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				Dedicated to

My Secret Admirer

He tells me the view is endless … 

Je t’adore, mon chéri.

Je t’aimerai pour toujours!

Coco Rousseau

	
ABOUT THE AUTHOR

				Coco Rousseau lives in Paris, France. When not partaking of nightlife and fashionable parties, she spends her days strolling through museums, drinking cappuccino in outdoor cafes, and writing romance novels in her penthouse apartment on Avenue des Champs-Élysées. A young widow, her husband left her his entire fortune and beloved Porcelaine dog named Grizou Belle. She and Grizou Belle have been spotted dining together at Bistrot Paul Bert or Le Meurice.

				Coco’s inspiration for the adaption of A Room with a View comes from her love of storytelling. To Coco, every story is a love story, some more passionate than others. E.M Forster’s A Room with a View is a beautiful love story that lacks only passionate love scenes to bring it to life. Now with Coco’s adaptation, it’s complete.

				Au Revoir … until we meet again.

				Coco

	
PART ONE

	
Chapter I: The Bertolini

				“The Signora had no business to do it,” said Miss Bartlett, “no business at all. She promised us south rooms with a view close together, instead of which here are north rooms, looking into a courtyard, and a long way apart. Oh, Lucy!”

				“And a Cockney, besides!” said Lucy to her cousin, Miss Bartlett, who had been further saddened by the Signora’s unexpected accent. “It might be London,” Lucy continued. Then she looked at the two rows of English people who were sitting at the table; at the row of white bottles of water and red bottles of wine that ran between the English people; at the portraits of the late Queen and the late Poet Laureate that hung behind the English people, heavily framed; at the notice of the English church (Rev. Cuthbert Eager, M. A. Oxon.), that was the only other decoration of the wall; and she might have remained saddened had her eyes not swept past an older gentleman and come to rest upon the dashingly handsome face of a young man. She studied the lines of his face, absorbing all of his features at once. There was a softness to his fair complexion and cerulean eyes, yet the man in him was strong and exuded all that was masculine, all that she so longed to know.

				Lucy’s bosom swelled, her heart began to flutter, and her breath hastened. She was utterly mesmerized, unable to break her gaze, though she lingered a measure too long because the young man suddenly met her stare
				

Bursting from within, Lucy’s heart pulsed against its cage: a cage that she had never once been allowed to escape.

				The couple stared longingly into each other’s eyes as though they shared a secret: one of intimacy, one that might have revealed they had been lovers from the birth of time. Despite her attempt to stay calm, she felt her cheeks flush with heat and her pulse quicken. When a fork clinked loudly against the older man’s plate, Lucy quickly cast her eyes down and toward her own plate. Searching for her breath, she could hardly believe her boldness, a brazenness that had sprung from hidden depths inside her that she had not even known existed. How could she have permitted herself to be partner to this surreptitious exchange with a stranger?

				Was she to blame for these strange new feelings that were beginning to stir deep within her — feelings that glided like lightning from the tips of her bosoms through her loins and down to the very ends of her toes.

				How could she feel such yearning desire to be in the arms of a man she had never once laid eyes upon before this day in her life? She felt as though she was possessed by some inexplicable and captivating allure. She questioned whether she would be able to eat another bite much less converse with the others while they took their evening meal.

				She could not stop herself. Her imagination sprang forth and began to roam through the wilds of her mind. The handsome young man lying next to her; her body cradled in his. Their breath as one. Their hands freely exploring. Her legs slowly unfolding to allow his caressing hand to know her intimate flesh.

				“Ah.” The very thought of his touch befell Lucy with such an intense sensation that a surge of lust shot through her loins. Try as she might, she could not calm her nerves. She felt the urge to run.

				All aflutter, she placed a hand on her Cousin Charlotte’s lap. “I must fetch my handkerchief from the room, I will return shortly,” Lucy whispered.

				“My dear Lucia, can it not wait?” Miss Bartlett said in an attempt to suppress her young cousin.

				“No, I am quite sorry. Pardon me. I won’t be long.”

				Lucy quickly slipped away from her chaperon and hurried from the dining room hall. As she rounded the corner, she hurried to stairs, which led to the sleeping quarters upstairs. The clock in the hallway struck; the surprise of it almost shattered her nerves. Her head spinning, Lucy hastened to an unexpected stop and braced herself against the wall. Closing her eyes, she took a moment to catch her breath as she listened to the clock wend its way through its chords.

				“Is it possible to be love-struck?” she thought. “Hit by a bolt of lightning clapping the earth?”

				Lucy felt an overwhelming urge to be taken, to be ravaged, to be made love to in the most intimate and devouring of manners. Although what did she know of these matters? She knew nothing of such delicacies; these affairs were not to be spoken of till the bedroom door closed on one’s wedding night; though, the primal urge could not be denied.

				“What’s come over me?” she thought. “Perhaps it’s just fatigue.” Lucy brought her hands to her raised bosom. “That must be it, only tiredness from travel.” She drew in a long savoring breath. “To be sure, that must be it, nothing more.”

				The clock reached its final stanza and the only sound that remained was the faint echoes of the bells. Breathing more steadily, Lucy opened her eyes and leaned over to straighten her skirts. She would forego the handkerchief and return to the dining room instead.

				Only as she turned to go, the very gentleman who had stolen her breath completely away was standing right there, in front of her, unnaturally close, in this lone hallway. It was just the two of them. Man and woman. He was so close.

				Could it be a dream? Did her eyes deceive her?

				It could not be. No, it could not. She felt the heat radiating from his body and pouring into her soul.

				The air in the hallway instantly drained.

				Frightened and filled with insatiable desire, Lucy gasped, trying desperately to draw in a breath, trying to scream, although the presence of this man had shaken her to down to her innermost core, stealing not only her breath but also her words.

				Surely, his intentions were not … 

				Without uttering a word, without asking for permission, he grasped her arms and held her firm. He stared deeply into her eyes. Still, he spoke not a word, although his labored breath was hot against hers.

				Braced against the wall, she could not escape. There was nowhere to go. Her heart beat uncontrollably. Inside she ached, her legs weakened. And then he took his liberty. He leaned closer and before she could form a word, her face was in his hands. His strong, warm hands, holding her ever so gently. He paused for a moment to study her face, and then softly touched his lips against hers.

				Lucy was unable to resist. Never before kissed, she relinquished every bit of control to this man. With his tongue, he parted her lips to slip inside and find her tongue. Soft and delicate, he began sliding his tongue against hers in a rhythm that played like a sonata.

				As if tasting honey for the first time in his life, he kissed her ever so gently till the beast in him emerged unfettered. All at once, he closed the distance between them till he pressed himself against her skirts. There was no mistaking his intention. He kissed her harder. More wildly. Passionately. She could not have stopped him had she wanted to — and she did not want him to stop.

				His hands released from her face and slid over the fabric of her dress toward her bosom, where he grasped the fullness of each breast in his hands. He found the aroused tips of her bosom pressing against the cloth and began to circle them with his fingertips.

				Through their kisses, Lucy surrendered a light sigh. His touch was so pleasureful, she began to purr until the purr became a moan. A moan filled with such indulgence that it begged for him to lift her skirts. If only his hands would find her intimate flesh. Oh, the pleasure she had longed for — the desire to be caressed, the need to be released. Oh my love, don’t stop.

				He lifted his lips from hers and began kissing the line of her jaw, moving ever so slowly toward her neck. Unable to speak, she could only gasp with that unspeakable desire. Not asking, he slipped his fingers through her blouse, but just as he was about to clasp the buds of her bosoms, footsteps pattered across the wooden floors downstairs and toward the staircase.

				Charlotte!

				The young man straightened, and then whispered into Lucy’s ear, “Please do not think ill of me, Your beauty drew me to you, my darling.”

				The stranger drew back, parted himself from her, and rushed toward the stairs.

				Bewildered, Lucy raced to her room, and before she closed her door, she heard the voice of Charlotte speaking to the Signora.

				Safe inside the sleeping quarters, Lucy hurried to settle herself. She raced to her looking glass mirror and saw that her face was flushed a crimson red. Reaching quickly for her powder brush, she began painting her face.

				There was a rap on the door.

				Lucy was straightening her hair just as the door burst open..

				“Are you quite all right, my dear, Lucia?” Miss Bartlett inquired of her young cousin.

				“Of course. Shall we go back down?” 

                Without waiting for a reply, Lucy hurried past Miss Bartlett, and before long, the two were once again situated at the dining room table with all of its members assembled exactly as they had left them, including the handsome young man who had so intimately descended upon Lucy in that upper hallway only moments ago. Had the two of them been left there alone for a moment longer, pray tell what would have become of her chaste virtue?

				Lucy was a shambles, confused, and filled with unspeakable thoughts. How would he dare? Should she feel shame? She glimpsed at the young man, but what she saw astonished her; he appeared exactly as she had left him when he was seated at the table — untouched.

				“Lucia,” said Miss Bartlett. “Do eat.”

				Sweeping her eyes past the young man, Lucy forced herself to speak pleasantly to her cousin. “Charlotte,” she said, “don’t you feel, too, that we might be in London?? I can hardly believe that all kinds of other things are just outside. I suppose it is one’s being so tired.”

				“This meat has surely been used for soup,” said Miss Bartlett, laying down her fork.

				“I want so to see the Arno. The rooms the Signora promised us in her letter would have looked over the Arno. The Signora had no business to do it at all. Oh, it is a shame!”

				“Any nook does for me,” Miss Bartlett continued; “but it does seem hard that you shouldn’t have a view.”

				Lucy felt that she had been selfish. “Charlotte, you mustn’t spoil me: of course, you must look over the Arno, too. I meant that. The first vacant room in the front — ”

				“You must have it,” said Miss Bartlett, part of whose travelling expenses were paid by Lucy’s mother — a piece of generosity to which she made many a tactful allusion.

				“No, no. You must have it.”

				“I insist on it. Your mother would never forgive me, Lucy.”

				“She would never forgive me.”

				The ladies’ voices grew animated, and — if the sad truth be owned — a little peevish. They were tired, and under the guise of unselfishness they wrangled. Some of their neighbours interchanged glances, and one of them — one of the ill-bred people whom one does meet abroad — leant forward over the table and actually intruded into their argument. He said:

				“I have a view, I have a view.”

				Miss Bartlett was startled. Generally at a pension people looked them over for a day or two before speaking, and often did not find out that they would “do” till they had gone. She knew that the intruder was ill-bred, even before she glanced at him. He was an old man, of heavy build, with a fair, shaven face and large eyes. There was something childish in those eyes, though it was not the childishness of senility. What exactly it was Miss Bartlett did not stop to consider, for her glance passed on to his clothes. These did not attract her. He was probably trying to become acquainted with them before they got into the swim. So she assumed a dazed expression when he spoke to her, and then said: “A view? Oh, a view! How delightful a view is!”

				“This is my son,” said the old man; “his name’s George. He has a view too.”

				“Ah,” said Miss Bartlett, repressing Lucy, who was about to speak.

				“Ah, the name. He has a name,” Lucy thought. “One wouldn’t simply be a handsome young man who took liberties to kiss a complete stranger; he must of course have a name: George. Her Dear George.”

				For a better definition, Lucy considered George at length. He was not only a handsome young man who sat contentedly, appearing quite untouched as though it were perfectly natural to go about seducing another’s affections without speaking a word. He was genuinely the most desirable man she had ever set eyes upon in her life.

				The kiss — the very kiss — they shared just moments ago thrilled Lucy so that her toes still tingled. She knew she had to restrain her desire, but it was only heightened.

				“What I mean,” the older man continued, “is that you can have our rooms, and we’ll have yours. We’ll change.”

				The better class of tourist was shocked at this, and sympathized with the new-comers. Miss Bartlett, in reply, opened her mouth as little as possible, and said “Thank you very much indeed; that is out of the question.”

				Lucy wriggled her toes at the very thought of lying in the same bed in which George had slept.

				“Why?” said the old man, with both fists on the table.

				“Because it is quite out of the question, thank you,” replied Miss Bartlett.

				“You see, we don’t like to take — ” began Lucy. Her cousin again repressed her.

				“But why?” he persisted. “Women like looking at a view; men don’t.” And he thumped with his fists like a naughty child, and turned to his son, saying, “George, persuade them!”

				“It’s so obvious they should have the rooms,” said the son. “There’s nothing else to say … ”

				Though calm on the outside, George did not look at Lucy for fear that his desires would be laid upon the table for all to inspect. His hands moistened at the thought of touching her bare breasts, separated only by the thin cloth of her dress. He had been so close to claiming his prize, so close to making her his own. His fingers hungered at the thought of finding the tips of her bare breasts, the very act which had been denied.

				George’s heart began to pound within the confines of his chest. The young woman had bedazzled him like no other. Her beauty had allured him, compelled him to act upon impulse. He wanted her. The touch of her soft lips against his, to feel her, to know her quiet sighs, to see her blissful expression.

				He turned toward the window, stealing a lingering glance at Lucy’s voluptuous bosom. He would have her, but if he did not regain his inner composure this instant, their secret was sure to be discovered.

                “Yes,” George said, “we insist.”
 
                Still, he did not look at the ladies as he spoke, but his voice was perplexed and sorrowful. 
                

He forced himself to slow his breathing and continued to gaze out the window. The view was lush and flawless as Italy, herself, would have it; the canvas lacked only the merged flesh of a man and a woman. If only he could take Lucy now, the two might escape the mundane and meld into an eternal perfection …

				Lucy, too, was perplexed; but she saw that they were in for what is known as “quite a scene,” and she had an odd feeling that whenever these ill-bred tourists spoke the contest widened and deepened till it dealt, not with rooms and views, but with — well, with something quite different, whose existence she had not realized before. Now the old man attacked Miss Bartlett almost violently: Why should she not change? What possible objection had she? They would clear out in half an hour.

				Miss Bartlett, though skilled in the delicacies of conversation, was powerless in the presence of brutality. It was impossible to snub any one so gross. Her face reddened with displeasure. She looked around as much as to say, “Are you all like this?” And two little old ladies, who were sitting further up the table, with shawls hanging over the backs of the chairs, looked back, clearly indicating “We are not; we are genteel.”

				“Eat your dinner, dear,” she said to Lucy, and began to toy again with the meat that she had once censured.

				Lucy mumbled that those seemed very odd people opposite, excepting George, of course. She would most certainly have to give the thought of him more consideration.

				“Eat your dinner, dear. This pension is a failure. To-morrow we will make a change,” said Miss Bartlett.

				Lucy felt her heart twist. To be forced to leave George whom she had only just met was simply unthinkable. How could Charlotte take her away from him? She would not stand for it.

				Hardly had Miss Bartlett announced this fell decision when she reversed it. She felt her breath catch in her throat as soon as the curtains at the end of the room parted, and revealed a clergyman, stout but pleasingly attractive, who hurried forward to take his place at the table, cheerfully apologizing for his lateness. Lucy, who had not yet acquired decency, at once rose to her feet, exclaiming: “Oh, oh! Why, it’s Mr. Beebe! Oh, how perfectly lovely! Oh, Charlotte, we must stop now, however bad the rooms are. Oh!”

				Miss Bartlett whose head was now beginning to spin with thoughts she had never known said, forcing herself to profess with more restraint:

				“How do you do, Mr. Beebe? I expect that you have forgotten us: Miss Bartlett and Miss Honeychurch, who were at Tunbridge Wells when you helped the Vicar of St. Peter’s that very cold Easter.”

				The clergyman, who had the air of one on a holiday, did not remember the ladies quite as clearly as they remembered him. But he came forward pleasantly enough and accepted the chair into which he was beckoned by Lucy.

				“I AM so glad to see you,” said the girl, who was in a state of spiritual starvation, and would have been glad to see the waiter, if her cousin had permitted it had George not been present. “Just fancy how small the world is. Summer Street, too, makes it so specially funny.” Lucy knew Miss Bartlett would never take her away from the Bertolini, not now, not with the presentation of their new vicar so close at hand.

				“Miss Honeychurch lives in the parish of Summer Street,” said Miss Bartlett, filling up the gap for fear that she might give way to swooning like some silly young girl. “And,” Miss Bartlett continued, “she happened to tell me in the course of conversation that you have just accepted the living — ”

				“Yes, I heard from mother so last week. She didn’t know that I knew you at Tunbridge Wells; but I wrote back at once, and I said: ‘Mr. Beebe is — ’”

				“Quite right,” said the clergyman. “I move into the Rectory at Summer Street next June. I am lucky to be appointed to such a charming neighbourhood.”

				“Oh, how glad I am! The name of our house is Windy Corner.”

				Mr. Beebe bowed.

				“There is mother and me generally, and my brother, though it’s not often we get him to ch — The church is rather far off, I mean.”

				“Lucy, dearest, let Mr. Beebe eat his dinner.” At hearing Lucy prattle on with the vicar, Miss Bartlett had now regained her countenance as her young cousin’s chaperon.

				“I am eating it, thank you, and enjoying it.” Mr. Beebe stole a glance Miss Barlett’s way. A careful observer might have gleaned an added twinkle in his eye, though the vicar was sure to mask any gesture that might appear untoward in polite society.

				To be safe at present, he preferred to talk to Lucy, whose playing he remembered, rather than to Miss Bartlett, who probably remembered his sermons. He asked the girl whether she knew Florence well, and was informed at some length that she had never been there before. It is delightful to advise a newcomer, and he was first in the field. “Don’t neglect the country round,” his advice concluded. “The first fine afternoon drive up to Fiesole, and round by Settignano, or something of that sort.”

				“No!” cried a voice from the top of the table. “Mr. Beebe, you are wrong. The first fine afternoon your ladies must go to Prato.”

				“That lady looks so clever,” whispered Miss Bartlett to her cousin. “We are in luck.”

				And, indeed, a perfect torrent of information burst on them. People told them what to see, when to see it, how to stop the electric trams, how to get rid of the beggars, how much to give for a vellum blotter, how much the place would grow upon them. The Pension Bertolini had decided, almost enthusiastically, that they would do. Whichever way they looked, kind ladies smiled and shouted at them. And above all rose the voice of the clever lady, crying: “Prato! They must go to Prato. That place is too sweetly squalid for words. I love it; I revel in shaking off the trammels of respectability, as you know.”

				The young man named George glanced at the clever lady, and then returned moodily to his plate. Obviously he and his father did not do. Lucy, in the midst of her success, found time to wish they did. It gave her no extra pleasure that any one should be left in the cold: especially George, whom she so longed to be near. When she rose to go, she turned back and gave the two outsiders a nervous little bow.

				The father did not see it; the son acknowledged it, not by another bow, but by raising his eyebrows and smiling; he seemed to be smiling across something, and Lucy knew exactly why — their kiss.

				She hastened after her cousin, who had already disappeared through the curtains — curtains which smote one in the face, and seemed heavy with more than cloth. Beyond them stood the unreliable Signora, bowing good-evening to her guests, and supported by ‘Enery, her little boy, and Victorier, her daughter. It made a curious little scene, this attempt of the Cockney to convey the grace and geniality of the South. And even more curious was the drawing-room, which attempted to rival the solid comfort of a Bloomsbury boarding-house. Was this really Italy?

				Miss Bartlett was already seated on a tightly stuffed arm-chair, which had the colour and the contours of a tomato. She was talking to Mr. Beebe, and as she spoke, her long narrow head drove backwards and forwards, slowly, regularly, as though she were demolishing some invisible obstacle. “We are most grateful to you,” she was saying. “The first evening means so much. When you arrived we were in for a peculiarly mauvais quart d’heure.”

				He expressed his regret.

				“I must say it is so delightful to see a friendly face.” Miss Bartlett’s eyes met Mr. Beebe’s and before she thought to check herself, she released a delicate smile.

				Nodding, Mr. Beebe returned the smile.

				Charlotte felt her bosom swell. Again, she was struck with fanciful thoughts usually reserved exclusively for young girls.

				“Do you, by any chance, know the name of an old man who sat opposite us at dinner?” she asked, forcing herself back into her role of restraint.

				“Emerson.”

				“Is he a friend of yours?”

				“We are friendly — as one is in pensions.”

				“Then I will say no more.”

				He pressed her very slightly, and she said more.

				“I am, as it were,” she concluded, “the chaperon of my young cousin, Lucy, and it would be a serious thing if I put her under an obligation to people of whom we know nothing. His manner was somewhat unfortunate. I hope I acted for the best.”

				“You acted very naturally,” said he. He seemed thoughtful, and after a few moments added: “All the same, I don’t think much harm would have come of accepting.”

				“No harm, of course. But we could not be under an obligation.” His rather casual response to their becoming obliged to the wrong sort of person beckoned Charlotte to steal dangerous, impure glances at Mr. Beebe. She wondered what knowledge of the world he might harbor. But then she looked away when shame overtook her.

				She scolded herself for allowing her thoughts of the clergyman to roam beyond the boundaries of decent society. Then she forced herself to glance at the severest of paintings mounted on the wall off to the side of Mr. Beebe. Straightening her posture, she smoothed the arm of the chair and reclaimed her matronly position by resting her hands on her lap.

				The vicar continued. “He is rather a peculiar man.” Again he hesitated, and then said gently: “I think he would not take advantage of your acceptance,” he gave Charlotte a peculiar smile, which she did her best to ignore before he continued to say, “nor would he expect you to show gratitude. He has the merit — if it is one — of saying exactly what he means. He has rooms he does not value, and he thinks you would value them. He no more thought of putting you under an obligation than he thought of being polite. It is so difficult — at least, I find it difficult — to understand people who speak the truth.”

				Charlotte stiffened, but spoke not.

				Lucy was pleased, and said: “I was hoping that he was nice; I do so always hope that people will be nice.” Moreover, if Lucy were to sleep in the bed where George slept, she would have heavenly dreams. Lucy felt herself becoming aroused again by the thought of sharing his bed. Was it wrong to think like this when the thoughts came so naturally to her?

				The vicar continued. “I think he is; nice and tiresome. I differ from him on almost every point of any importance, and so, I expect — I may say I hope — you will differ. But his is a type one disagrees with rather than deplores. When he first came here he not unnaturally put people’s backs up. He has no tact and no manners — I don’t mean by that that he has bad manners — and he will not keep his opinions to himself. We nearly complained about him to our depressing Signora, but I am glad to say we thought better of it.”

				“Am I to conclude,” said Miss Bartlett, “that he is a Socialist?”

				Mr. Beebe accepted the convenient word, not without a slight twitching of the lips.

				“And presumably he has brought up his son to be a Socialist, too?”

				“I hardly know George, for he hasn’t learnt to talk yet.” Lucy listened in silence, but she smiled inwardly when she thought, “he may not know how to talk but he has learnt how to kiss. “He seems a nice creature, and I think he has brains. Of course, he has all his father’s mannerisms, and it is quite possible that he, too, may be a Socialist.”

				“Oh, you relieve me,” said Miss Bartlett. “So you think I ought to have accepted their offer? You feel I have been narrow-minded and suspicious?”

				“Not at all,” he answered; “I never suggested that.”

				“But ought I not to apologize, at all events, for my apparent rudeness?”

				He replied, with some irritation, that it would be quite unnecessary, and got up from his seat to go to the smoking-room.

				“Was I a bore?” said Miss Bartlett, as soon as he had disappeared, surprising herself at this sudden, unfamiliar desire for a man’s attention. “Why didn’t you talk, Lucy? He prefers young people, I’m sure. I do hope I haven’t monopolized him. I hoped you would have him all the evening, as well as all dinner-time.”

				“He is nice,” exclaimed Lucy. “Just what I remember. He seems to see good in every one. No one would take him for a clergyman.” Lucy thought how delightful it was that the vicar had seemed so playful, that he would not be one to stand in the way of her having fun with George; but, oh dear, least he should discover her secret. It would be most uncivil, scandalous, to discuss the matter. But this was all assuming Dear George would return to her. Lucy fretted. Oh surely — 

				“My dear Lucia — ”

				“Well,” Lucy quickly recovered herself and promptly addressed her cousin’s concerns, “you know what I mean. And you know how clergymen generally laugh; Mr. Beebe laughs just like an ordinary man.”

				“Funny girl! How you do remind me of your mother. I wonder if she will approve of Mr. Beebe.” She secretly hoped so, although she must remember in future to keep such thoughts in check.

				“I’m sure she will; and so will Freddy.”

				“I think every one at Windy Corner will approve; it is the fashionable world. I am used to Tunbridge Wells, where we are all hopelessly behind the times.”

				“Yes,” said Lucy despondently.

				There was a haze of disapproval in the air, but whether the disapproval was of herself, or of Mr. Beebe, or of the fashionable world at Windy Corner, or of the narrow world at Tunbridge Wells, she could not determine. She tried to locate it, but as usual she blundered. Miss Bartlett sedulously denied disapproving of any one, and added, “I am afraid you are finding me a very depressing companion.”

				And the girl again thought: “I must have been selfish or unkind; I must be more careful. It is so dreadful for Charlotte, being poor, and I am certain she has never once in her entire solitary life had a kiss; certainly not like the one I received from my Dear George.”

				Fortunately one of the little old ladies, who for some time had been smiling very benignly, now approached and asked if she might be allowed to sit where Mr. Beebe had sat. Permission granted, she began to chatter gently about Italy, the plunge it had been to come there, the gratifying success of the plunge, the improvement in her sister’s health, the necessity of closing the bed-room windows at night, and of thoroughly emptying the water-bottles in the morning. She handled her subjects agreeably, and they were, perhaps, more worthy of attention than the high discourse upon Guelfs and Ghibellines which was proceeding tempestuously at the other end of the room. It was a real catastrophe, not a mere episode, that evening of hers at Venice, when she had found in her bedroom something that is one worse than a flea, though one better than something else.

				“But here you are as safe as in England. Signora Bertolini is so English.”

				“Yet our rooms smell,” said poor Lucy. “We dread going to bed,” although to bed was exactly where Lucy wanted to go — to George’s bed.

				“Ah, then you look into the court.” She sighed. “If only Mr. Emerson was more tactful! We were so sorry for you at dinner.”

				“I think he was meaning to be kind.”

				“Undoubtedly he was,” said Miss Bartlett.

				“Mr. Beebe has just been scolding me for my suspicious nature. Of course, I was holding back on my cousin’s account.”

				“Of course,” said the little old lady; and they murmured that one could not be too careful with a young girl.

				Lucy tried to look demure, but could not help feeling a great fool. No one was careful with her at home; or, at all events, she had not noticed it. And now, Charlotte would spoil her opportunity by trying to do what she thought right.

				“About old Mr. Emerson — I hardly know. No, he is not tactful; yet, have you ever noticed that there are people who do things which are most indelicate, and yet at the same time — beautiful?”

				“Beautiful?” said Miss Bartlett, puzzled at the word. “Are not beauty and delicacy the same?”

				“So one would have thought,” said the other helplessly. “But things are so difficult, I sometimes think.” Or do we make them difficult by not following our feelings, thought Lucy.

				She proceeded no further into things, for Mr. Beebe reappeared, looking extremely pleasant.

				“Miss Bartlett,” he cried, “it’s all right about the rooms. I’m so glad. Mr. Emerson was talking about it in the smoking-room, and knowing what I did, I encouraged him to make the offer again. He has let me come and ask you. He would be so pleased.”

				“Oh, Charlotte,” cried Lucy to her cousin, “we must have the rooms now. The old man is just as nice and kind as he can be.”

				Miss Bartlett was silent.

				“I fear,” said Mr. Beebe, after a pause, “that I have been officious. I must apologize for my interference.”

				Gravely displeased, he turned to go. Not till then did Miss Bartlett reply: “My own wishes, dearest Lucy, are unimportant in comparison with yours. It would be hard indeed if I stopped you doing as you liked at Florence, when I am only here through your kindness. If you wish me to turn these gentlemen out of their rooms, I will do it. Would you then, Mr. Beebe, kindly tell Mr. Emerson that I accept his kind offer, and then conduct him to me, in order that I may thank him personally?”

				She raised her voice as she spoke; it was heard all over the drawing room, and silenced the Guelfs and the Ghibellines. The clergyman, inwardly cursing the female sex, but only for his lack of knowing what pleasures the intimate company of the right woman might bring, bowed, glanced at Charlotte, and then departed the room with her message.

				“Remember, Lucy, I alone am implicated in this. I do not wish the acceptance to come from you. Grant me that, at all events.”

				Mr. Beebe was back, saying rather nervously:

				“Mr. Emerson is engaged, but here is his son instead.”

				The young man gazed down on the three ladies, who felt seated on the floor at the intensity of his eyes, so low were their chairs.

				Lucy held her breath as she sat motionless, waiting for George to speak. His presence caused her heart to flutter, and she wondered if he noticed the blood rushing to her cheeks. 

				“My father,” he said, “is in his bath, so you cannot thank him personally. But any message given by you to me will be given by me to him as soon as he comes out.” George glimpsed at Lucy, a glint of light shone from his fiery eyes, and then he quickly looked away.

				Indeed, George would return to her. She clearly saw his intentions in that fleeting expression of his; he was so apparent to her, but thank goodness to her alone. Lucy’s heart raced, her bosom rose higher with each and every breath, and she felt the buds of her bosom beginning to flower.

				To feel his touch, those fingers of his reaching for her … 

				Miss Bartlett was unequal to the bath. All her barbed civilities came forth wrong end first. Young Mr. Emerson scored a notable triumph to the delight of Mr. Beebe and to the secret delight of Lucy.

				“Poor young man!” said Miss Bartlett, as soon as he had gone.

				“How angry he is with his father about the rooms! It is all he can do to keep polite.”

				Or not, as Lucy secretly knew. Not anger. It was that beast in him, anticipating what joy they would share together.

				“In half an hour or so your rooms will be ready,” said Mr. Beebe. Then looking rather thoughtfully at the two cousins, he retired to his own rooms, to write up his philosophic diary.

				“Oh, dear!” breathed the little old lady, and shuddered as if all the winds of heaven had entered the apartment. “Gentlemen sometimes do not realize — ” Her voice faded away, but Miss Bartlett seemed to understand and a conversation developed, in which gentlemen who did not thoroughly realize played a principal part. Lucy, not realizing either, was reduced to literature. Taking up Baedeker’s Handbook to Northern Italy, she committed to memory the most important dates of Florentine History. For she was determined to enjoy herself on the morrow. Thus the half-hour crept profitably away, and at last Miss Bartlett rose with a sigh, and said:

				“I think one might venture now. No, Lucy, do not stir. I will superintend the move.”

				“How you do everything,” said Lucy.

				“Naturally, dear. It is my affair.”

				“But I would like to help you.”

				“No, dear.”

				Charlotte’s energy! And her unselfishness! She had been thus all her life, but really, on this Italian tour, she was surpassing herself. So Lucy felt, or strove to feel. And yet — there was a rebellious spirit in her brought about by George’s kiss, which wondered whether the acceptance might not have been less delicate and more beautiful. At all events, she entered her own room without any feeling of joy.

				“I want to explain,” said Miss Bartlett, “why it is that I have taken the largest room. Naturally, of course, I should have given it to you; but I happen to know that it belongs to the young man, and I was sure your mother would not like it.”

				Lucy was bewildered. She felt deprived of not being able to lie in the bed that George had slept.

				“If you are to accept a favour it is more suitable you should be under an obligation to his father than to him. I am a woman of the world, in my small way, and I know where things lead to. However, Mr. Beebe is a guarantee of a sort that they will not presume on this.”

				“Mother wouldn’t mind I’m sure,” said Lucy, but again had the sense of larger and unsuspected, as yet unlabeled issues.

				Miss Bartlett only sighed, and enveloped her in a protecting embrace as she wished her good-night. It gave Lucy the sensation of a fog, and when she reached her own room she opened the window and breathed the clean night air, thinking of the kind old man who had enabled her to see the lights dancing in the Arno and the cypresses of San Miniato, and the foot-hills of the Apennines, black against the rising moon. As Lucy drew in a deep breath, savoring the pristine air, she longed to escape through the window with her Dear George and experience life.

				Miss Bartlett, in her room, fastened the window-shutters and locked the door, and then made a tour of the apartment to see where the cupboards led, and whether there were any oubliettes or secret entrances. It was then that she saw, pinned up over the washstand, a sheet of paper on which was scrawled an enormous note of interrogation. Nothing more.

				“What does it mean?” she thought, and she examined it carefully by the light of a candle. Meaningless at first, it gradually became menacing, obnoxious, portentous with evil. She was seized with an impulse to destroy it, but fortunately remembered that she had no right to do so, since it must be the property of young Mr. Emerson. So she unpinned it carefully, and put it between two pieces of blotting-paper to keep it clean for him. Then she completed her inspection of the room, sighed heavily according to her habit, and went to bed, knowing within her bosom that her window to life was closing, if not already closed.

	
Chapter II: In Santa Croce with No Baedeker

				It was pleasant to wake up in Florence, to open the eyes upon a bright bare room, with a floor of red tiles which look clean though they are not; with a painted ceiling whereon pink griffins and blue amorini sport in a forest of yellow violins and bassoons. It was pleasant, too, to fling wide the windows, pinching the fingers in unfamiliar fastenings, to lean out into sunshine with beautiful hills and trees and marble churches opposite, and close below, the Arno, gurgling against the embankment of the road.

				The morning was pleasant indeed, thought Lucy as she leaned out the bedroom window. She drew in gaping breaths of fresh air as she remembered her visitor in the night. She wasn’t long for bed when she heard a slight tapping sound as if a mouse were running along the floorboards or maybe inside the walls.

				Anxious, Lucy sprang up, pulling the blankets to her neck. Not moving a limb, she listened for the noise again.

				From the wall, a creak sounded as though something, some creature, some phantom, were chewing its way through the walls.

				Lucy clutched the covers. “Hello?” she whispered, straining to see through the dark.

				A rustling sound came from the direction of the window. When no one answered, she thought next that it was only a bird near the seal of the open window. Nesting, perhaps. She turned toward the window, but saw no movement at all, though the moon had come into view and its light was now spilling across the room in a solitary line.

				Another creak.

				She quickly glanced back inside the room. She saw a shadowy movement along the wall. Was her mind playing tricks or could it be a phantom? Gripped with fear, she felt the air catch in her throat. She gasped, unable to scream.

				The wall sprang open.

				Lucy’s heart jumped.

				“It is only I,” a man quickly spoke in a quieted voice.

				Though he did not say his name, Lucy knew her lover had come.

				The secret entrance in the wall closed.

				“George?”

				He did not answer, but rushed to her side. He was naked from the waist up, clothed in only a pair of loose fitting muslin pants. His smooth chest glowed in the light, though his face was obscured by the shadow.

				“You shouldn’t be here,” she said insincerely, though she clung flimsily to her sacred vow, that of chastity and all that was expected of her.

				“Would you have me leave?” his voice was gentle, seductive, alluring.

				“Yes,” she hesitated, “no. Though how might I ask you to stay? I … well, I am … ” She needn’t tell him that she was a chaste gentlewoman; that she was virtuous must have been obvious to him.

				“Then I will go,” was all he said; but he did not, he remained. He reached for her blankets and gently pulled them from her grasp. Lowering them, he freed her to the night and to his manly gaze.

				A shiver spiraled through Lucy and she quickly brought her hands to her bosom, which was only scantly covered by her thin peignoir.

				Not asking, George once again took his liberty. With a single hand and no more than a finger, he touched her chin and slowly tipped her head back so that her neck was outstretched and the whole of her being hung in the balance of his hand. He was so close that she felt the heat radiate from his body and warm the flesh of her arms and face not unlike the down of a dove.

				Moonlight suddenly revealed his face.

				Mesmerized, Lucy stared longingly into his eyes, then released her protective hands, letting them fall slowly to the bed. Only the sheer fabric of her peignoir separated them. She was captivated, his prisoner. Had she wanted, she could not have escaped his control.

				Led by hungry lips, he lowered his face slowly and deliberately toward hers. He wanted her body, he hungered for her lips, to gaze into her eyes and to feel the softness of her skin against his, to feel the rhythm of her moving with him, the warmth of her breath rising and falling with him in a passionate embrace. He desired to touch her breasts, to feel their full softness in his hands and with his mouth. They had both waited their entire lives for this moment. Yet, he stopped before the kiss as though he were reminding her of his impassioned touch. He was so close now that they shared one and the same breath. With each rise and fall of his chest, she felt the sparks of his fire surge through her loins. He rendered her helpless, speechless.

				Her mouth parted, anticipating the moment he would place his gentle lips upon hers; he was so close, though he clung to the thin line of air that separated all that defined their impassioned souls.

				A breath later, he spoke not a word, but lowered his lips to hers and filled the cavernous gap.

				His touch was supple, soft; his kiss ever so gentle though she wanted more. She wanted the same passion that he had lavished on her earlier that day.

				But he pulled away, saying only, “Lay back.”

				“George … ” The air caught in her throat, “I mustn’t … ” But it was no use, with a single finger he urged her back into the bed, where she compliantly eased down at his guidance.

				Standing above her, he clasped a lock of her dark hair in his hand, swirled it, and then laid it to the side. With a single finger, he found the strap of her nightgown. With little resistance, he slipped the strap from her shoulder and lowered the gown until the creamy white of her bosom was revealed.

				“I need you,” he said. “I’ve always needed you.” His words were soft, but powerful.

				She felt a ripple of unspeakable desire race from her bosom to her lower limbs; she craved his touch. She would have it now.

				He took his time and studied her in the dim of the moonlit night. He returned his finger to her cheek and traced the line of her jaw, through her décolletage, stopping to circle the sensuous hollow of her neck.

				Lucy felt her heart flutter as he slowly moved his finger lower until he reached the budding tip of her bosom. She drew in her breath and bit her lip.

				With that finger of his, he did circle the bud, round and round, until Lucy began to purr. “Ahhh,” she released a pleasureful song.

				He warned her with a quieted, “shush,” though he continued to circle the bud of her bosom, impelling her wilds.

				Under the spell of his touch, she slowly spread her legs, letting her flower begin to unfold its delicate, moist petals, while her nightgown rose to her thighs, revealing her feminine form.

				Still, he circled the bud of her bosom, round and round.

				Raising her hips, she sighed. A plea for more — a lower, deeper touch.

				Then he clasped the tip of her bosom and squeezed gently at first, then more assertively until Lucy moaned longer and harder.

				“More,” she breathed her words, at the same time undulating her hips to his squeezing caress.

				He did not speak, but at last, he released the bud and slowly lowered his finger to her navel, where he circled once. And then moving lower he began to trace the outline of her hips. He slowly brushed his finger across the curls flowing from her undergarment, and with a finger, he slipped inside her delicate lingerie. With an enduring stroke, he ventured his finger wayward and across her flowing feminine flesh to slowly mix her honey.

				Lucy moaned loudly, harder, raising her hips to meet his hand and that whirling finger of his. But he slipped out of the undergarment and with that lone finger, he clasped the top of her garment and pulled. Folding her legs, she raised her hips and with little effort, he gently tugged at the cloth, sliding the garment, which hid her secrets, down and off her so that her feminine form was now one with the night.

				Once again, she opened her legs, sighing as he glided his fingertip up the length of her calf, behind her knee, and softly around to her inner thigh.

				“More,” she purred. “More!” She needed his intimate touch.

				Complying, he rolled his finger over her budding flower, where he found her nectar and began mixing it through her intimate folds as though painting a work of art. She panted more and more as he slipped his finger round and round, exploring the lines of her form until his finger once again found the blooming bud of her intimate flesh. Once there, he circled his finger slowly round and round, caressing the budding pearl.

				“Don’t stop,” she begged. “Stay there,” she moaned, “ … forever.”

				He stroked faster, dipping lower to mix her palette.

				“More … ” She raised her hips to meet his stroke.

				Then he found her pearl again and lightly massaged.

				She moaned harder, deeper, filled with a pleasure that she had never felt. Her breath hastened. What was happening? An electrical pulse coursed through her limbs, racing down to the ends of her toes. She shut her eyes tight as he heightened her arousal. So intense, so intense.

				Then he withdrew his miraculous touch the very moment she felt herself falling through time and dipped lower to the opening of her sheath.

				Lucy sucked in her breath as he circled, taunting her with the tip of his finger. Her hips moved harder, more rhythmically. She felt as if he owned her, body and soul.

				Then he circled back and found her pearl again, elevating her to newer heights.

				“I, I … ”

				He circled faster, stronger until … 

				“Dear George … ” She released a cry as she crested.

				Not a moment later, there was the sound of a door opening from another room. Footsteps pattered along the hallway.

				Lucy sprang forward.

				“Charlotte! Quick hide … under the bed.”

				George leaned forward, pressed his lips to hers and without a word, turned and hurried to the wall from whence he came.

				A tap came upon the hall door.

				George tugged on the secret door.

				“Who goes there?” Lucy called out through the dark.

				“It is I, your cousin, Charlotte. May I come in?”

				“Give me a moment, Charlotte.”

				Lucy hurried from the bed and scampered across the room to where George was fumbling to find the secret door.

				“Hurry,” she whispered. “Hurry.”

				At last, he found the latch, and when the door sprung open, he stepped through the opening in the wall.

				“Go,” she said, touching a hand to his chest.

				He closed off the entrance into the wall, but only at the very moment Miss Bartlett tried the door from the hallway. Lucy turned as she heard the latch release. She had foolishly left her bedroom door unlocked.

				“Lucia? Are you quite all right?” Miss Bartlett asked quietly as she entered the room, not wanting to wake any of the other guests. Though once inside, she tread across the room with great resolve.

				“Charlotte, it’s late,” Lucy said, scolding her cousin. “What brings you to me this late in the night? Are you unable to sleep?”

				“I heard you crying,” Charlotte said, sounding on the verge of panic. “I thought you must surely be suffering from one of those ghastly nightmares of yours.”

				“I should hardly think — ”

				Only after a few minutes of insisting that she was all right did Lucy convince her cousin to depart and return to her own bedroom. Once Charlotte had left, Lucy lay back down on her bed, catching her breath while grappling with a flood of emotions and thoughts that would keep her restless, sleepless for much of the night.

				“Nightmare!” The only nightmare was her cousin’s appearance … 

				Though that was last night and now morning had finally sprung.

				Staring dreamily out of the window, Lucy watched her feathered friends glide through the air. As they were, she too was carefree without a worry in the world. All of Italy lay before her eyes. The view was perfect.

				Indeed, Charlotte had been wrong, very wrong. It was no cry from a nightmare that she had heard in the night. Though if George had not escaped in that last sliver of time, it surely would have resulted in a nightmare more profound that any she had ever suffered. None of that mattered now — it was morning, and all in the world was as it should be. She was in Italy, where lovers were free to revel in the passions of the flesh.

				Over the river men were at work with spades and sieves on the sandy foreshore, and on the river was a boat, also diligently employed for some mysterious end. An electric tram came rushing underneath the window. No one was inside it, except one tourist; but its platforms were overflowing with Italians, who preferred to stand. Children tried to hang on behind, and the conductor, with no malice, spat in their faces to make them let go. Then soldiers appeared — good-looking, undersized men — wearing each a knapsack covered with mangy fur, and a great-coat which had been cut for some larger soldier. Beside them walked officers, looking foolish and fierce, and before them went little boys, turning somersaults in time with the band. The tramcar became entangled in their ranks, and moved on painfully, like a caterpillar in a swarm of ants. One of the little boys fell down, and some white bullocks came out of an archway. Indeed, if it had not been for the good advice of an old man who was selling button-hooks, the road might never have got clear.

				Over such trivialities as these many a valuable hour may slip away, and the traveller who has gone to Italy to study the tactile values of Giotto, or the corruption of the Papacy, may return remembering nothing but the blue sky and the men and women who live under it. So it was as well that Miss Bartlett should tap and come in, and having commented on Lucy’s leaving the door unlocked, and on her leaning out of the window before she was fully dressed, should urge her to hasten herself, or the best of the day would be gone. By the time Lucy was ready her cousin had done her breakfast, and was listening to the clever lady among the crumbs.

				A conversation then ensued, on not unfamiliar lines. Miss Bartlett was, after all, a wee bit tired, and thought they had better spend the morning settling in; unless Lucy would at all like to go out? Lucy would rather like to go out, as it was her first day in Florence, but, of course, she could go alone. Miss Bartlett could not allow this. Of course she would accompany Lucy everywhere. Oh, certainly not; Lucy would stop with her cousin. Oh, no! that would never do. Oh, yes!

				At this point the clever lady broke in.

				“If it is Mrs. Grundy who is troubling you, I do assure you that you can neglect the good person. Being English, Miss Honeychurch will be perfectly safe. Italians understand. A dear friend of mine, Contessa Baroncelli, has two daughters, and when she cannot send a maid to school with them, she lets them go in sailor-hats instead. Every one takes them for English, you see, especially if their hair is strained tightly behind.”

				Miss Bartlett was unconvinced by the safety of Contessa Baroncelli’s daughters. She was determined to take Lucy herself, her head not being so very bad. The clever lady then said that she was going to spend a long morning in Santa Croce, and if Lucy would come too, she would be delighted.
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