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Chapter 1



[image: ]




LADY HAMILTON STORMED through the lobby's entryway, leaving hardly a chance for the hotel groom to open the door for her. She walked as briskly as her tight white leather ankle boots would permit toward the front desk of the hotel. With a stiff gloved  forefinger, she impatiently struck the brass bell. Monsieur Théo sitting at his desk in the back room, was expertly sorting out the daily bills, when the tinkling of the bell reached his ever ready ears. He placed a tally he was holding on the proper pile, then went past the open door in the direction of the reception.

— Good afternoon Lady Hamilton, may I be of service?

— Indeed, I need to know if Mademoiselle Cécile will be leaving your hotel soon? the Lady with eyes profoundly embedded in their orbits, shot at him with anger.

Monsieur Théo observed that not only the tone of her already authoritative voice had gone up, but her usually pale gray skin tone had distinct red blotches covering the forehead as well as the cheeks, denouncing a real frustrated rage. She and her husband came from London, England each spring to his Grand Hotel de Cabourg, situated in one of the loveliest villages on the coast of Normandy, to partake in the new fancy of taking the baths for their health. Having learned over the years to disregard the snobbish ways and the superiority complex of the English gentry directed at the ''miserable French,'' he gently responded with his most charming smile:

— So sorry Lady Hamilton, but I am afraid, Mlle Cécile is to stay another four days. She does find the maritime air stimulating.

Tapping impatiently her fingers on the polished wood counter, after a short pause, she shouted firmly:

— My good man, can you not tell her you have mistakenly given her a room which has been retained by other guests, and that she can not stay for these many days?

—Ah but your Ladyship I could not. It would be against the rules of good conduct, and I do not wish to loose the integrity, nor the excellent reputation of our hotel. Surely as a Lady, you understand my situation. May I suggest that you and your family take a four day trip spent enjoying the coast, exploring the splendid little villages, until Mlle Cécile departs.

He could see the wheels turning in her head as she reluctantly left, unhappy with his answers, for the staircase leading to her room. Ouf (phew) he thought, another tragedy hopefully thwarted. Diplomatic qualities were a must in conducting his functions. The English high society secured his most faithful guests, ever since he had opened the hotel ten years ago. Regrettably, you had to accommodate for their stubbornness, conceit, and rudeness. Such sudden interest of Lady Hamilton apropos the little Mlle Cécile was more then obvious to him. Shortly after the Hamilton's had unpacked in Cabourg, the damsel Cécile had met the son Edward, at the casino on a very sweet evening. He played Baccarat, she was hunting. Even though she was a beginner at the game, talent she owned.

––––––––

[image: ]


Her fresh youthful face, svelte wholesome figure made up for the coquette but inexpensive toilette she was wearing. The warm glow given by the lighted chandelier added sparkle to her chestnut eyes when demurely, she bent her bust over the table placing a chip on a play. Their eyes connected. Love was born, well at least in Edward's heart. After that evening, the pair was seen all over Cabourg and subsequently Mlle Cécile settled into her own suite at my hotel with the bill, naturally, sent to Edward. Alas, her Ladyship would not permit her son's infatuation with a hussy to flourish, and as soon as she had been aware of the inappropriate relationship, had decided its end by all means. Part of her arsenal included decrying the girl, shaming Edward's long lineage, but chiefly tightening the purse strings.
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One can not forget that young siblings of the upper class were largely dependent on their parents or guardians, having virtually no resources of their own. No help was coming from Lord Hamilton in her undertaking, with good reason. He, himself, had fallen often under the charms of the female gender, giving Edward the leniency of an accomplice in these matters. Meanwhile, Monsieur Théo following the outburst of the Lady, took it upon himself to have a small chitchat with the ravishing Cécile. Justin, the groom, was advised that he should come and fetch him in room 115 if a client was to come, and to assist the guest, sitting him in one of the luxurious chairs of the lobby. Cécile's room on the first floor was at the far end of the corridor, ideally placed for discrete encounters. Knocking briefly on the door, he waited.

––––––––
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Bright light, and a profusion of colors washed in perfume greeted him when it opened. Standing against the light from the window, Mlle appeared in a fluid lounging robe embellished with multicolored flowers, golden brown hair loosely tied with a crimson ribbon, and smelling like camellias in bloom.

— Bonjour, Mademoiselle I would like very much a moment of your time, if you please. I promise it shan't take long.

––––––––
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She seemed a little surprised, but graciously waved me in. I entered and saw the  room she occupied for the first time since her arrival. What untidiness. Numerous flower bouquets were on display throughout the room. The floor was littered with frilly garments, no doubt from a hasty disrobing last night. The remnants of a late breakfast served on a silver tray lay askew atop one of the dressers, with it's drawers revealing scarfs, gloves and potpourris. Evidently, the damsel had grandly profited from her latest suitor. I waited for an invitation to sit down, but since no such offer was coming, I gave my little speech.

— I trust your suite is comfortable, and that your stay has been beneficial. But if I may be so bold as to report a small issue regarding your sojourn which came to my attention and that I may resolve, if given your cooperation. It would also be in your interest in the end.

Her large browns eyes grew wider, while her mouth formed a perfect letter O, as she replied in candor:

— I'm sure I don't know what you mean. What problem could I have caused?

Slowly she traversed the room and sat on a settee, crossing her legs, folding her flowered gown tightly over her chest. She gave me a disdainful look straight on.

— Ah but surely you have noticed how disagreeable Lady Hamilton behaves when you draw near?

— What does this woman has to do with me?

— Everything my dear. I am the manager here and certainly you realize I know who pays for your room, no?

This very last point had finally registered in her little head. She blushed, lost her arrogance and waited humbly for me to continue. I resumed in a softer tone:

— Good, now we understand each other. My dear, I do not wish to impede on your happiness, but you have to see farther then what you could ever achieve in Cabourg. For one thing, Lord Edward is young and belongs to his mother, Mrs. Hamilton. The many presents you have obtained thus far, have been purchased with the allowance she gives her son. However this will not last, because now, Lady Hamilton has knowledge of your existence. Bluntly, she will cut him off until you are away from him and no, ma chère enfant, he will not be able to fight her on this. What's more I am quite sure neither Lord Edward or you have the means to construct a life together. I am also positive that Edward will not want a lifetime of poverty.

I saw disappointment, and tears nearing on her youthful face.

— There is no need for despair. May I give you some friendly advice?

Without a word, she nodded.

— Look at this in a positive way. You did very well in Cabourg. You have gained experience in the art of seduction. You have gathered proof that you possess enough beauty to attract the gentlemen. But Cabourg is limited, scant, full of bourgeois with small minds. As for the English, well ... they are intermittent, part time lovers, with their real world back on the Island. None will make a serious offer to take you there. The old ones because they're married or to uptight with centuries of traditions steeped with respectability. And the young ones like Edward, simply do not have the independent finances to carry it out. In other words, Cabourg holds no great future, nor advancement for an ambitious woman. No, no... what I counsel is for you to move where the big fish are. Where you can evolve, grow, and catch the right protector. That big pond is Paris, in Montmartre to be exact. Thanks to our modest town and Lord Edward, you have amassed a plump nest egg. Is it not so? Do not waste it, install yourself for the next phase of your career with the proceeds. Have you not gained already some nice gowns, and accessories?

I scanned with a smile at the scattered evening dresses tossed over the chairs and sofas. Ah, but she had revived upon my speech and a faint smile came over her full lips, yet her eyes showed disarray. I perceived what questions were budding in her mind and I meant to put her at ease.

— I understand how a city like Paris can sound frightening, specially if one does not know anyone. Do not worry because I can help. You see I have remained friends with a good many quality people, since my days spent in the Capital. I can give you a letter of recommendation to present to mon bon ami Monsieur Auguste who is the owner of a fashionable cabaret most renowned in Montmartre, ''La Joyeuse Perfide''. The acts performed there are the finest, while it's attendance is upper crust, very sophisticated. I think this would be the perfect setting for your debut, and with the guidance of Mr.  Auguste, I feel certain you will find men in position to take good care of you.

––––––––
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Confident the Cécile crisis was resolved, that evening found me in my private apartment, intent on writing recommendations about the young woman to my good friend Monsieur Auguste, Succinctly I put forward my interest for the damsel to be cast off from Cabourg. I was careful however in presenting her in a good light, stressing firmly that given a proper education, the little miss would develop into an asset for his club. I added that she was courageous, charming, prettier then most with already refined manners, and yet, still had kept a genuine ingenuousness about herself, which men would fall for.

––––––––
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The second missive was addressed to Madame Clément, an old acquaintance, who offered lodging. Her ideally located large home near the trendy cabarets, satisfied the comforts of the modern era yet conveyed elegance, as well as dignity. Madame Clément chaperoned her guests, most of them were courtesans or aspiring ones. They commonly held the high standing qualities required, if you wanted to be in the class of the grand demimondaines, like the ''Belle Otéro” who had begun in Madame Clément's chambers. Inferior breed were just unacceptable in her exclusive mansion. There Cécile would be in capable hands, secure, and benefit from Madame's wise advice.

––––––––
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The finished letters were sealed with wax, insuring that the young maiden wouldn't be tempted to open them. I then addressed them. Tomorrow they would become Mlle Cecil's passport, opening the doors to her new life in Paris. A light breeze coming through the French windows, induced me for a last cigar on the balcony before retiring for the night. Facing the shimmering waters, I inhaled with pleasure the strong perfumed aroma of the stout tobacco. Only in my private quarters could I truly enjoy smoking. Although plenty of the masculine clients satisfied the same habit throughout the hotel, I was well aware how many of the opposite sex actually despised it's odor.

––––––––
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Flashbacks flooded my mind, caused by the drafting of these two letters reaching into the past. I was young then, full of expectations and ambitions. I thought the world was waiting for my every whim. The small village of Asnelles saw my birth, in a typical maison de maitre, (a mansion) off  coastal Normandy. Because my father was the solicitor for the area, fortune and renown was his, and so I was born in a stately granite three story mansion. Even though the park around it was manicured, I escaped in the wooded tract where a large pond attracted the native wildlife. There I dreamed of painting one day what I saw in nature, the life and death of every organism. I wasn't into romantic landscapes but into reality, with it's details, it's mechanism, it's secrets. My sketches were accurate, close-ups often in brilliant colors. They horrified my parents, and I, after these reactions, ended sharing them. I kept to my self, having no friends.

––––––––
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At age sixteen somehow things started to change, in part because a young maid began to work for my mother in our household. Marinette was her name. She was eighteen, with an intriguing petite face. What was it about her that bewitched me? Still today I can't answer that puzzling question. Whenever our paths crossed throughout the big house, our eyes met, hers were full of curiosity and mischief, mine contained a burgeoning lust. It went on all summer long. Autumn came and on one fine evening, I mustered up sufficient courage to climb the servants narrow stairway leading to Marinette's room. I had the confidence of people who know nothing. The wistful smile on her face as she let me in, told me she had been waiting for such an evening. Suffice it to say, I was not the first one discovering her charms, but I managed to satisfy us both. In truth it proved easy, as she was plump in all the right places with a soft creamy skin.

––––––––
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Her amorous experience was limited to the farmers helpers, young healthy men working around the farm her father managed on behalf of mine. Birth, sex and death were a daily event inside farm life she said without shyness. Maybe her open-mind is what attracted me in the first place. Her lack of pretense, the fact that she had no shame walking around naked, and opening readily her sweet body to my embrace. She exhibited a natural response to my demands, like a lustful little beast. What a pleasant fall I wallowed in with my new discovery of sex and Marinette.

––––––––
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We made love in the most unusual places, in the mansion, the bushes by the pond, and in the meadows, like two happy horny dogs. We discussed our relationship openly as would business partners, both agreeing there would be no undying love, marriage, and children involved. We did care for, and respect each other. There was no master or servants. The two of us had a different view of the world, well ahead for the times. Unlike my parents, she thought my drawings were unique in their description of the earthly world, combining beauty, life and it's entire cycles. She laughed heartily at one, depicting a large and slender splendidly green praying mantis gorging delicately on the head of her mate, whose body was still attached to his executioner.
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Chapter 2
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UNDER PATERNAL PRESSURE, I went to Bayeux to further my education in the spring, leaving behind happy parents glad to be rid of me for a while, as well as a melancholic Marinette. I did not miss my parents. I had grown-up on my own with only some help and affection given by Jeanne. She was our coarse hefty Normand cook who besides having a large bosom that caught my tears, gave me rustic but true generous tenderness. Mother taught me good manners, and my father taught me the inner workings of man's slyness. When it comes to Marinette ... that special girl, she opened my lonely existence to sensuality and what treasures could be harvested from the fair sex. I would miss her terribly, I told her.

––––––––
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The twelve strokes of midnight chiming from the fireplace mantel's clock, tore me away from reverie. Tomorrow would be a busy day with many new guests checking in, and so I'd best get some rest. The month of May did not solely bring flowers. It also meant for my hotel, a shower of clients descending on the baths. I was glad for it this morning, as I called upon Justin the groom to stay at his post, ready to greet the fresh arrivals. I was expecting three first time patrons. The best of them, a family of four with a nurse, coming from Paris. They had reserved five rooms. A widow, somewhat disabled requiring the attention of a nurse, and her three children, mature adults she added. The second party would be the most interesting, because it was a notorious banker with a reputation for gambling, bringing along his newest acquisition, a stunning young woman. A rising star in the circle of the demimondaines, going by the charming name of Adèle de Sens. Lastly, the third would be a single man from Nice, claiming to be a writer in need of relaxation.

––––––––
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The staff had just finished clearing the breakfast tables, when a family entered the lobby engaged in an animated conversation. The elder woman dominated, she was supported by a nurse in full uniform, who seemed embarrassed by such vocal eruption in a public place. I guessed it was the widow I was expecting, this tall aristocratic Lady advancing first in line, her right hand clutched on an ebony cane while her left elbow dug into the caretaker's chest. I figured the matriarch was in her early 60's. Everything about her spoke of rigidity and authority. It started from her plaited gray hair, to her lavender and black dress plastered with a multitude of tiny onyx buttons. Thin lips slashed across her face below a razor sharp long nose. The eyes were close together, gray and devoid of any human warmth. Her attitude implied straight away that she, and only she, was in charge, and that she was the commander making each and every decision without question.

––––––––
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Needless to say, next to her, the three mature children and the nurse appeared as infants with an unspoken fear written about their crisped faces. I would guess the two girls to be in their 30's. Both looked unmarried, plainly dressed in elegant, yet stodgy travel gear, wearing the fair complexion of damsels who never saw the sun, and blond fuzzy hair neatly done by their housemaid. They were full figured in bodies but the shorter one had, unexpectedly, large wondrous deep blue eyes reflecting at this moment, as I said, fear. The son, the oldest, was tall with a slight stoop of the back, probably acquired by years of submissiveness toward his mother. His hair perfectly parted in the middle was a darker shade of blond. He was not unattractive, save for his mother's nose. He also displayed a splendid trimmed mustache. I noted that his manners were unctuous, and his clothes were more researched then that of his sisters. I deduced that he would surely become the girls next tyrant, when the mother departed, as I detected slyness and cunning under the veil of fear.

––––––––

[image: ]


I hardly had a word in, as Madame de Montrachet informed me that I was to supply their rooms with adequate fluffy towels and milled fresh soaps each morning. Also the sheets had to be changed everyday and under no circumstances were the maids to enter her room before noon. It took Justin three trips to carry the family's luggage in. Luckily for him, I had assigned them the suites downstairs knowing that the widow walked with difficulty, as she had stressed many times in her letter reserving the rooms for seven days. For all his hard work, Justin received the injurious tip of a few sous (pennies), which made him grumble his true feelings: ''The richer they are, the less they part with their coins. They have no class. They're just ploucs (hicks) in Sunday clothes''. As was often the case in these outbursts, I did not say a word to him. After all, he was right.

––––––––
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The nurse stopped by the desk shortly after the installation of her mistress. In her mid- forties, with dark hair streaked with silver tucked in a tight bun under a nurse's cap, she had a benevolent face and a spirit I could tell, easily controlled, yet she exuded competence down to her starched impeccable uniform. I was sure Madame de Montrachet wouldn't have it any other way. She politely demanded extra pillows, along with one more cotton blanket. She explained that her patient had a tendency of getting cold fast. She also inquired about having boiled fresh water delivered daily, so that she could sterilize her medical equipment. I of course responded, that we at the hotel would be glad to offer our help in any way that would make our guests happy and healthy, emphasizing to her and her work, to keep her patient in the best of care. I had recognized long ago the importance of being well liked by the gentry's servants. After all who but them, the obscure, the invisible underlings gravitating around their Lords and Ladies, knew best about their affairs including plenty of sordid details.

––––––––
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At the time the widow and her brood were sunning on the terrace ignoring the other guests, my second party, the banker, pulled-up in the front alley. The crunching of fine gravel, produced by a ''De Dion Bouton'' warned me of his approach. My astute Justin sniffing a worthwhile client, showing a wide jolly grin, eagerly opened the door for the couple. Mademoiselle de Sens, casually walked in first. With measured steps she gracefully glided toward the reception, then half turned around, waiting for Monsieur BlancPain. She was smashing. Where shall I begin to portray this dazzling woman. I am myself, partial to the face. Hers was rather exceptional, and I then understood the infatuation she had provoked in the leading males of the Capital.

––––––––
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She had a profusion of burnished red curls of a quite unusual vivid shade, framing a pure cream rounded forehead. I thought her eyes were her best feature. Sheltered under silky auburn brows they were elongated, almost Chinese but for their large size. The entire irises of honey color were studded with droplets of gold. It gave them the effect of liquid gold. The nose was of admirable proportion and her pulpous red, engorged lips were a divine invitation to scandal. I must confess, it had been a while since I had met a woman of that caliber. I could only imagine what her body would be like under the long traveling coat. It was svelte and long, I gathered, from her height and the cinched waist. The silvery lime green of the raw heavy silk garment accentuated her translucent ivory complexion and lit her eyes on fire. How many little hands of Parisian seamstresses did it take to accomplish the embroidered white suede bands at the hem and sleeves of her overcoat? They were a work of art made of shiny silk treads of purples, pinks and yellows in a paisley pattern.
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