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The 16-year-old girl gazed from the second
story window with unwavering admiration at the gorgeous man on the
sidewalk below. At least, she thought he was gorgeous. She’d been
secretly lusting after him for years. He was tall and slim, with
dramatically coifed wavy dark hair neatly parted on the left side.
His sharp nose and gray eyes gave him a sophisticated look that
made the girl tingle. She’d daydream about him whenever she wasn’t
otherwise occupied. At night, he was what she thought of when she’d
touch her privates in the darkness of her bedroom, squirming under
the covers just before drifting off to sleep.

His name was Fulbert Lémieux. He was a
reporter for one of the Paris newspapers and a friend of the girl’s
family for as long as she could remember. In age, he had at least a
decade on her. By the time she had any real cognizant understanding
of her surroundings, he was a teenager and, to her, seemed so
mature. She wanted him even then. Although what she wanted
didn’t become clear to her until she reached puberty.

“Dominique,” called out a mature female
voice from the next room. When there was no response, she repeated
it.

Gazing at the man below her, the girl
remained oblivious to the calls.

“Didi!”

The tone awakened the girl from her
reverie.

“Yes, Mamma.”

“Are you doing your homework?”

“Yes,” the girl fibbed. She was neither
reviewing the homework nor interested in it.

Homework, as Mamma meant it, had
nothing to do with the school the girl attended during the
weekdays. This was a Sunday, and Sunday afternoons were when the
girl received her training in the family business—that business
being the art of coquetry. For the women of the Dupuis family, it
was a tradition that went back generations. Mamma had been a
courtesan, as had her mother before her and her mother’s mother
before that. Now it was the teenage girl’s turn to refine the
feminine talents that would sustain her comfortably as a “kept
woman.”

“There’s no value in being a wife,” Mamma
would say. “It’s all the drudgery of keeping house and none of the
pleasures of being perpetually wooed. A man simply expects
certain things from his wife. Whereas, a mistress’s services must
be won over again and again.”

The girl couldn’t dispute the logic, but it
still seemed to her that an awful lot of foolish fuss went into
trying to be some wealthy man’s ideal of femininity. The homework
assignment, for example, was a list of coquettish responses Mamma
composed for her protégé to study and memorize. There would be a
test right before dinner.

How to respond when a man asks if you mind
if he smokes his cigar…

“A manly cigar is the perfect complement
to a manly gentleman.”

Oh, please! Perhaps corny sentiments like
that worked in Mamma’s day. But now the calendar was ticking off
the last few years before the 19th century drifted into
the 20th. Paris was a thoroughly modern city, and
Parisians an industrious bunch with too much to do and too little
time to do it. It was a new age, and surely the days of the
courtesan were coming to a close. Weren’t they?

The girl knitted her brow as she stared out
the window. It was a lovely May afternoon, sunny and warm with the
gentlest of breezes fluttering the leaves of the trees lining the
street. She wished she could be outside with Fulbert instead of
inside with her mother’s list. How much longer, she wondered, would
it be before Fulbert came inside and relieved her of her
tedium?

He was talking to some older man standing
with him on the street right below her window. She knew he wasn’t
there for conversation with that other gentleman. He could chat
with another gent anytime. Late Sunday afternoons were when he came
to visit Mamma’s home. He knew the girl would be there, too. And he
readily admitted that the two of them were his escape from the
dreariness of daily black-and-white journalism.

As he’d sip chamomile tea, he’d regale the
females, in melodramatic fashion, with scandalous tidbits his
newspaper wouldn’t dare to publish. He would, however, leave out
the names of the people involved so as not to risk being overheard
by others and word getting out that could cause a horror of
embarrassment or legal complications. Still, even with unrevealed
identities, the narratives were so entertaining. The girl relished
those salacious tales and laughed with abandon at the humorous
parts. The expression that would appear on Fulbert’s face indicated
his delight in sharing the stories with such an appreciative
audience.
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