.

      “Let’s,” she said. She smiled at me, small at first and then wide and wicked. “Don’t stay up too late reading. I promise to continue not noticing when you steal novels from my collection, you little thief.”

      While I was stuttering a denial, she disappeared through the doorway, calling “Goodnight, Victor.”

      So that was our last night in the Faucheux townhouse. Now the two of us live in this hovel full of weird strangers and we barely have enough money to cover room and board. My brother’s still at home living like the banker’s son he is, waiting to inherit the whole fortune.

      But I have Aunt S and I have myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO ESTHER MORÈRE, OCTOBER 2, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Maman,

      You are so sweet to keep sending me money, but I have enough. I have paid Madame Laval for the room. I promise I’m eating. And sleeping. You don’t need to worry about me. I have everything under control.

      My studies are going well. I’m already quite well-versed in anatomy, and as you said, I don’t need an official institution’s stamp of approval, but it was worth it to come to Paris to study. It’s educational to be in a room full of other artists—ones not related to me, I mean. And, if nothing else, my instructor has complimented my work. I don’t require his praise to continue making art, but I’m still allowed to enjoy it, am I not?

      I’ve enclosed a sketch of the Maison Laval and another of my room, so you can see where I’m living.

      [The first sketch depicts a stone building several stories high with moss creeping up the walls and a slightly uneven roofline. Puddles pool in the sloped cobblestone street outside the imposing wooden door. The second sketch depicts a small, spare room with a narrow bed and a desk. The desk is covered in piles of paper.]

      There aren’t many other young people living at this boarding house, and my studies have kept me busy, so I’ve mostly kept to myself. But yesterday a young person named Victor Beauchêne moved in. I’d like to befriend him, but he will think—as everyone here does—that I’m Julien.

      I find myself a bit shy in his presence. You would think, after months and months of self-portraits, that I would feel more confident.

      Victor seems respectable. Nothing in my life has prepared me to speak to anyone respectable. He’s probably a royalist. He probably goes to Mass. He’s probably going to marry a marquise. Clearly it’s for the best that I don’t know how to approach him.

      Thank you so much for sending me this copy of Virginie. Everyone is always talking about the author, Camille Dupin, and I can’t wait to read it.

      I miss you. I hope you and Papa and Georges and the farm are well. I wrote Adrienne her own letter. Give my love to everyone.

      With affection,

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO ADRIENNE MORÈRE, OCTOBER 2, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      To my dearest sister ADRIENNE,

      Adrienne, Adrienne, I’m so happy for you. And for me. I love having a sister. Adrienne is a beautiful name.

      Do you think Georges feels excluded by the two of us, as unchanging as he is? I bet he has sculpted a few self-portraits of his own. Tell him I recall him being an exceptionally ungainly adolescent, and I don’t believe there’s any way he achieved handsomeness as an adult without some artistic intervention. (He’ll probably just grunt and scowl at you.)

      You’ve always been wiser than me. How did you know when you’d finished your work, Adrienne? I know you are going to write “it felt right.” That’s how it feels to finish a drawing or a painting, and I imagine it’s like that. And I’ve finished a lot of drawings and paintings, but I don’t think I’ve finished myself.

      Maybe that’s me, though. What I like best is the work in progress. I’m not interested in taking the canvas off the easel and framing it. (I hope you don’t mind this metaphor, Adrienne. Your frame suits you perfectly.)

      What chafes about being here in Paris, studying as Julien, isn’t that I’m really Julie and I want to be her all the time. It’s that I don’t want to feel trapped into being one or the other when I’ve always been both. I want to make more self-portraits, but everybody at school knows this version of me, so any adjustments I make will have to be subtle.

      I might stop growing facial hair. Shaving my face is bothersome. I might let my hair grow, too. That won’t be too shocking. I like being taller than Georges, though, so please tell him I’m never giving that up. I spent all those years as the baby of the family and now I’m going to lord my height over the two of you forever.

      The most beautiful person I have ever seen just moved into this boarding house. Victor Beauchêne, he’s called. He has a set of rooms with his aunt Sophie, who gave me the direst glower just for existing. (I might have been staring.)

      A sketch is enclosed. It’s in ink so you can’t tell he’s blond, but he’s blond. And small, but he takes up a lot of space somehow. He’s just so—lively? I’m not good at describing people, this is why I draw instead. He smiled at me and I thought I might die.

      Given that feeling, it’s probably unwise for me to befriend him. I’d be willing to risk it if only I knew what to say. The two of them were dressed nicely, so I think maybe they used to have money? I don’t know how you end up in the Maison Laval if you have money, but what do I know about rich people? Even less than I know about talking to men, that’s what.

      I don’t know anything about talking to women, either.

      How is it possible that I’m twenty years old and still don’t know how to talk to men or women or anyone in between? Adrienne, how could you let me grow up without these skills? I’m depending on you now. Tell me what to do.

      I’ll be crushed if Victor is like my classmates. The only men I’ve ever spent any time with are Papa and Georges, and they didn’t prepare me for this. I knew school would be difficult, but I thought it would be because of the rigor of the training, not the behavior of the other students. I don’t find making charcoal drawings of casts especially challenging, even for hours a day in a crowd of fifty students and with hardly any instruction. (The master comes to the studio twice a week to offer a sentence or two of devastating criticism; so far he has mostly grunted in wordless approval when he passed my easel, though on two separate occasions, he said, “Good, Morère.”) But the older students live to humiliate us. They take wicked delight in choosing one of us to go out for a celebratory dinner and then leaving that student with the bill, which was painful to me, but not as ruinous as it was for some of the others. They make us wash their brushes and clean the studio. On the first day, they made us strip naked, get on the model’s platform, and fight a duel with loaded paintbrushes while they jeered. When I hesitated to attack my fellow first year, an older student shoved me so I stumbled and streaked his belly with blue. Auguste, my opponent, didn’t like that, so then I had to defend myself. It took me days of scrubbing to find all the daubs of red paint afterward. Auguste was equally covered. We both lost.

      Still, it was a sort of secret victory for me. They tried to use my nakedness against me, and I was not shamed. I’ve never been ashamed of any of the forms my body has taken. I don’t think anyone else’s is shameful, either, but to hear my classmates talk, I’m alone in that opinion. It’s a horror, the way they talk about each other and especially about the women who model for the older students. I pity these young men, obsessed as they are with bodies, who can only think in parts and not in people. And the older students feel some superiority now that they’ve seen us naked, but we haven’t seen them. As if they’ve learned some secret they can hold over my head.

      The funny thing is that I would love to tell someone my secret. I know it’s unwise, but I’m lonely. Don’t tell Maman that. Sorry. I hate asking you to keep anything from her. But she worries too much already.

      I feel foolish. I thought I was going to come to Paris and make brilliant friends who’d be just like me, except different, and we’d all only care about art and ideas and not these rules about whether anyone is exactly a woman or a man. Where are those people, Adrienne? This city is gigantic, so they must live here. How do I find them?

      Anyway, I’m fine, really. I’m going to finish my studies and come home and make art with you and our family and we’ll all get works accepted to the Salon and our collective genius will be celebrated (maybe my genius in particular, I’m not above wishing for that) and everything will be perfect.

      Please tell me absolutely everything about your life, Adrienne. I miss you and love you.

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 9, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      No word from Pierre Faucheux. I should stop bothering to record that, since it happens every day. On the day he writes to me, then I’ll have something to record.

      Only I don’t think he’s ever going to write to me.

      I don’t want to speak to him or see him. I just want him to tell me why.

      I can’t seem to think my way out of my own desperate circumstances, which is tiresome. To amuse and distract myself, I started writing an index of all the sex acts in Aunt S’s obscene novel collection. Each book has a table that lists acts, number of people involved, and the pages where these things are described. An effective and oddly soothing project.

      Happily, when I finish that, there will still be one other distraction available to me: a very handsome young man lives in this boarding house. We haven’t spoken, but I’ve overheard the other boarders addressing him as Julien Morère. He’s probably twenty years old, and very quiet and reserved at dinner. He’s also tall, and dark-haired, and always a little rumpled. Maybe he’s like me—maybe he used to have money, and servants, and that’s why he isn’t very good at shaving or tying his cravat. His clothes fit him quite well, though.

      I think he’s an art student, since I have seen him coming in and out with a large sketchbook. A few days ago, Aunt S and I took a stroll in the Jardin du Luxembourg, and I saw him drawing there. I wanted to stop and watch, but Aunt S hurried me along.

      I don’t know why. It’s not as if I have a reputation to protect anymore—or as if Julien would want to seduce me.

      It is a lovely thought, though. I would very much like to be seduced. Novels make it sound excellent, and what do I have to lose? Nobody is ever going to marry me, which would be fine—unlike seduction, marriage sounds terrible—except that we’ll be out of money in a few months.

      I have little education and very few talents. Here is a short list of things I am good at:

      
        
          	
        Looking pretty. (Never mind. I was good at looking pretty when I lived in my father’s house and had access to money and servants. Now I have to start from the beginning and learn a new set of skills.)
      

      	
        Making dull, appropriate conversation.
      

      	
        Making lists.
      

      	
        Writing servile letters to my father. (I was going to say “begging,” but to say I’m good at begging would suggest that he had given me any of what I asked for, which he has not.)
      

      	
        Knowing when someone is staring at me. (Julien definitely was, as was the other young man who lives here, his family name is Forestier I think, but he’s horrible so I ignore him. I don’t know what to make of either of them.)
      

      

      

      I don’t see how I am meant to make a life—let alone earn a living—out of any of this.

      Perhaps I can learn to make exciting, inappropriate conversation, and then someone (Julien) will want to talk to me. I still won’t have any money, but at least I won’t die alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIST OF SEX ACTS IN THE EDUCATION OF YOUNG DENISE, ANONYMOUS, 1756

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A table divided into rows and columns. Act: self-pleasure. Description: Denise spies on two nuns through a keyhole at her convent and touches herself. People involved: Denise. Pages: 3-7. Act: Oral sex. Description: Two nuns use their mouths on each other. People involved: Sister Agnès (giving and receiving), Sister Marguerite (giving and receiving). Pages: 3-5. Act: fucking (with dildo). Description: One nun fucks another. People involved: Sister Agnès (giving), Sister Marguerite (receiving). Pages: 5-7. Comments: Where do you get a dildo? Act: Spanking, fucking (with fingers). Description: Denise is discovered and “punished.” People involved: Denise (receiving), Sister Agnès (giving), Sister Marguerite (giving) Pages: 7-35. Comments: This one isn’t a good because there is a long philosophical speech in the middle about how virtue is meaningless. Act: Oral sex. Description: Denise, having left the convent, pleasures a man with her mouth. People involved: Denise, a man. Pages: 38-39. Act: Oral sex. Description: One of Denise’s clients pays to pleasure her. People involved: Denise, a man. Pages: 40-41. Comments: The man likes Denise to fart in his face??]
        

      

      

      The remainder of this list and the others like it have been excluded for length.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCT 10, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning during my futile attempt to tame my hair into something respectably dapper, Aunt S swept into my room. She dropped the strangest little object on my desk. A glob of ochre yellow with a long tail of white string bounced silently to the wooden desk.

      I gave up on my hair. Aunt S’s gift was a sponge, fibrous against my fingertips when I squeezed it.

      Aunt S said, “I’m too old to keep an eye on your young lusts. You can watch out for yourself.”

      I dangled the string. It was wrapped tightly around the middle of the soft, nubby form of the sponge. I had absolutely no idea what purpose such an object could serve, or what it might have to do with my “young lusts.” There are no sponges in the obscene novels. It swung back and forth on the string, and I began to wonder if Aunt Sophie had given me some sort of bewitched charm.

      “What is this?”

      “Oh, you’re in worse shape than I thought. It’s a sponge, darling.”

      “I know it’s a sponge, but what is it for?”

      “To prevent pregnancy,” she said, and then, as if that weren’t shocking enough, she said, “I’ve never put one to the test, but I’m told they’re relatively reliable. I’m also told sheaths are effective at preventing the pox, but I didn’t have time to acquire one this morning.”

      “You think I’m going to get the pox?”

      “Not if you’re careful,” she said. “Do you understand how to use the sponge?”

      Until she asked the question, I confess I had not understood, but the placement—and the purpose of the string—dawned on me as she said it. I let the sponge fall to my desk. Clearly the forbidden novels have not taught me everything. I wish I had been brave enough to ask Aunt S if you can do things without a sponge. Only in the privacy of this journal do I speak freely.

      I want to be like Aunt S, to talk about these things without clearing my throat and averting my gaze, but I didn’t achieve that audacity this morning. Like everything else in my life, it will require practice. Maybe I should read some more books.

      “Is this because Julien looked at me?” I asked, trying not to sound hopeful. He did stare.

      “No,” she said. “It’s because you looked at Julien.”

      “That’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all. I was prepared to drive away all your suitors, but I’m not prepared to deprive you of joy. Do as you please, but try to have some common sense about it.”

      Years of etiquette lessons didn’t teach me what to say in such circumstances. What I wanted to ask was whether Aunt S thought Julien would be receptive to flirtation from a person of both masculine and feminine attributes such as myself, but I think I have to deduce that on my own. Anyway, I supposed that even in a wildly indecorous conversation, an expression of gratitude wouldn’t go amiss. So I said, “Thank you.”

      “Be careful.”

      Then we made eye contact, and I wish we hadn’t. Aunt S and I look alike, or rather, we both look like my mother. Aunt S is plump and fashionably well-endowed, and Maman spent the last few years of her life desperately thin, and I’m none of those things, but no matter. It’s the blond curls, the blue eyes, the prominent cheeks, the bow in the upper lip, the brow that can rise like a Gothic arch. Most of the time, the resemblance makes me happy.

      But not this morning. It should have been my mother revealing all this. Then again, if my mother had lived longer, perhaps I’d still be in my father’s house. Nobody would be telling me to do as I pleased.

      Averting my eyes caused me to catch sight of myself in the hand mirror, which I flipped over. “It’s been three years,” I whispered.

      She touched my shoulder. “I miss her, too.”

      “Do you think she would have given me a sponge?” I asked.

      Aunt S laughed a teary sort of laugh. “No. That would still have been me. But she would have wanted you to be happy.”

      Then she tousled my curls and somehow set them just right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 11, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      Julien came to my room this evening.

      That shouldn’t have been a surprise. I planned it like we were in a book. At dinner I dropped my handkerchief so it fluttered to the floor at his feet. He didn’t notice at the time. I thought he’d collect it at the end of dinner and perhaps offer it to me tomorrow as I passed him in the garden, in public and in daylight, at an hour we can pretend is civilized, a time when neither of us will have to acknowledge the vast effort I have expended imagining what it would feel like if he touched me.

      Instead, he knocked quietly while I was writing this evening. Granted, I am always writing, so it was likely he’d find me in this position, but still I was unprepared for the sight of Julien in the doorway.

      “Good evening, Beauchêne,” he said.

      “Good evening. Please call me Victor. Ah, that is, if you⁠—”

      “My pleasure, Victor. You may call me Julien.”

      Every aspect of his presence entranced me—his height, his dark brows, his quiet amusement, the way he’d folded my handkerchief into a neat square. How delicate the creased white fabric looked in his fingers. A feverish temperament (mine) might have briefly mistaken it for a love note.

      Julien likes the look of me, I’m convinced. Knowing this makes me feel like I’ve had one glass of wine too many—happy, undone. Of course I myself think I am handsome, but someone else thinking I am handsome is a pleasure I have only just discovered. I want to spend as much of my life as possible with Julien looking at me.

      “I think,” he said, pressing the handkerchief into my palm and enclosing my hand in both of his, “you dropped this.”

      I should have been embarrassed, knowing that Julien had perceived my plan, but his bare hands were warm and just a little rough from work and my mind was blissfully empty, so all I said was, “Yes.”

      He withdrew. The touch had lasted a long time, but not long enough. I clamped my hand around his wrist before he could leave. I didn’t know what I was doing. I tucked the handkerchief into my waistcoat pocket and said, “Uh. Do you want to come in?”

      “I’d like that.”

      My room at the Maison Laval is stark. All the wooden furniture—a bed, a wash basin, a wardrobe, a desk, and a chair—is rickety and unornamented. The bedsheets and the drapes on the lone window are threadbare. The door to Aunt S’s room hangs a little crooked in its frame. The whole place is colorless, dreary, and cramped. There is nothing of interest but my papers, which are private. (To my great relief, I’d hidden the sponge in a drawer.) If Julien entered and sat down, his choices were my bed or the chair at my desk. Both were bad, but the desk was undoubtedly worse.

      I stepped back, jerked the chair away from the desk, knocking into one of its wobbly legs and sending an inkwell and a pile of papers flying. Frantic, I crouched to right the inkwell before the puddle could spread any further.

      Julien, courteous and helpful, collected my journal and a few loose pages from the floor. I retrieved a rag from the wardrobe to mop up the ink and was on my knees cleaning before I remembered that I hadn’t encoded those pages.

      Julien replaced them as though they were a precious and ancient parchment that might crumble if handled indelicately. I wish they had. My meticulously ruled index of all the sex acts in The Education of Young Denise lay naked on my desk.

      Why did I not write that idle curiosity in code? Why did I write it at all? Why is my life such a shambles that this is how I spend my time?

      Above all, what does Julien know about these things?

      To my horror, I discovered that I am a person who blushes. How the knowledge escaped me for the previous twenty-one years of my life remains a mystery; perhaps it is only Julien who holds this power over me. Regardless, a tendency to blush runs contrary to the brazen and seductive personality I wish to cultivate in Julien’s presence.

      Kneeling while he stood didn’t help, either.

      He did smile at me, though.

      Well, almost. It was more like he pressed his lips together to hold in a smile, but not unkindly. With that abashed expression, he made it feel as though we were sharing something. “My room is a bit of a mess, too.”

      The only things out of place in my empty room were the pages he’d just set on the desk, but I know when I am granted mercy. “I suppose your art requires that?”

      He stuck out his hand. I could hardly believe he was allowing me to touch him again, but I didn’t waste the opportunity. He pulled me to my feet easily, so fast I went dizzy with it. Before tonight, I’d never thought about how you can feel the heat from another person’s body if you’re close enough.

      “I don’t think it does,” he said, dropping my hand. “Plenty of other students at the École des Beaux-Arts are neat.”

      Oh. Art. I’d said something about art. “Your art might have different requirements from theirs.”

      “That’s… wise,” he said. “I should have known you’d be smart. You’re always reading and writing.”

      Desperate to avoid the topics of what exactly I’m always reading and writing, how profoundly pathetic and obscene those things might be, and how utterly uneducated I am, I searched for something intelligent and alluring to say. I settled on “I, um, not really.”

      Julien saved me a second time. “I’m sorry about your inkwell. You must go through a lot of paper and ink.”

      “I’m the one who spilled it.”

      “Still,” he said. “At least your papers were spared.”

      God, I would willingly drown every volume of my journal in a vat of ink if it meant I could live a life without the knowledge of Julien’s wide-eyed stare at my index of indecencies.

      Or maybe I wouldn’t. He looked, after all.

      A little part of me likes knowing that.

      I said, “They’re not important, those papers. I was merely… distracting myself. As you’ve observed, I like to write. And to organize things.”

      “It was very organized,” he said.

      There was a note of admiration in his tone. It still makes me shiver, how calm and careful he was. Julien saw that page, realized its nature, and put it aside. He didn’t mock, scold, pry, or immediately end our acquaintance. His behavior was as close to perfect as anyone could reasonably expect.

      Not quite perfect, of course. He could have taken inspiration from pages 56-62, kissed me passionately up against the wall, and ravished me, but I suppose in order to know that, he would have had to spend more time studying my notes.

      Instead, he said, “I was telling the truth about the mess in my room. Maybe I should let you organize my drawings.”

      This tantalizing possibility of a future connection between us made me part my lips in shock. His gaze flicked toward my mouth and I thought all is not lost. “What do you draw?”

      “Everything. Landscapes. The streets of the city, sometimes.” He paused to examine the floor. Julien has such long, dark lashes. “People.”

      “Models? People you know?”

      “Both,” he said. “And myself.”

      “I’d like to see your work,” I said.

      For the first time in our strange conversation, Julien appeared nervous. “Now?”

      “No, no, just… some day. If you want to show it to me,” I said.

      “I would,” he said. “I could draw you, if you want.”

      “I’ve never had my portrait done,” I said. More or less true. There is a childhood portrait of Victorine Faucheux in my father’s house, or there was before he evicted me. Perhaps he threw that into the street, too. But nobody has ever drawn Victor Beauchêne. “I’d like it if you drew me. I also wanted to ask you, since you’ve been living here longer than me, if you’d show me the neighborhood.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be of much use. I spend all my time at school. That afternoon in the Luxembourg was a rare moment,” he said, and then added quickly, “But I’d be happy to walk with you.”

      “I look forward to it, Julien,” I said. Brazen and seductive might still be beyond my reach, but I certainly conveyed how eager I was. Grateful, as well, that Julien allowed our conversation to continue past its nadir. The obscene novels don’t spend any time on these early stages. I’ve recorded in mortifying detail where I ought to put my tongue once we’re in bed, but how do we arrive there?

      Julien met my eyes and said “I look forward to it as well” in that low, smooth tone, which is not the sort of thing people say to each other in obscene novels, and yet it left me breathless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIEN MORÈRE TO VICTOR BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 12, 1823

          

          LEFT OUTSIDE THE DOOR UNDERNEATH A BOTTLE OF INK AND A PACKET OF PAPER

        

      

    

    
      Victor,

      I wanted to give this to you, but you’ve gone out for the day. My apologies for being such a distraction last night. I hope this replaces your lost supplies.

      Julien

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VICTOR BEAUCHÊNE TO JULIEN MORÈRE, OCTOBER 12, 1823

          

          SLIPPED UNDER THE DOOR

        

      

    

    
      Julien,

      I decline your apology; I am in dire need of distractions. But I thank you for the ink and the paper. I wish I could draw something for you in return, but that is not among my paltry talents. My handwriting is passable when I slow down, and I am quite good at spelling, but this note still seems a poor trade. I’ll have to find something else to offer you.

      —Victor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 12, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s late and I shouldn’t be burning this candle because if Aunt S wakes up, she’ll see the light under the door. But I’m too giddy to sleep.

      I slipped a note under Julien’s door and was halfway to the stairs when he came out and called my name. I was in my dressing gown and slippers. I hadn’t intended to see him. Perhaps he drew shocking conclusions from my state of undress, though certainly not more shocking than what he read in my room last night.

      (Those conclusions would not have been wrong.)

      Regardless, he didn’t question me. He let me right in. His room is just like mine, with a bed and a wash basin and a small desk, except full of piles and piles of drawings. I sat on his bed and he showed me a small, curated selection.

      I know nothing about art, but I found them wonderful. Julien became adorably speechless when I said so.

      It’s possible that they’re abysmal and my judgment is clouded by Julien’s nearness, which is also wonderful, but I’m fairly certain they’re good. They held my attention for a time despite my interest in their artist. Lively little sketches of market stalls and flower girls and café patrons and bridges over the Seine. His sketch from the Luxembourg was in the pile, and there were two quick, small silhouettes in it that I can imagine represent myself and Aunt S walking along the path. I wanted to see self-portraits, but he didn’t show me any.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO ESTHER MORÈRE, OCTOBER 12, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Maman,

      You’re right that I should be more careful in what I record in writing. Thank you for the reminder. My first letter to Adrienne was very personal, so we must hope she burned it. (We both know she is too sentimental for that.)

      And thank you for the novel. I enjoyed Virginie a lot. Did you know the author, Camille Dupin, isn’t a man? Perhaps not a woman, either. Or both? Regardless, it’s quite a scandal. Everyone agrees the novel is excellent, though. I suppose a genius may live however a genius wishes. I shall continue to work toward that goal.

      I would love to meet Camille. The society of my fellow students leaves something to be desired. But my studies are going well.

      I’m glad to hear you and Papa and Georges are in good health. I miss the smell of the air at the farm. I will spare you a description of what it smells like in the street outside the Maison Laval. Whenever I can, I go to the Jardin du Luxembourg. It’s nothing like home, but there are plants, at least. I have enclosed one of my sketches of it.

      With affection,

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO ADRIENNE MORÈRE, OCTOBER 12, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      My dearest sister Adrienne,

      I knew you were going to tell me that you knew when you were finished because it just felt right. You are, of course, always correct. Perhaps change is what feels best to some people, and perhaps some people are astride categories, or outside categories. I am certainly glad to have you to discuss it with. Your letters fill me with such gratitude and reassurance.

      I notice a number of references to a character named Léon in your letter, and I think it was cruel of you not to send me a sketch. He sounds very gallant. What does our brother think of him? Have Maman and Papa met this Léon of yours?

      Maman has encouraged me to be more circumspect in my letters, so apologies in advance for the vagueness of this one.

      I think I may have encountered someone who is like us—or me, and the particular use I have made of my Art. I want to tell this person the truth, or part of the truth, and hopefully be rewarded with truth in kind, but it’s an intimate and delicate subject to broach with a new acquaintance. I like this person very much, so I would hate to cause offense. And I don’t think this person knows how to paint, so I would hate to reveal anything that might put our family in danger.

      It is very hard to talk about this without saying anything directly. I don’t like being indirect. I’m going to tell you a story instead.

      Do you want to know an embarrassing thing that happened to me? Of course you do, you’re my sister. Last night, one of the other boarders came over and while he was in my room, I showed him my work. I was flattered by his interest, but it was an unusual encounter—especially because a fair amount of the work in my room is me.

      Worse, a fair amount of the work in my room is him.

      Just sketches of his face—I didn’t imagine anything I couldn’t see. (Normal sketches. Not like my self-portraits. Despite my struggles with writing evasively, you know I have learned to be careful with my Art.) But still, I didn’t want him to know. We’ve only just met, and I didn’t want to discuss my fascination with his face.

      Only… now I’m wondering if maybe I should have let him see.

      Nothing else seems as momentous as that, but I am happy to report that I have found two of my classmates to be tolerable. Their names are Laurent and Auguste. I had assumed that my classmates disliked me because I am uncomfortable around them and shy in all matters except telling them they should not speak so crudely about the women who model for us. But it turns out, as Laurent and Auguste have explained to me, that my classmates also dislike me because I am better than them.

      This came as a shock. Not because I don’t know my work is superior. Anyone can see that. But because I didn’t realize it would be such a source of resentment. It’s not as though I’ve ever had the bad grace to say aloud that I’m the best artist of our class. I just complete my assignments and stay quiet.

      Now that Laurent and Auguste have discovered I am willing to answer their questions, they seem to want to be friends, so I suppose we will be. If only things were so simple with my fellow boarder.

      Send me more Léon stories, Mlle Adrienne Morère.

      I love you and miss you a lot.

      With affection,

      Julie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 19, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      Still no word from Father.

      I’m angry at him and at myself for writing him such a false and horrible little supplication and then waiting around for a response like a pathetic, spineless thing.

      I want the truth. I want to write him a letter that will burn his hand when he opens it.

      [The remainder of the entry is illegible, even with the cipher, because the ink has blurred. There is a tear in the page where the pen nib has pierced it.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VICTOR BEAUCHÊNE TO PIERRE FAUCHEUX, OCTOBER 20, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Pierre Faucheux,

      I hope the lies you’ve told about your late wife haunt you every night, but I know you’re not honorable enough to feel shame about slandering her or evicting and disinheriting your own child. You sleep peacefully, warm and safe, too rich to feel fear, untouchable.

      Consider whether that will always be the case.

      You wronged me because you thought me powerless. Perhaps you imagine I’ll starve quietly to death and trouble you no longer. I won’t.

      By turning me out of your house, you have set me free. You have known my whole life. You fathered me, though I know both of us are unhappy to acknowledge it. Surely you remember that Horace stole my journals and read them until I invented a cipher—as a child. You know I stole his school books to give myself the education you denied me; he never caught me and all your efforts to stop me were in vain. Imagine what I might do with that sort of intellect and dedication, far from your surveillance and made desperate by your hand. Do you want to find out?

      Here is what I want: a written response stating why you spread this vile slander against my mother in order to disinherit me—even if your only reason is “I am a cruel and selfish man who only loves one of his children,” I want you to write those words—and ten thousand francs.

      Give me that, addressed to the name at the bottom of this letter at the Maison Laval, and you won’t hear from me again.

      Victor Beauchêne

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PIERRE FAUCHEUX TO VICTOR BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 21, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      Victor,

      Your threats are uncivilized and childish, and still I will give you half of what you ask. It will be the truth and not the money. Due to my recent infirmity, Horace has assumed control of the finances. Only he has the power to make withdrawals.

      It’s strange. He asked me not to speak of that, so I haven’t, but I suppose I never promised not to write about it. I have no desire to tell you, either, as it shames me—you see that I do feel shame—but reading your letter inspired a bizarre compulsion to respond.

      I know you wish to believe your mother was blameless. I do, too. I did love her, though I don’t expect you to believe that. She poisoned you and Sophie against me. Perhaps you were easy to sway, not really being a child of my blood. That part is unquestionably true. I know because Horace told me.

      It’s why I had to turn you out. Your presence in the house was a stain upon our family honor. It was not right that you should inherit half of a fortune that was never yours to begin with.

      Pierre

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 21, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      My father’s letter was too strange to comprehend. I can’t sort it out.

      
        
          	
        I only wrote my letter for my own satisfaction. Never in my life would I have expected a serious response. None of my other letters merited his notice. Why this one?
      

      	
        “Due to my recent infirmity” is nonsense. What infirmity? He’s a perfectly healthy man in his fifties. There is no reason for my brother to assume control of the finances—and I cannot imagine my father letting him.
      

      	
        He says he promised Horace not to “speak” of the situation, but he can write to me because of a “bizarre compulsion.” I certainly agree that it’s bizarre. It’s also not the way my very staid and practical father talks or thinks.
      

      	
        “That part is unquestionably true. I know because Horace told me.” WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?
      

      	
        He seriously considered giving me ten thousand francs? A strong argument for writing more letters asking for money.
      

      	
        He made no comment about my name.
      

      

      

      I would question whether he wrote it, but it’s his handwriting. Is his “infirmity” that he now suffers delusions? It has only been a few weeks since I last saw him and he never showed signs of any such condition. He doesn’t seem impaired in any other way. His writing is legible and coherent.

      What does all this mean?

      Perhaps I should perform the experiment of writing to Horace and asking for ten thousand francs. Though it’s obvious at this point that Horace bears me nothing but ill will.

      I can’t even be angry about this. It’s too strange.

      (Well. I can, actually, and I think I will.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 27, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t written to Horace. There has never been any affection between us, and if my father is telling the truth that it’s Horace who is the architect of my eviction—and possibly that Horace has some means of controlling my father—then (1) caution is required and (2) I am too angry to possess any.

      My father’s comment about his “compulsion” to reply to my letter haunted me, so I explored it. Though I am alone in my room and I always write in a cipher, recording this makes me glance over my shoulder like someone might be waiting to laugh at me: I seem to have developed some limited ability to compel people’s beliefs and behavior with my writing. It is possible that magic exists.

      I feel absurd even writing it. Do we not live in an enlightened, scientific age? This isn’t some backwards, once-upon-a-time village, where neighbors might have accused each other of witchcraft and been punished as criminals. We have street lights and factories. Stock markets. Steam locomotion. (Well, I’ve never seen that in real life, but I glimpsed some etchings over my father’s shoulder once while he was contemplating an investment in it.)

      Yet here I am tiptoeing cautiously around the notion that perhaps magic is… real?

      And that I engaged in it?

      Accidentally, no less.

      I can confirm nothing beyond my own experience. I have mostly tested the claim by counterfeiting money in the simplest and most ludicrous of ways.

      I felt so guilty about tricking my tailor, who has shown me nothing but kindness and didn’t deserve to be drawn into my scheme, that I immediately returned to the shop to pay my debts with real money, though I could ill afford it. It was impossible to explain why I was trying to pay my bill again, since he believed I had already paid him, so I had to write a second letter that said “You will accept this money that I owe you for my purchases on October 26, 1823 and you will not ask any questions.”

      I didn’t expect that to work, but it did. So now I have a new suit, no money, and a vague idea that I can do something terrifying.

      Regarding the source of the power in this exchange of letters:

      
        
          	
        It can’t be the paper because I’ve had success with several different sheets now.
      

      	
        It can’t be the ink because I used the ink that Julien gave me in one successful note and borrowed Aunt S’s inkwell for another.
      

      	
        It can’t be me because I’ve had failed attempts. (I wrote Aunt S a note that said “this is twenty francs.” She laughed at me, said “If only we could make money like this, my dear,” and handed it back.)
      

      	
        That leaves the pen. But I used the same pen to write all those letters to my father, and he never responded until I wrote him the furious one. So if it is the pen, perhaps I did something to it?
      

      

      

      Further study is required. But for the record I am writing this entry, and all future entries, with an ordinary pen. Just in case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 27, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      ADDENDUM: I am also writing all my correspondence with Julien—which I hope will be copious—with an ordinary pen. I am distressed by the notion of influencing him. If he feels any affection toward me, I want it to be his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            V BEAUCHÊNE TO JULIEN MORÈRE, OCTOBER 28, 1823

          

          SLIPPED UNDER THE DOOR

        

      

    

    
      Julien,

      Are you free this evening or are you feverishly working on a masterpiece? If it’s the former, come down to my room and talk to me. I’ve read every book I own six times and I’m bored.

      —V

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            J MORÈRE TO V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 28, 1823

          

          SLIPPED UNDER THE DOOR

        

      

    

    
      V—

      I would come down, but I’m afraid of your aunt. Perhaps you could come upstairs?

      —J

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRIVATE DIARY OF V BEAUCHÊNE, OCTOBER 29, 1823

          

        

      

    

    
      Last night Julien invited me to his room. He claimed he was too afraid of Aunt S to come to our rooms, but I told him I had never heard anything so ridiculous in my life. He’s twice her size and half her age. She does have an imposing presence, though.

      Anyway, I went upstairs. I wanted to tell him about myself, but I was afraid. Aunt S behaved so perfectly, and I want to believe Julien would, too. But it would break my heart if he didn’t.

      I don’t know how to tell him how I’ve been spending my time, either. It’s difficult to say “by the way, I think I might accidentally have imbued a pen with some supernatural power.”

      It’s funny, because I feel more at ease with Julien than I ever have with anyone else. I could almost imagine saying that to him. He would consider it carefully, just as he does everything else I say.

      I can’t tell if it’s because I’ve spoken to so few men in my life (really just my father and Horace, what specimens), or if it’s because everyone used to treat me as a frivolous heiress (I am frivolous, and I long to be an heir again), or if it’s some quality that is particular to the two of us. I think Julien is interested in me, and I don’t only mean the staring. He asks me questions and then listens when I answer. It’s marvelous.

      I asked to see more of his art and he showed me a few new sketches, all breathtaking. Julien liked it when I said so, I’m sure, even though tonight he was more difficult to fluster. Perhaps he is already inured to my compliments.

      He did let me stay for a long time, though. The candle was burning very low when I left, and I had to be careful not to let the floorboards creak beneath my feet. (Though it’s not as if there’s anything untoward in one young man visiting another young man for reasons of friendship and art appreciation. At least, that’s what I planned to say to anyone who asked me why I was awake, which no one did.)

      I do appreciate Julien’s art. His style is very decisive, and he never makes two marks where one will suffice. I told him I would like to watch him work, and he was quiet for a moment and then said, “Yes. Tomorrow afternoon in the gardens.”

      I don’t think I will be able to sleep at all tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JULIE MORÈRE TO ADRIENNE MORÈRE, OCTOBER 30, 1823

          

          POSTMARKED PARIS

        

      

    

    
      To my dearest, most marvelous, wretchedly foolish sister Adrienne,

      Of course Léon likes you. How could anyone not like you? You are—in addition to being modest to the point of absurdity—kind and generous and thoughtful, and let us not forget, my hero. As if that were not enough, you are also beautiful, which I know you know, but which I will tell you again so you will not write me any more nonsense. Should Léon disagree with me on any of these points, or hurt you in any way at all, I will come home and hit him. I’ve never hit anyone before, but I have two perfectly functional fists.

      I know you have fists of your own, but I owe you a rescue. I suppose Georges is already at home with you, and he does spend all day hauling stones for his sculptures, so he has the arms for throwing a punch. But Georges doesn’t have the temperament. I do.

      Now that I have forbidden you from writing more nonsense, I can fill this letter with my own. You are the only one I can write nonsense to. No, that makes it sound silly, when really it’s serious: you’re the only person with whom I can be my whole self. I would be very lonely without these letters, Adrienne.

      Anyway, this afternoon I invited my fellow boarder, Victor, to watch me work. He asked to watch, I mean, and I accepted and suggested he might accompany me today. I’m not so egotistical as to assume people want to waste an afternoon staring at my hands. (I do like them, though. My hands. I had better, since it was a nightmare to draw and paint so many studies of my own hands while they were changing. On second thought, I retract my offer to punch Léon and substitute instead an offer to kick him, should he behave poorly. My hands are too precious to risk.)

      Here is a quick sketch of Victor. His face is quite striking. Sharp and delicate. A nice contrast with the soft curl in his hair. He has a kind of unblemished symmetry that you rarely see outside of paintings. I think that’s why I keep drawing him.

      That, and he’s so clever with a smile. It makes me feel like I’m part of a secret. I feel more alive in his presence. I know that doesn’t make any sense. Either you’re alive or not. But I feel quicker, more alert, and more interested and interesting when I’m with him. I swear today’s light was crisper and brighter than it would have been otherwise.

      He told me how he came to be in the Maison Laval. I was correct that he used to be rich—his father is a banker. But Victor has been disinherited in favor of his brother. Their father claims to doubt their late mother’s fidelity. Victor, he says, is not his child. The only true heir is Victor’s brother Horace. All of this is false, according to Victor, but it hasn’t stopped his father from expelling Victor from the family home and fortune.

      Victor’s aunt—his mother’s sister—came to live with him at the Maison Laval. She’s the only real family he has left. Isn’t that tragic? I told Victor the story broke my heart, but he seemed to take the whole thing in stride.

      “I’m not happy about being disinherited, but there is a certain freedom in it,” he said. “I will determine my own future.”

      This is a freedom that you and I have always had, to make our own choices, and we don’t have to sacrifice the love of our family to do it. We may not be the children of bankers, but we’re rich.
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