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    A Room with a View

        By E. M. Forster

    Chapter 1

“The Signora totally messed up,” said Miss Bartlett. “Seriously, she did. She promised us rooms with a view, facing south and close together, and instead, we got these north rooms looking into a courtyard, way apart. Ugh, Lucy!”
“And she has a Cockney accent, too!” said Lucy, feeling even more bummed by the Signora’s unexpected accent. “It’s practically London.” She looked at the rows of English people sitting at the tables; at the line of white water bottles and red wine bottles between them; at the portraits of the late Queen and the late Poet Laureate, heavily framed; and at the notice for the English church (Rev. Cuthbert Eager, M. A. Oxon.), the only other thing on the wall. “Charlotte, don’t you feel like we could be in London? I can hardly believe there’s anything else out there. I guess it’s just because we’re so tired.”
“This meat definitely looks like it’s been used for soup,” said Miss Bartlett, putting down her fork.
“I really want to see the Arno. The rooms the Signora promised us in her letter would have looked over the Arno. Seriously, she had no business doing that. It’s such a bummer!”
“Any room is fine with me,” said Miss Bartlett, “but it’s still kind of a drag that you don’t have a view.”
Lucy felt like she’d been selfish. “Charlotte, don’t let me spoil things: you deserve to see the Arno, too. I mean it. The first room in the front—" “You should have it,” said Miss Bartlett, who had her traveling expenses partially covered by Lucy’s mom—a generous gesture she subtly referenced a lot.
“No, no. You should have it.”
“I insist. Mom would never forgive me, Lucy.”
“She’d never forgive me.”
The ladies’ voices got louder, and—if the truth be told—a little snippy. They were exhausted, and under the guise of being unselfish, they bickered. Some of their neighbors exchanged glances, and one of them—one of those people you meet abroad who just have no manners—leaned forward over the table and actually barged into their conversation. He said:
“I have a view, I have a view.”
Miss Bartlett was taken aback. Usually at a pension, people check you out for a day or two before saying anything, and often don't even decide if you’re “okay” until you’re settled in. She knew he was rude even before she looked at him. He was an older man, built like a tank, with a fair, shaved face and big eyes. There was something childish about those eyes, but it wasn’s the childishness of being old. She didn’t stop to think what it was, and her gaze moved to his clothes. They weren’t impressive. He was probably trying to get acquainted before everyone got settled. So she gave him a blank stare when he spoke, and then said, “A view? Oh, a view! That’s so nice!”
“This is my son,” said the old man; “his name’s George. He has a view, too.”
“Ah,” said Miss Bartlett, holding back Lucy, who was about to speak.
“What I mean is,” he continued, “you can have our rooms, and we’ll take yours. We’ll switch.”
The better tourists were shocked by this, and felt sorry for the newcomers. Miss Bartlett, in reply, said as little as possible, saying, “Thank you very much indeed; that’s really not possible.”
“Why?” said the old man, slamming his fists on the table.
“Because it’s really not possible, thank you.”
“You see, we don’t like to—” began Lucy. Her cousin stopped her again.
“But why?” he persisted. “Women like looking at a view; men don’t.” And he thumped with his fists like a little kid, and turned to his son, saying, “George, convince them!”
“It’s obvious they should have the rooms,” said the son. “There’s nothing else to say.”
 He didn't even look at the ladies as he spoke, but his voice sounded confused and sad. Lucy was confused too, but she could tell they were about to have a major scene. She had this weird feeling that whenever these tourists started talking, the argument got bigger and deeper, and it wasn't just about the rooms or the view—it was about something totally different, something she hadn't even realized existed. Now the old man was attacking Miss Bartlett, practically yelling: “Why shouldn’t she change? What’s the big deal? They'd be gone in half an hour.”
Miss Bartlett, who was usually good at polite conversation, couldn't handle this kind of rudeness. It was impossible to brush someone off who was so… intense. Her face got red with annoyance. She looked around, like she was asking, "Are you all like this?" And two little old ladies, sitting further down the table with shawls draped over their chairs, looked back, clearly saying, "Nope, we're proper."
“Eat your dinner, sweetie,” she said to Lucy, and started messing with the meat she’s been criticizing earlier.
Lucy mumbled that those people across from them were seriously strange.
“Eat your dinner, sweetie. This pension is a disaster. Tomorrow, we’re moving on.”
Hardly had she said that when she changed her mind. The curtains at the end of the room parted, revealing a clergyman, kind of chubby but still cute, who rushed over to take his seat at the table, apologizing for being late. Lucy, who hadn’t quite mastered being proper yet, jumped up, exclaiming, “Oh my gosh! It’s Mr. Beebe! How totally awesome! Oh, Charlotte, we have to leave now, no matter how bad the rooms are. Seriously!”
Miss Bartlett said, more calmly:
“Hi, Mr. Beebe! I bet you’ve forgotten us: Miss Bartlett and Miss Honeychurch, who were at Tunbridge Wells when you helped the Vicar of St. Peter’s that freezing Easter.”
The clergyman, who seemed like he was on vacation, didn’t remember the ladies as clearly as they remembered him. But he came forward with a friendly smile and took the chair Lucy beckoned him to.
“I’m so glad to see you,” said the girl, who was totally bored and would have been happy to see the waiter if her cousin allowed it. “It’s such a small world. Summer Street, too, makes it extra funny.”
“Miss Honeychurch lives in the parish of Summer Street,” said Miss Bartlett, filling in the awkward silence, “and she mentioned that you just accepted the living—”
“Yeah, Mom told me last week. She didn't know I knew you at Tunbridge Wells, but I wrote back right away and said: ‘Mr. Beebe is—’”
“Spot on,” said the clergyman. “I’m moving into the Rectory at Summer Street next June. I'm lucky to be appointed to such a nice neighborhood.”
“Oh, that’s great! Our house is called Windy Corner.” Mr. Beebe bowed.
“It’s just Mom and me usually, and my brother, though we don’t see him much. The church is kind of far, you know.”
“Lucy, darling, let Mr. Beebe eat his dinner.”
“I’m eating it, thanks, and enjoying it.”
He’d rather talk to Lucy, who he remembered playing the piano, than to Miss Bartlett, who probably remembered his sermons. He asked the girl if she knew Florence well, and she told him at length that she’s never been there. It’s always fun giving advice to someone new, and he was first to offer it. “Don’t miss the countryside," he suggested. “The first nice afternoon, drive up to Fiesole, and around by Settignano, or something like that.”
“No!” cried a voice from the end of the table. “Mr. Beebe, you’re wrong. The first nice afternoon, your ladies have to go to Prato.”
“That lady seems really smart,” whispered Miss Bartlett to her cousin. “We’re in luck.”
 And suddenly, a flood of info hit them. People were telling them what to see, when to see it, how to stop the electric streetcars, how to ditch the beggars, how much to pay for a fancy notepad, and just how much they’s gonna love the place. The Pension Bertolini was basically obsessed with the idea that they’d adore it. Everywhere they looked, friendly people were smiling and waving them down. And above it all, the clever lady’s voice rose, yelling, “Prato! You have to go to Prato. It’s perfectly run-down in the best way. I’d die without shaking off all the rules and expectations, you know?”
The young man, George, glanced at the clever lady and then went back to his food, looking bummed. Clearly, he and his dad weren't vibing. Lucy, even though she was killing it, wished they were. It bummed her out when anyone got left out, and when she got up to leave, she turned back and gave the two outsiders a quick, nervous wave.
The dad didn’t even notice. The son acknowledged it, not with another wave, but by raising his eyebrows and giving a little smile—like he was smiling through something.
She hurried after her cousin, who had already disappeared behind the curtains—curtains that smacked you in the face and felt heavy with more than just fabric. Behind them stood the unreliable Signora, bowing good evening to her guests, supported by ’Enery, her little boy, and Victorier, her daughter. It was a weird little scene, this attempt by a Londoner to pull off Southern charm. And even weirder was the living room, trying to copy the cozy vibe of a Bloomsbury boarding house. Seriously, was this even Italy?
Miss Bartlett was already settled in a super-stuffed armchair that was the same color and shape as a tomato. She was talking to Mr. Beebe, and as she spoke, her long, narrow head bobbed back and forth, slowly and steadily, like she was knocking down some invisible wall. “We’re so grateful,” she said. “The first night means so much. When you arrived, we were having a seriously rough patch.”
He apologized.
“Do you, by any chance, remember the name of an older guy who sat across from us at dinner?”
“Emerson.”
“Is he your friend?”
“We’re friendly—like you are in these boarding houses.”
“Then I won’t say anything more.”
He squeezed her arm gently, and she continued.
“Basically,” she concluded, “I’m keeping an eye on my young cousin, Lucy, and it would be a big deal if I put her in a position of owing favors to people we don’t know. His vibe was a little off. I hope I did the right thing.”
“You acted totally naturally,” he said. He seemed to be thinking hard, and after a moment added, “Still, I don’t think much harm would have come of accepting.”
“No harm, of course. But we couldn't owe anyone anything.”
“He’s a bit of a strange guy.” He paused again, then said gently, “I don’t think he’d take advantage of your acceptance or expect you to be grateful. He has rooms he doesn’t value, and he thinks you would. He didn’t even think about putting you in a position of owing him anything, just like he doesn’t worry about being polite. It’s hard—at least, I find it hard—to understand people who just tell it like it is.”
Lucy was relieved and said, “I was hoping he was a nice guy; I always hope people will be nice.”
“I think he is; nice and annoying. We disagree with him on almost everything that matters, and I expect—I hope—you will too. But he’s the kind of person you disagree with rather than hate. When he first got here, people were naturally put off by him. He’s got no tact and no manners—not that he has bad manners—and he doesn’t keep his opinions to himself. We almost complained to our depressing Signora, but thankfully we thought better of it.
 “So, are you saying he’s, like, a Socialist?” asked Miss Bartlett.
Mr. Beebe used the word, though he did give his lips a little twitch.
“And you’re assuming he’s raised his son to be a Socialist, too?”
“I barely know George; he’s still learning to talk. He seems nice, and I think he’s smart. Of course, he’s got all his dad’s quirks, and it's possible he’s a Socialist, too.”
“Oh, that’s a relief,” said Miss Bartlett. “So, you think I should have accepted their offer? Do you think I was being closed-minded and suspicious?”
“Not really,” he answered. “I never said that.”
“But shouldn't I apologize, at least, for being rude?”
He replied, a little annoyed, that it wasn't necessary, and got up to head to the smoking room.
“Was I being a bore?” Miss Bartlett asked as soon as he was gone. “Why didn’t you talk, Lucy? He clearly likes younger people. I really hope I didn't hog him. I was hoping you’d have him for the whole evening, and through dinner, too.”
“He’s awesome,” exclaimed Lucy. “Just like I remembered. He sees the good in everyone. You’d never guess he’s a clergyman.”
“My dear Lucia—”
“Well, you know what I mean. And you know how clergymen usually laugh; Mr. Beebe laughs like a normal person.”
“You’re hilarious! You remind me so much of your mom. I wonder if she's going to like Mr. Beebe.”
“I’m sure she will, and so will Freddy.”
“I think everyone at Windy Corner will approve; it's the fashionable crowd. I'm used to Tunbridge Wells, where we’re hopelessly behind the times.”
“Yeah,” said Lucy, sounding bummed.
There was a weird vibe in the air, but she couldn’t tell if it was about her, Mr. Beebe, the trendy people at Windy Corner, or the stuck-up world at Tunbridge Wells. She tried to figure it out, but she messed up, like always. Miss Bartlett insisted she wasn’t judging anyone, and added, “I’m afraid you’re finding me a bit of a downer.”
And the girl thought: “I must have been selfish or unkind; I need to be more careful. It's so tough for Charlotte, being poor.”
Luckily, one of the sweet older ladies, who had been smiling kindly for a while, came over and asked if she could sit where Mr. Beebe had been. Once she got permission, she started chatting gently about Italy—how crazy it was to go there, how successful the trip was, how much her sister’s health had improved, the need to keep the bedroom windows closed at night, and to empty the water bottles in the morning. She handled the topics well, and they were probably more interesting than the intense discussion about Guelfs and Ghibellines happening on the other side of the room. That evening in Venice was a disaster, not just a small problem, when she found something in her bedroom that was worse than a flea, but better than something else.
“But here, you’re as safe as in England. Signora Bertolini is so English.”
“But our rooms smell,” said poor Lucy. “We’re dreading going to bed.”
“Oh, then look out the window.” She sighed. “If only Mr. Emerson was more tactful! We felt so bad for you at dinner.”
“I think he was trying to be nice.”
“Definitely,” said Miss Bartlett.
“Mr. Beebe just gave me a lecture about my suspicious nature. I guess I was holding back because of my cousin.”
“Of course,” said the little old lady, and they murmured that you couldn’t be too careful with a young girl.
Lucy tried to look innocent, but felt like a total fool. No one ever looked out for her at home, or, at least, she hadn’t noticed it.
 “About old Mr. Emerson—I’m not sure how to feel. He’s not exactly tactful, but have you ever noticed that some people do things that are totally inappropriate, and yet somehow…beautiful?”
“Beautiful?” Miss Bartlett said, looking confused. “Aren’t beauty and being considerate just the same thing?”
“You’d think so,” the other said, sounding defeated. “But things are just so complicated, I sometimes think.”
She didn’s go any further, because Mr. Beebe showed up again, looking really cheerful.
“Miss Bartlett!” he exclaimed. “It’s all sorted with the rooms. I’m so relieved. Mr. Emerson was talking about it in the smoking room, and knowing what I know, I encouraged him to offer again. He let me come and ask you. He’s really hoping you’ll accept.”
“Oh, Charlotte!” Lucy cried to her cousin. “We have to take the rooms now. The old guy is genuinely nice and kind.”
Miss Bartlett was quiet.
“I’m probably being a bit much,” Mr. Beebe said after a pause. “I apologize for butting in.”
Looking annoyed, he started to leave. Finally, Miss Bartlett replied: “My own wishes honestly don’t matter as much as yours. It would be awful if I stopped you from doing whatever you want in Florence, especially since I’m only here because of your kindness. If you want me to kick those guys out of their rooms, I’m happy to do it. Would you mind, Mr. Beebe, telling Mr. Emerson that I accept his kind offer and then showing him where I am, so I can thank him in person?”
She spoke louder, and everyone in the drawing-room could hear her. The Guelfs and the Ghibellines went silent. The clergyman, inwardly rolling his eyes at women, bowed and left with her message.
“Remember, Lucy, I’m the only one involved in this. I don’t want the acceptance to come from you. Can I count on that?”
Mr. Beebe was back, looking a little nervous.
“Mr. Emerson is busy right now, but here’s his son instead.”
The young man looked down at the three ladies, who felt tiny in their low chairs.
“My father,” he said, “is taking a bath, so you can’t thank him in person right now. But anything you tell me will be passed on to him as soon as he’s done.”
Miss Bartlett was completely thrown. All her polite remarks came out wrong. Young Mr. Emerson won a major victory, much to the delight of Mr. Beebe and the secret delight of Lucy.
“Poor young man!” Miss Bartlett said as soon as he left.
“He’s so mad at his dad about the rooms! He’s barely holding it together to stay polite.”
“Your rooms will be ready in about half an hour,” said Mr. Beebe. Then, looking thoughtful, he went back to his own rooms to write in his diary.
“Oh, dear!” breathed the little old lady, shuddering as if a storm had entered the room. “Gentlemen sometimes just don’t get it—" Her voice trailed off, but Miss Bartlett seemed to understand, and they started talking about men who didn’t fully grasp things. Lucy, not realizing anything, turned to a book. She picked up Baedeker’s Handbook to Northern Italy and memorized the most important dates in Florentine history because she was determined to have a good time tomorrow. And so, the half-hour passed usefully, and finally, Miss Bartlett got up with a sigh and said:
“I think I’m ready to go now. No, Lucy, don’t move. I’ll handle the move.”
“You always do everything,” Lucy said.
“Naturally, dear. It’s my responsibility.”
“But I’d like to help you.”
“No, dear.”
 Charlotte’s energy! And her selflessness! She’s just been killing it, honestly, especially on this Italian trip. Lucy felt that way, or at least, tried to. But—there was a part of her that wondered if accepting everything so gracefully wasn’t a little…extra. At any rate, she didn’t feel exactly thrilled when she got to her room.
“I want to explain,” Miss Bartlett said, “why I booked the biggest room. Obviously, I would have given it to you; but I know it technically belongs to the young man, and I just knew your mom wouldn’t want you to have it.”
Lucy was totally confused.
“If you’re going to accept a favor, it’s way better to owe it to his dad than to him, you know? I’m not exactly a world traveler, but I know how these things go. Still, Mr. Beebe is a decent guarantee that they won't get any weird ideas.”
“Mom wouldn’t care, I’m sure,” Lucy said, but she still felt like there was way more going on than she realized.
Miss Bartlett just sighed and gave her a comforting hug as she said goodnight. It felt like being wrapped in a thick fog, and when Lucy got to her room, she threw open the window and took a deep breath of the fresh night air, thinking about the kind old man who had made it possible to see the lights sparkling on the Arno, the cypress trees at San Miniato, and the foothills of the Apennines, dark against the rising moon.
Miss Bartlett, in her room, latched the shutters and locked the door, then did a quick sweep of the apartment to see where the cabinets led, and if there were any secret passages or hidden rooms. That’s when she spotted a huge question mark scribbled on a piece of paper pinned above the sink. Nothing else.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she thought, and she examined it closely in the candlelight. At first, it made no sense, but then it started to feel…creepy, annoying, and seriously ominous. She almost ripped it down, but then she remembered she probably didn’t have the right. It had to belong to young Mr. Emerson, right? So she carefully unpinned it and tucked it between two pieces of blotting paper to keep it safe for him. Then she finished checking out the room, let out a heavy sigh – that was her thing – and went to bed.
Chapter 2

In Santa Croce with No Guidebook.
It was seriously nice to wake up in Florence, to open my eyes to a bright, simple room, with a floor of red tiles that looked clean-ish even if they weren't. There was a painted ceiling with pink griffins and blue cherubs bouncing around in a forest of yellow violins and bassoons. It was also nice to throw open the windows, fumbling with the weird latches, to lean out into sunshine with beautiful hills, trees, and marble churches across the way, and the Arno River, bubbling against the road’s edge.
Across the river, people were working with shovels and sieves on the sandy beach, and there was a boat on the river, working hard for some mysterious reason. An electric streetcar zoomed past the window. There was only one tourist inside, but the platforms were packed with Italians who preferred to stand. Kids were trying to hang on the back, and the conductor, not being mean, just spat at them to make them let go. Then soldiers showed up—good-looking but kinda short—wearing huge backpacks covered in matted fur and oversized coats that looked like they were meant for someone bigger. Beside them walked officers, looking awkward and intense, and in front of them, little boys were doing somersaults to the music of a band. The streetcar got tangled in their group and moved along slowly, like a caterpillar in a swarm of ants. One of the little boys fell, and some white bulls wandered out of an archway. Seriously, if it hadn't been for the good advice of an old man selling button-hook openers, the road might never have cleared up.
So many valuable hours can just disappear like that, and a traveler who came to Italy to study Giotto’s art or the corruption of the Papacy might come back remembering nothing but the blue sky and the people who live under it. That’s why it was good when Miss Bartlett knocked and came in, commenting on Lucy leaving the door unlocked and leaning out of the window before she was fully dressed, and urging her to hurry up, or they’d miss the best part of the day. By the time Lucy was ready, her cousin had finished breakfast and was listening to the clever lady amidst the crumbs.
Then they started talking, about the usual stuff. Miss Bartlett was a little tired and thought they should spend the morning settling in; unless Lucy wanted to go out? Lucy would really like to go out, since it was her first day in Florence, but, of course, she could go alone. Miss Bartlett couldn't let her do that. Of course, she would go everywhere with Lucy. Oh, seriously, Lucy would stay with her cousin. Oh, no way! that would never work. Oh, yeah!
At that point, the clever lady jumped in.
“If it’s Mrs. Grundy bothering you, I promise you can ignore her. Being English, Miss Honeychurch will be perfectly safe. Italians understand. A dear friend of mine, Contessa Baroncelli, has two daughters, and when she can’t send a maid to school with them, she lets them go in sailor hats instead. Everyone just thinks they’re English, you know, especially if their hair is pulled back really tight.”
Miss Bartlett wasn't convinced about the safety of Contessa Baroncelli’s daughters. She was determined to take Lucy herself, and she thought her judgment wasn't that bad. The clever lady then said she was planning to spend a long morning in Santa Croce, and if Lucy would come too, she’d be delighted.
“I’ll take you by a really cool, kinda sketchy back way, Miss Honeychurch, and if you bring me luck, we’ll have an adventure.”
Lucy said that was really nice, and immediately opened the guidebook, to see where Santa Croce was.
“Tut, tut! Miss Lucy! I hope we can get you off that guidebook soon. It just scratches the surface of things. As for the real Italy—it doesn't even dream of it. The real Italy is only to be found by paying attention.”
 This was so exciting, and Lucy practically inhaled her breakfast, super pumped to explore with her new friend. Italy was finally happening! The Cockney Signora and all her drama had vanished like a bad dream.
Miss Lavish—that was the clever lady’s name—turned right along the sunny Lung’ Arno. It felt so good! But a wind whipping down the side streets was seriously cutting. Ponte alle Grazie—Dante mentioned it, so it’s gotta be interesting. San Miniato—beautiful and interesting; the crucifix that supposedly kissed a murderer—Miss Honeychurch would definitely remember that story. Guys were fishing on the river. (Totally untrue, though, let’s be real, most information is.) Then Miss Lavish zipped under the archway with the white bull statues, and stopped, and she was like:
“A smell! A true Florentine smell! Every city, let me tell you, has its own scent.”
“Is it a good smell?” asked Lucy, who’s inherited a major dislike of dirt from her mom.
“You don’t come to Italy for ‘nice’,” was the reply; “you come for life. Buon giorno! Buon giorno!” bowing left and right. “Look at that adorable wine cart! How the driver’s staring at us, dear, simple soul!”
So Miss Lavish strolled through the streets of Florence, short, fidgety, and playful like a kitten, even though she didn’t have a kitten’s grace. It was a treat for the girl to be with someone so smart and cheerful; and a blue military cloak, the kind an Italian officer wears, just made the whole thing feel even more festive.
“Buon giorno! Trust me, an old woman's advice, Miss Lucy: you’re never gonna regret being nice to people below you. That’s the real deal, democracy. Even though I'm a total Radical myself. There, shocked, right?”
“Not even a little!” exclaimed Lucy. “We’re Radicals too, hardcore. My dad always voted for Mr. Gladstone, until he got all weird about Ireland.”
“I see, I see. And now you’ve switched sides.”
“Oh, please—! If my dad was still around, I’m sure he’d vote Radical again now that Ireland’s all good. And anyway, the glass over our front door got broken last election, and Freddy’s convinced it was the Tories; but Mom says it was just a tramp.”
“Seriously?! A manufacturing district, I guess?”
“Nope—in the Surrey hills. About five miles from Dorking, looking over the Weald.”
Miss Lavish seemed interested, and slowed her pace.
“What a great spot; I know it so well. It’s full of the best people. Do you know Sir Harry Otway—a Radical if ever there was one?”
“Very well indeed.”
“And old Mrs. Butterworth, the philanthropist?”
“Why, she rents a field from us! That’s so funny!”
Miss Lavish looked at the sliver of sky, and murmured: “Oh, you have property in Surrey?”
“Hardly any,” said Lucy, nervous about sounding like a snob. “Just thirty acres—just the garden, all downhill, and a few fields.”
Miss Lavish wasn’t disgusted, and said it was just the size of her aunt’s Suffolk estate. Italy faded away. They tried to remember the last name of Lady Louisa someone, who had rented a place near Summer Street the other year, but she hadn’t liked it, which was odd. And just as Miss Lavish had the name, she stopped and exclaimed:
“Bless us! Bless us and save us! We’ve lost the way.”
For sure, they’d been wandering for a while—Santa Croce, with its tower, had been clearly visible from the landing window. But Miss Lavish had been going on and on about knowing Florence like the back of her hand, so Lucy hadn’t worried.
“Lost! Lost! My dear Miss Lucy, during our political debates we took a wrong turn. Those horrible Conservatives would be laughing so hard at us! What are we supposed to do? Two girls alone in a random town. Now this is an adventure.”
Lucy, who really wanted to see Santa Croce, suggested that maybe they should just ask for directions.
 “Seriously? That’s just a coward’s word! And no, you’re not looking at your guidebook. Give it to me; I'm not letting you carry it. Let's just chill and see where we end up.”
So they wandered through a bunch of those grey-brown streets—not exactly spacious or scenic—which you find a lot in the eastern part of the city. Lucy quickly lost interest in Lady Louisa’s complaints and started feeling bummed out herself. For one amazing moment, Italy popped up. She stood in the Square of the Annunziata and saw those incredible babies in real life, the kind no cheap print can ever capture. There they were, their shiny limbs bursting from their clothes, their strong white arms reaching up towards the sky. Lucy thought she’s never seen anything more beautiful, but Miss Lavish, with a horrified shriek, yanked her forward, saying they were totally off track by at least a mile.
The time for the continental breakfast—or, like, when it officially stops being relevant—was approaching, so the ladies bought some hot chestnut paste from a little shop because it looked so authentic. It tasted kinda like the paper it was wrapped in, mixed with hair oil, and just… the great unknown. But it gave them enough energy to drift into another Piazza, big and dusty, where a seriously ugly black-and-white building rose up. Miss Lavish started talking to it dramatically. It was Santa Croce. The adventure was officially over.
“Hold up; let those two go, or I’m gonna have to say something. I seriously hate small talk. Ugh, they’re even going into the church. Oh my god, the tourist abroad!”
“We sat across from them at dinner last night. They offered us their rooms. They were so sweet.”
“Look at their figures!” Miss Lavish laughed. “They’re walking through my Italy like a couple of cows. It’s mean, but I’m tempted to give an exam in Dover and send every tourist who fails it packing.”
“What would you even ask?”
Miss Lavish playfully put her hand on Lucy’s arm, like, suggesting that she, at least, would ace it. Feeling super important, they reached the steps of the big church, about to go inside, when Miss Lavish stopped, squeaked, threw her arms up, and cried:
“There goes my local-colour moment! I gotta say something to him!”
And in a flash, she was off across the Piazza, her military cloak flapping in the wind; she didn't slow down until she caught up with an old man with white whiskers and playfully pinched him on the arm.
 Lucy waited for almost ten minutes. Then she started to feel drained. The beggars were stressing her out, dust was blowing in her eyes, and she reminded herself that a young girl shouldn't just hang around in public places. She slowly made her way down into the Piazza, hoping to find Miss Lavish, who was seriously extra. But at that moment, Miss Lavish and her whole vibe disappeared down a side street, waving their arms dramatically. Lucy’s eyes welled up, partly because Miss Lavish had ditched her, and partly because she’s taken her guidebook. How was she gonna find her way home? How was she even gonna navigate Santa Croce? Her first morning was totally ruined, and she might never even be back in Florence. Just a little while ago, she’s been feeling on top of the world, talking like a sophisticated person, and almost convincing herself that she was super original. Now she walked into the church feeling bummed and embarrassed, not even remembering if the Franciscans or the Dominicans built it. Of course, it had to be an amazing building. But it looked so much like a barn! And it was freezing! Sure, it had frescoes by Giotto, and she could appreciate their texture, but who was gonna tell her which ones they were? She wandered around, feeling unimpressed, unwilling to get excited about monuments of unknown authorship or age. There wasn't even anyone to tell her which of all the stone slabs covering the floor was actually beautiful, the one that Mr. Ruskin had praised so much.
Then Italy’s charm just took over, and instead of learning anything, she started to feel good. She figured out the Italian signs—the ones that said no dogs allowed in the church—and the one that asked people, for their health and out of respect for the sacred place, not to spit. She watched the tourists; their noses were as red as their guidebooks, it was so cold in Santa Croce. She saw the crazy stuff that happened to three Catholic kids—two boys and a girl—who started their visit by splashing each other with holy water, and then headed for the Machiavelli memorial, dripping but blessed. They approached it really slowly, from far away, touching the stone with their fingers, with their handkerchiefs, even with their heads, then backing away. What was that all about? They kept doing it over and over. Then Lucy realized they thought Machiavelli was a saint, hoping to get some virtue. Punishment followed fast. The smallest boy tripped over one of the stone slabs that Mr. Ruskin admired so much, and got his feet tangled in the features of a lying-down bishop. Even though she was Protestant, Lucy rushed forward. She was too late. He fell hard on the bishop’s upturned toes.
“Hateful bishop!” exclaimed old Mr. Emerson, who had also rushed forward. “Mean when he was alive, mean even in death. Go outside into the sunshine, little boy, and wave to the sun, that's where you belong. Intolerable bishop!”
The child screamed at those words, and at those weird people who picked him up, dusted him off, rubbed his bruises, and told him not to be superstitious.
“Look at him!” said Mr. Emerson to Lucy. “A mess: a hurt, cold, and scared baby! But what else can you expect from a church?”
The child’s legs had turned to melting wax. Every time old Mr. Emerson and Lucy tried to stand him up, he collapsed with a wail. Luckily, an Italian lady, who should have been praying, came to the rescue. With some kind of magic that only moms have, she straightened the little boy’s back and gave strength to his knees. He stood. Still shaking with anxiety, he walked away.
 “You’re really smart,” said Mr. Emerson. “You’ve done more than all the relics in the world. I’m not your type, but I do believe in people who make others happy. There’s no grand plan—"
He paused, searching for the right words.
“Niente,” said the Italian lady, and went back to her prayers.
“I don’t think she understands English,” suggested Lucy.
In her humbled state, she didn’t even look down on the Emersons anymore. She was determined to be nice to them, cool instead of delicate, and, if possible, to forget Miss Bartlett’s polite manners by making some friendly comment about the nice rooms.
“That woman understands everything,” Mr. Emerson replied. “But what are you doing here? Are you doing the church? Are you finished with the church?”
“No,” cried Lucy, remembering what had upset her. “I came here with Miss Lavish, who was going to explain everything; and right by the door—it’s so bad!—she just bolted, and after waiting a while, I had to come in by myself.”
“Why not?” said Mr. Emerson.
“Yeah, why couldn’t you come by yourself?” said the son, addressing the young lady for the first time.
“But Miss Lavish even took my guidebook.”
“Guidebook?” said Mr. Emerson. “I’m glad it’s you who noticed. It’s worth noticing when you lose a guidebook. That’s worth noticing.”
Lucy was confused. She felt like something new was coming to her, and wasn’t sure where it would lead.
“If you don’t have a guidebook,” said the son, “you should join us.” Was this where it would lead? She clung to her dignity.
“Thank you so much, but I couldn’t do that. I hope you don’t think I came to tag along. I really came to help with the kid, and to thank you for letting us use your rooms last night. I hope you weren’t put out too much.”
“My dear,” said the old man gently, “I think you’re just repeating what you’ve heard older people say. You’re pretending to be sensitive; but you’re not really. Stop being so annoying, and tell me instead what part of the church you want to see. It would be a real pleasure to show it to you.”
Now, that was seriously rude, and she should have been furious. But sometimes it’s just as hard to get angry as it is to stay calm. Lucy couldn’t get upset. Mr. Emerson was an older man, and surely a girl could humor him. On the other hand, his son was a young man, and she felt like a girl should be offended by him, or at least feel offended in front of him. It was at him that she stared before replying.
“I’m not sensitive, I hope. I want to see the Giottos, if you’d kindly tell me which ones they are.”
The son nodded. With a look of serious satisfaction, he led the way to the Peruzzi Chapel. There was a hint of a teacher about him. She felt like a student in school who had answered a question correctly.
The chapel was already full of people who were really into it, and out of them rose the voice of a lecturer, telling them how to worship Giotto, not by being polite, but by the standards of the spirit.
“Remember,” he was saying, “the facts about this church of Santa Croce; how it was built with faith and passion in the middle ages, before the Renaissance had even started. Notice how Giotto in these frescoes—now, unfortunately, damaged by restoration—isn’t worried about getting the anatomy and perspective right. Could anything be more majestic, more pathetic, beautiful, true? How little, we feel, matters knowledge and technical skill against a man who truly feels!”
“No!” exclaimed Mr. Emerson, in a voice that was way too loud for church. “Remember nothing of the sort! Built by faith indeed! That just means the workers weren’t paid properly. And as for the frescoes, I don’t see any truth in them. Look at that fat man in blue! He must weigh as much as I do, and he’s shooting into the sky like a hot air balloon.”
 He was talking about the fresco of the “Ascension of St. John.” Inside, the lecturer’s voice kind of trailed off, and honestly, it made sense. The audience shifted uncomfortably, and so did Lucy. She felt like she shouldn’t be around these guys, but they had this weird vibe, and she couldn't remember how to act normal.
“Okay, so did this actually happen, or did it not? Yes or no?”
George replied:
“It happened like this, if it even happened at all. I’d rather just go to heaven myself than get pushed up there by angels; and if I did get there, I'd want my friends to peek out, like they’re doing here.”
“You’re never going up,” said his father. “You and I, dear boy, will rest peacefully in the earth that birthed us, and our names will disappear as surely as our work lives on.”
“Some people just see an empty grave, not the saint—whoever he is—going up. It did happen like that, if it happened at all.”
“Excuse me,” said a frosty voice. “The chapel is a bit small for two groups. We won’t bother you any longer.”
The lecturer was a priest, and his audience was basically his congregation, because they were holding prayer books and guidebooks. They filed out of the chapel in silence. Among them were the two little old ladies from the Pension Bertolini—Miss Teresa and Miss Catherine Alan.
“Stop!” cried Mr. Emerson. “There’s plenty of room for everyone. Stop!”
The group disappeared without a word.
Soon, the lecturer’s voice could be heard in the next chapel, talking about the life of St. Francis.
“George, I think that priest is the Brixton curate.”
George went into the next chapel and came back saying, “Maybe? I don’t really remember.”
“Well, I better talk to him and remind him who I am. It’s that Mr. Eager. Why did he leave? Did we talk too loud? Ugh, so annoying. I’m gonna go apologize. Should I? Maybe then he’ll come back.”
“He’s not coming back,” said George.
But Mr. Emerson, feeling guilty and upset, hurried off to apologize to the Rev. Cuthbert Eager. Lucy, apparently lost in a painting, could hear the lecture again get interrupted, the old man’s anxious, aggressive voice, and his opponent’s curt, hurt replies. The son, who took every little disagreement like it was a tragedy, was listening too.
“My dad has that effect on almost everyone,” he told her. “He tries to be kind.”
“I hope we all try,” she said, smiling nervously.
“Because we think it improves our image. But he's kind to people because he loves them; and they notice, and they get offended or scared.”
“How silly of them!” said Lucy, even though deep down she understood; “I think a kind action done thoughtfully—”
“Thoughtful?”
He looked up his nose in disdain. Apparently, she’s given the wrong answer. She watched this strange guy pace around the chapel. For a young man, his face was rough, and—until the shadows hit it—tough. In the shadows, it softened. She remembered seeing him once in Rome, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, carrying a load of acorns. Strong and muscular, he still gave her a feeling of sadness, of tragedy that might only be solved in the darkness. The feeling faded quickly; it was unlike her to feel anything so subtle. Born from silence and an unknown emotion, it disappeared when Mr. Emerson returned, and she could dive back into the world of fast-paced conversations, which was the only thing she knew.
“Did they brush you off?” asked his son calmly.
“But we’re ruining the experience for so many people. They’re not coming back.”
“...full of natural kindness...ability to spot the good in others...a vision of everyone being connected...” Pieces of the lecture on St. Francis floated through the wall.
“Don’t let us ruin yours,” he continued to Lucy. “Have you looked at those saints?”
“Yeah,” said Lucy. “They’re gorgeous. Do you know which tombstone is praised in Ruskin?”
 He had no clue, and suggested they try to guess it. George, thankfully, refused to budge, and she and the old man wandered around Santa Croce, which, though it’s basically a huge barn, holds a ton of beautiful stuff inside. There were also beggars to avoid and tour guides to dodge around the pillars, plus an old lady with her dog, and priests quietly making their way to Mass through the crowds of tourists. But Mr. Emerson was only half paying attention. He watched the lecturer, whose success he felt he’d messed up, and then he nervously watched his son.
“Why’s he staring at that fresco?” he said, sounding worried. “I didn’t see anything special about it.”
“I like Giotto,” she replied. “It’s amazing what they say about his tactile qualities. Though I’m more into things like the Della Robbia babies, honestly.”
“You should be. A baby is worth more than a dozen saints. And my baby’s worth the whole of Paradise, and as far as I can see, he’s living in Hell.”
Lucy felt like that wasn’t quite right.
“In Hell,” he repeated. “He’s unhappy.”
“Oh, no!” said Lucy.
“How can he be unhappy when he’s strong and alive? What more could you give him? And think about how he’s been raised—free from all the superstition and ignorance that make people hate each other in the name of God. With an education like that, I thought he’s be happy by now.”
She wasn’t exactly a theologian, but she thought this was a seriously clueless and pretty irreligious old man. She also figured her mom wouldn't be thrilled about her talking to someone like him, and Charlotte would definitely disapprove.
“What are we supposed to do with him?” he asked. “He comes to Italy for his vacation and acts like…like a little kid who should be playing and hurt himself on a tombstone. Eh? What did you say?”
Lucy hadn't said anything. Suddenly, he said:
“Now, don’t be ridiculous about this. I don’t expect you to fall in love with my boy, but I do think you could try to understand him. You’re closer to his age, and if you just let go, I’m sure you’re smart enough to figure it out. You could help me. He hasn’t really known that many women, and you have time. You’re staying here for weeks, right? Just let go. Stop overthinking everything if you catch my drift. Pull those thoughts you don’t understand out of your head and put them in the sunlight, figure them out. By understanding George, you might learn to understand yourself. It's good for both of you.”
Lucy had no response to this wild speech.
“I just know what’s wrong with him; I don’t know why it’s wrong.”
“What is it?” asked Lucy nervously, expecting some seriously dark story.
“The old problem; things just don’t add up.”
“What things?”
“The things of the universe. It’s true. They don’t.”
“Oh, Mr. Emerson, what do you even mean?”
In his normal voice, so casually she almost didn’t realize he was quoting poetry, he said:
“‘From far, from eve and morning, And yon twelve-winded sky, The stuff of life to knit me Blew hither: here am I.’"
“George and I both know this, but why does it bother him so much? We know we come from the winds, and that we’ll go back to them; that all life is maybe just a knot, a tangle, a blemish on the perfect smoothness of everything. But why does that make us unhappy? Shouldn't we just love each other, work hard, and be happy?”
Miss Honeychurch agreed.
“Then make my boy think like us. Make him realize that next to the endless ‘Why’ there's a ‘Yes’—a temporary ‘Yes’ if you like, but a ‘Yes’ all the same.”
Suddenly, he laughed; honestly, shouldn't one laugh? A young man being melancholy because the universe doesn't fit, because life is a tangle or a wind, or a Yes, or something!
 “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking. “You’ll think I’m totally heartless, but—but—” Then she put on a mature vibe. “Oh, but your son wants a job. Does he have any hobbies? I mean, I’m stressed too, but playing piano always helps me forget things. And my brother was obsessed with collecting stamps – it really helped him out. Maybe Italy is boring him? You should try the Alps or the Lakes, for real.”
The old man’s face fell, and he gently touched her hand. She wasn’t freaked out; she thought her advice had impressed him and he was thanking her. Honestly, she wasn’t scared of him anymore; she thought of him as sweet, but a little clueless. Her feelings were as intense as they’d been an hour ago when she was admiring the architecture, before she lost her guidebook. Dear George, now heading towards them across the graveyard, seemed both sad and ridiculous. He approached, his face in shadow. He said:
“Miss Bartlett.”
“Oh my gosh!” said Lucy, suddenly sinking and seeing everything in a whole new light. “Where? Where?”
“In the nave.”
“Okay. Those nosy little Miss Alans probably—” She stopped herself.
“Poor thing!” exclaimed Mr. Emerson. “Poor thing!”
She couldn’t let that go; that’s exactly how she felt.
“Poor thing? I’m not sure I get that. I think I’m actually a pretty lucky girl, seriously. I’m having a great time. Please don’t waste time feeling sorry for me. There’s already enough sadness in the world, right? Bye. Thanks so much for being so kind. Oh, look! My cousin’s here. It's a gorgeous morning! Santa Croce is an amazing church.”
She walked over to her cousin.
Chapter 3

It so happened that Lucy, who found everyday life pretty chaotic, stepped into a more grounded world when she opened the piano. She wasn't trying to be deferential or act superior; she wasn't rebelling or feeling trapped. The world of music isn't like the real world; it welcomes people that breeding, intellect, and culture have all rejected. Someone who's totally average can start playing and just soar without even trying, while we all look up, wondering how they escaped us, and wishing we could worship and love them if they could just translate their visions into words and their experiences into actions. Maybe they can't; definitely, they don't, or they do it really rarely. Lucy had never done it.
She wasn’t a show-stopping player; her runs weren't like perfect strings of pearls, and she didn't hit every note right, no more than was expected for someone her age and in her situation. She wasn't the passionate young woman who performs dramatically on a summer evening with the window open. Passion was there, but it wasn’t easy to define; it shifted between love, hate, and jealousy, and all the clichés of dramatic expression. She was tragic only in the sense that she was powerful, because she loved to play for a sense of victory. Victory over what and why—that's beyond what everyday words can explain. But nobody can deny that some of Beethoven's sonatas are written tragically; yet they can triumph or fall depending on the player, and Lucy had decided they would triumph.
A really wet afternoon at the Bertolini let her do what she loved most, and after lunch, she opened the little draped piano. A few people hung around and complimented her playing, but finding that she didn’t reply, they drifted off to their rooms to write in their journals or take a nap. She didn’t notice Mr. Emerson looking for his son, or Miss Bartlett looking for Miss Lavish, or Miss Lavish looking for her cigarette case. Like any true performer, she was lost in the feel of the notes—they were like fingers caressing her own; and through touch, not just sound, she reached her desire.
Mr. Beebe, sitting unnoticed in the window, puzzled over this weird thing about Miss Honeychurch, and remembered the time at Tunbridge Wells when he's realized it. It was at one of those events where the upper class entertains the lower. The seats were filled with a respectful audience, and the ladies and gentlemen of the parish, under the guidance of their vicar, sang, recited, or imitated the sound of a champagne cork being pulled. Among the promised performances was “Miss Honeychurch. Piano. Beethoven,” and Mr. Beebe was wondering whether she’s play Adelaida, or the march from The Ruins of Athens, when the opening bars of Opus III shattered his composure. He was on edge throughout the introduction, because you don’t know what the performer’s going to do until the tempo picks up. With the rush of the opening theme, he knew things were going wild; in the chords that signaled the end, he heard the pounding of victory. He was glad she only played the first movement, because he couldn’t have focused on the complicated rhythms of nine-sixteen measures. The audience clapped, showing their respect. Mr. Beebe started the stomping—it was all you could do.
“Who is she?” he asked the vicar afterward.
“Cousin of one of my parishioners. I don’t think her choice of a piece was great. Beethoven usually appeals in a simple and direct way, so it's just strange to pick something like that, which, if anything, is unsettling.”
“Introduce me.”
“She’s thrilled. She and Miss Bartlett are full of praise for your sermon.”
“My sermon?” cried Mr. Beebe. “Why would she even listen to it?”
 When he was introduced, it clicked for him—Miss Honeychurch, without her piano stool, was just a young woman with a ton of dark hair and a really pretty, pale face that hadn’s fully bloomed yet. She loved going to concerts, hanging out with her cousin, and iced coffee with meringues. He didn’t doubt she liked his sermon, too. But before he left Tunbridge Wells, he’s made a comment to the vicar, and now he said to Lucy herself as she closed the little piano and drifted towards him:
“If Miss Honeychurch starts living like she plays, it’s gonna be seriously exciting for all of us.”
Lucy instantly jumped back into her everyday life.
“Ugh, that’s so weird! Someone told my mom the same thing, and she said she hoped I’d never live a ‘duet’—like, a partnership.”
“Doesn’t Mrs. Honeychurch like music?”
“She doesn’t hate it. But she doesn’t want anyone to get too hyped about anything; she thinks I’m being dramatic about it. She thinks—I can’t even figure it out. Once, I said I liked my own playing better than anyone else’s. She’s never let that go. Of course, I didn’t mean I was a good pianist; I just meant—"
“Of course,” he said, wondering why she even bothered explaining.
“Music—” said Lucy, as if trying to make a broad statement. She couldn’t finish and just stared out at Italy, which was drizzling. The whole South felt chaotic, and the most stylish country in Europe had turned into shapeless piles of clothes.
The street and the river were a dirty yellow, the bridge was a dirty grey, and the hills were a dirty purple. Hidden somewhere in those hills were Miss Lavish and Miss Bartlett, who’s decided to visit the Torre del Gallo that afternoon.
“What about music?” asked Mr. Beebe.
“Poor Charlotte will be soaked,” replied Lucy.
The whole thing was so typical of Miss Bartlett, who’s always return cold, tired, hungry, and perfectly angelic, with a ruined skirt, a soggy guidebook, and a tickle in her throat. On another day, when the world was bursting with life and the air felt like drinking wine, she’s refuse to leave the drawing-room, saying she was too old and not a good companion for a lively girl.
“Miss Lavish has led your cousin astray. She’s hoping to find the ‘real’ Italy in this rain, I think.”
“Miss Lavish is so original,” murmured Lucy. That was her go-to line—the ultimate definition from the Pension Bertolini. Miss Lavish was so original. Mr. Beebe had his doubts, but he kept them to himself. For that, and for other reasons, he stayed quiet.
“Is it true,” continued Lucy, sounding totally awestruck, “that Miss Lavish is writing a book?”
“That’s the rumor.”
“What’s it about?”
“It’s going to be a novel,” replied Mr. Beebe, “dealing with modern Italy. Let me recommend Miss Catharine Alan, who uses words more brilliantly than anyone I know.”
“I wish Miss Lavish would just tell me herself. We were such good friends. But I don’t think she should have ditched the guidebook that morning in Santa Croce. Charlotte was really annoyed to find me practically alone, so I couldn’t help being a little annoyed with Miss Lavish.”
“The two ladies, at least, have made up.”
 He was totally intrigued by the sudden friendship between women who seemed so different, like Miss Bartlett and Miss Lavish. They were always together, leaving Lucy feeling a bit left out. He thought he understood Miss Lavish, but Miss Bartlett might be hiding some unexpected quirks, though not necessarily anything deep. Was Italy distracting her from being the proper, chaperoned type he's always thought she'd be? He’s always loved studying women; it’s practically his thing, and his job had given him tons of opportunities to do just that. Girls like Lucy were cute, but Mr. Beebe, for some pretty significant reasons, kept a bit of distance from women and preferred to observe rather than get wrapped up.
Lucy, for the third time, said that poor Charlotte was going to be soaked. The Arno River was flooding, washing away the traces of the little carts on the bank. But there was a dull yellow haze in the southwest, which could mean better weather, or it could mean worse. She opened the window to check, and a cold blast rushed into the room, making Miss Catharine Alan let out a little cry as she walked in the door at the same moment.
“Oh, dear Miss Honeychurch, you’ll catch a chill! And Mr. Beebe here, too! Who would think this is Italy? My sister’s actually nursing a hot-water bottle; no comforts or decent food.”
She moved closer and sat down, feeling awkward as always when she entered a room with one man, or a man and one woman.
“I could hear your beautiful playing, Miss Honeychurch, even though I was in my room with the door shut. Doors shut; seriously, they’re kind of necessary. No one here has any idea about privacy. You catch something from someone else.”
Lucy replied politely. Mr. Beebe couldn't tell the ladies about his experience in Modena, where the chambermaid barged into his bathroom and cheerfully announced, “No problem, I’m old.” He just said, “I totally agree with you, Miss Alan. Italians are kind of annoying. They’re nosy, they see everything, and they know what we want before we even do. We’re at their mercy. They read our minds, they predict our desires. From the cab driver all the way up to—to Giotto, they turn us inside out, and I’m not happy about it. Yet, deep down, they’re—so shallow! They don’t get the intellectual life at all. Just the other day, Signora Bertolini told me, ‘Oh, Mr. Beebe, if you only knew what I worry about with the kids’ education! My little Victorier won’t be taught by some ignorant Italian who can’t explain anything!’”
Miss Alan didn’t quite follow, but she got the feeling she was being teased in a nice way. Her sister was a little disappointed in Mr. Beebe, expecting more from a clergyman who was bald and had a pair of orange-brown whiskers. Who would have thought that tolerance, empathy, and a sense of humor would be hiding in that serious-looking body?
As she kept moving closer, the reason became clear. She pulled a gunmetal cigarette case, with the initials “E. L.” powdered in turquoise, from beneath her chair.
“That belongs to Lavish,” said the clergyman. “Good guy, Lavish, but I wish she’d start smoking a pipe.”
“Oh, Mr. Beebe,” said Miss Alan, between being impressed and amused. “Seriously, while it’s bad for her to smoke, it’s not as terrible as you think. She picked it up, practically out of desperation, after her life’s work was destroyed in a landslide. Surely that makes it a little more understandable.”
“What was that?” asked Lucy.
 Mr. Beebe leaned back, totally chill, and Miss Alan started in: “It was a novel—and honestly, from what I can tell, not a great one. It's just so frustrating when people with talent mess it up, and let’s be real, they almost always do. Anyway, she left it practically finished in the Grotto of the Calvary at the Capuccini Hotel in Amalfi while she went for some ink. She was like, ‘Can I get a little ink, please?’ But you know Italians, and meanwhile the Grotto just crumbled down onto the beach, and the worst part is she can’t even remember what she wrote. She was super sick afterward, and ended up getting into cigarettes. It's a huge secret, but I’m happy to say she’s writing another one. She told Teresa and Miss Pole the other day that she’s got all the local flavor nailed down—this novel’s about modern Italy; the last one was historical—but she can’t start until she has an idea. First she tried Perugia for inspiration, then she came here—this has to stay under wraps. And she was so positive the whole time! I honestly think there’s something to admire in everyone, even if you don’t exactly approve.”
Miss Alan was always like that, giving people the benefit of the doubt, even when she shouldn’t. There was a kind of sad beauty to her random comments, like how in the dying autumn woods you sometimes catch a whiff of spring. She felt like she'd made a lot of excuses, and quickly apologized for being so understanding.
“Still, she’s a little… I don’t even know how to say it, unladylike, but she acted really weird when the Emersons arrived.”
Mr. Beebe chuckled as Miss Alan launched into a story she knew she wouldn't finish in front of a guy.
“I’m not sure, Miss Honeychurch, if you’ve noticed that Miss Pole, the one with all the blonde hair, drinks lemonade. And old Mr. Emerson, who puts things in a really strange way—"
Her jaw just dropped. She went totally silent. Mr. Beebe, who always knew how to handle any situation, went to order some tea, and she continued to Lucy in a rush.
 “Seriously, let me finish the story,” said Mr. Beebe, who had come back.
“Miss Lavish tried Miss Pole, me, everyone, and finally said, ‘I’m going alone.’ She left. After like, five minutes, she slipped back in with a green felt game board and started playing solitaire.”
“What happened next?” asked Lucy.
“Nobody knows. Nobody’d ever tell. Miss Lavish would never admit it, and Mr. Emerson doesn’t think it’s worth mentioning.”
“Mr. Beebe—is old Mr. Emerson a good guy or not? I really want to know.”
Mr. Beebe chuckled and suggested she figure it out herself.
“No, it’s so hard. Sometimes he’s just ridiculous, and then I don’t even mind him. Miss Alan, what do you think? Is he cool?”
The little old lady shook her head and sighed disapprovingly. Mr. Beebe, who was finding the conversation hilarious, teased her by saying:
“I’m telling you, you have to think of him as a good guy, Miss Alan, after that whole thing with the violets.”
“Violets? Oh, for real? Who told you about the violets? How do things get around? A retirement home is a gossip central. Seriously, I can’t forget what happened at Mr. Eager’s lecture in Santa Croce. Oh, poor Miss Honeychurch! It was seriously messed up. No, I’m totally over it. I don't like the Emersons. They’re not good people.”
 Mr. Beebe smiled, totally unfazed. He'd tried to get the Emersons accepted into Bertolini society, but it just didn't click. He was practically the only one still being nice to them. Miss Lavish, who represented intelligence, was openly hostile, and now the Miss Alans, who stood for good breeding, were following her lead. Miss Bartlett, still smarting from owing them a favor, barely even acknowledged them. Lucy’s situation was different. She’d given him a vague story about her adventures in Santa Croce, and he got the impression that those two guys had made a weird, maybe even planned, attempt to charm her, show her the world from their own strange perspective, and get her interested in their personal dramas. It was kind of rude; he didn’t want a young girl to be their champion. He’s rather hoped they’d just fail. Honestly, he didn't know anything about them, and fleeting joys and sorrows are kinda flimsy things, whereas Lucy would be one of his parishioners.
Lucy, glancing at the weather, finally said she thought the Emersons were cool—not that she saw much of them these days. Even their seats at dinner had been moved.
“But aren’t they always trying to get you to hang out with them, dear?” the little lady asked curiously.
“Just once. Charlotte wasn’t feeling it and said something—really politely, of course.”
“Good for her. They just don't get our vibe. They need to find their place.”
Mr. Beebe felt like they’d just given up. They’d abandoned their attempt—if it even was an attempt—to break into society, and now the dad was practically silent, just like his son. He wondered if he should plan a nice outing for them before they left—maybe an expedition, with Lucy properly supervised to be nice to them. It was one of Mr. Beebe’s biggest joys to give people happy memories.
Evening arrived as they chatted; the air got brighter; the colors on the trees and hills were more vibrant, and the Arno lost its murky look and started to sparkle. There were a few streaks of blue-green in the clouds, some patches of watery light on the earth, and then the facade of San Miniato shone brilliantly in the setting sun.
“Too late to go out,” said Miss Alan, sounding relieved. “All the galleries are closed.”
“I think I’m gonna go out,” said Lucy. “I want to ride the circular tram—on the platform next to the driver.”
Her two companions looked concerned. Mr. Beebe, feeling responsible for her since Miss Bartlett wasn’t around, ventured to say:
“I wish we could. Unfortunately, I have letters. If you really want to go out alone, wouldn’t it be safer to stay on the sidewalks?”
“Italians, dear, you know,” said Miss Alan.
“Maybe I’ll meet someone who really gets me!”
But they still looked disapproving, and she finally agreed to Mr. Beebe as to say that she would just take a short walk, and stick to the streets frequented by tourists.
“She really shouldn’t go at all,” said Mr. Beebe, as they watched her from the window, “and she knows it. I’m blaming it on too much Beethoven.”
Chapter 4

Mr. Beebe was totally right. Lucy never knew what she wanted so clearly as after music. She hadn’t really appreciated the clergyman’s humor, or Miss Alan’s playful teasing. Conversation was just dragging on; she wanted something huge, and she felt like it would hit her, like, out of nowhere, on the platform of an electric tram. But she probably couldn’t do that. It wasn't very ladylike. Why? Why were most big things off-limits for women? Charlotte had once explained it to her. It wasn’t that women were somehow less than men; it was that they were different. Their job was to inspire others to achieve things, rather than to achieve them themselves. Indirectly, with grace and a good reputation, a woman could do a lot. But if she jumped straight into the action, she’s be judged, looked down on, and totally ignored. There were even poems about it.
There’s something timeless about that medieval lady. The dragons and knights are gone, but she’s still around. She ruled in tons of early Victorian castles, and she was the star of a lot of early Victorian songs. It’s nice to protect her when you're taking a break from work, to give her credit when she cooks a good dinner. But honestly! this type of woman is getting outdated. Even she’s starting to feel strange desires. She's also obsessed with strong winds, huge landscapes, and the endless ocean. She’s noticed how full the world is of wealth, beauty, and conflict—a shiny surface built around a fiery core, spinning towards the sky. Guys, claiming she inspires them, are having a blast on the surface, connecting with other guys, feeling alive, not because they’re macho, but because they're just… alive. Before the show ends, she wants to ditch the title of “The Eternal Woman” and go there as her temporary self.
Lucy isn’t about that medieval lady, who was more of an ideal she was supposed to look up to when she was feeling deep. And she doesn't have a rebellious streak. Sometimes a rule would really bug her, and she’d break it, and maybe regret it later. This afternoon, she was especially restless. She really wanted to do something her well-wishers would disapprove of. Since she couldn't hop on the electric tram, she went to Alinari’s shop.
There, she bought a photo of Botticelli’s “Birth of Venus.” Venus kind of ruined the picture, but otherwise it was so charming, and Miss Bartlett had convinced her to skip it. (In art, “a pity” meant nude.) Giorgione’s “Tempesta,” the “Idolino,” some of the Sistine frescoes, and the Apoxyomenos were added to it. She felt a bit calmer then, and bought Fra Angelico’s “Coronation,” Giotto’s “Ascension of St. John,” some Della Robbia babies, and some Guido Reni Madonnas. Her taste was pretty broad, and she gave automatic approval to every well-known artist.
But even though she spent almost seven lire, the gates of freedom still felt locked. She was aware of her discontent; it was new to feel that way. “The world,” she thought, “is definitely full of beautiful things, if only I could find them.” It wasn’t a surprise that Mrs. Honeychurch didn’t like music, saying it always left her daughter moody, impractical, and easily upset.
 “Nothing ever happens to me,” she thought as she walked into the Piazza Signoria and casually checked out the sights, which she was pretty used to by now. The square was in shadow; the sun had come too late to brighten it up. Neptune looked hazy in the fading light, half god, half ghost, and his fountain splashed dreamily towards the guys and satyrs hanging out along the edge. The Loggia looked like the entrance to a cave, with tons of shadowy, but eternal, figures looking out at the people coming and going. It was that unreal hour—the time when weird stuff feels totally real. An older person in a place like that might feel like they’re experiencing enough and be content. Lucy wanted more.
She stared wistfully at the tower of the palace, which rose out of the darkness like a pillar of rough gold. It didn't look like a tower anymore, not really supported by the ground, but like some incredible treasure pulsing in the quiet sky. Its brightness hypnotized her, still dancing in her vision when she looked down and started heading home.
Then, something actually happened.
Two Italians by the Loggia had been arguing about a debt. “Five lire,” they shouted, “five lire!” They pushed and shoved, and one of them got tapped lightly on the chest. He frowned; he leaned towards Lucy with a look of interest, like he had an important message for her. He opened his mouth to say something, and a stream of red shot out and trickled down his unshaven chin.
That was it. A crowd surged out of the dusk. It blocked her view of the crazy guy, and swept him away towards the fountain. Mr. George Emerson happened to be a few steps away, looking at her across the spot where the man had been. How weird! Across something. Even as she caught sight of him, he started to fade; the palace itself seemed to dim, swaying above her, gently falling on her, silently, and the sky fell with it.
She thought, “Oh, what did I do?”
“Oh, what did I do?” she murmured, and opened her eyes.
George Emerson was still looking at her, but not across anything. She’d complained about being bored, and suddenly, a guy got stabbed, and another was holding her.
They were sitting on some steps in the Uffizi Arcade. He must have carried her. He got up when she spoke, and started brushing off his knees. She repeated, “Oh, what did I do?”
“You fainted.”
“I—I’m really sorry.”
“How are you now?”
“Perfectly well—totally well.” And she started to nod and smile.
“Then let’s go home. There’s no point in hanging around.”
He held out his hand to help her up. She pretended not to notice it. The cries from the fountain—they hadn't stopped—sounded empty. The whole world seemed pale and lost its original meaning.
“You’re so kind! I could have hurt myself falling. But I’m okay now. I can go alone, thanks.”
His hand was still extended.
“Oh, my photos!” she exclaimed suddenly.
“What photos?”
“I bought some photos at Alinari’s. I must have dropped them out there in the square.” She looked at him cautiously. “Would you add to your kindness and fetch them?”
He added to his kindness. As soon as he turned his back, Lucy jumped up and dashed down the arcade towards the Arno.
“Miss Honeychurch!”
She stopped, putting her hand on her heart.
“You sit still; you aren’t fit to go home alone.”
“Yes, I am, thank you so much.”
“No, you aren’t. You’d go straight if you were.”
“But I’d rather—”
“Then I’m not getting your photos.”
“I’d rather be alone.”
He said firmly: “The man is dead—the man is probably dead; sit down until you’re rested.” She looked confused, and obeyed him. “And don’t move until I come back.”
 In the distance she saw figures in dark hoods, the kind you see in nightmares. The palace tower had lost the last bit of sunlight and seemed to sink into the ground. How was she going to talk to Mr. Emerson when he got back from that creepy square? Again, the thought hit her: “Oh my god, what have I done?”—the feeling that she, just like the dying man, had crossed some serious line.
He returned, and she talked about the murder. Surprisingly, it wasn’t that hard to talk about. She talked about the Italian guy; she even started rambling about what had made her faint just minutes before. Being strong, she quickly got over the shock of seeing blood. She got up without his help, and even though she felt like she had butterflies in her stomach, she walked confidently towards the Arno River. There, a taxi driver waved them down, but they turned him away.
“And the killer tried to kiss him, you’re saying—that’s so weird, isn’t it, Italians!—and then turned himself in to the police! Mr. Beebe was saying that Italians know everything, but I think they’re kind of immature. When my cousin and I were at the Pitti Palace yesterday—What was that?”
He had thrown something into the river.
“What did you throw in?”
“Stuff I didn’t want,” he said, sounding annoyed.
“Mr. Emerson!”
“Yeah?”
“Where are the photos?”
He was silent.
“I think it was my photos that you threw away.”
“I didn’t know what to do with them,” he cried, and his voice sounded like a worried kid’s. Her heart warmed towards him for the first time. “They were covered in blood. There! I’m glad I’ve told you; and the whole time we were talking, I was stressing about what to do with them.” He pointed downstream. “They’re gone.” The river swirled under the bridge, “I was so bummed about them, and honestly, it just seemed better to let them go—like, let them go out to the ocean—I don’t know, I guess I was just freaked out.” Then the boy started to look like a man. “Because something huge has happened; I need to face it without getting totally lost. It’s not just that a guy died.”
Something told Lucy she needed to stop him.
“It’s happened,” he repeated, “and I’m going to find out what it is.”
“Mr. Emerson—”
He turned towards her, frowning, like she’s interrupted him mid-thought.
“I want to ask you something before we go inside.”
They were close to their rental. She stopped and leaned her elbows on the edge of the embankment. He did the same. Sometimes, just sharing a position feels like a connection; it’s one of those things that makes you think you'll be friends forever. She moved her elbows before speaking:
“I’d acted like a total idiot.”
He was lost in his own thoughts.
“I’m so embarrassed with myself right now; I have no idea what came over me.”
“I almost fainted myself,” he said, but she felt like her attitude pushed him away.
“Well, I owe you a thousand apologies.”
“Oh, it’s fine.”
“And—this is the real deal—you know how people gossip—especially women, I’m afraid—you get what I mean?”
“I’m not really following.”
“I mean, would you please not mention it to anyone, my ridiculous behavior?”
“Your behavior? Oh yeah, sure, no problem.”
“Thank you so much. And would you—”
 She realized she couldn't push it any further. The river was rushing below, practically black in the growing darkness. He's tossed her photos in, and then he dropped the explanation. It hit her that expecting any kind of decency from a guy like him was a total waste. He wouldn't trash her with gossip—he was reliable, smart, even nice. He might even think pretty highly of her. But he just didn't have that chivalrous thing; his thoughts, just like his actions, weren’t gonna change because of some kind of respect. It was pointless to say, “And would you—” and hope he’d finish the thought himself, looking away from her like a knight in that gorgeous painting. She’s been in his arms, and he remembered it, just like he remembered the blood on those photos she bought at Alinari’s. It wasn't exactly that someone had died; something had shifted with the living. They’d reached a point where character mattered, where childhood branched off into all sorts of different paths in youth.
“Seriously, thanks,” she repeated. “These things just happen, don’t they? And then you just go back to normal.”
“Not really.”
She felt anxious and needed to ask him more.
His answer was kinda weird: “I’m probably gonna want to keep living.”
“But why, Mr. Emerson? What are you even saying?”
“I’m gonna want to live, I said.”
Resting her elbows on the edge, she looked out at the River Arno, its roar somehow suggesting a new song to her ears.
Chapter 5

It was a family saying that “you never knew which way Charlotte Bartlett would turn.” She seemed totally fine and reasonable about Lucy’s adventure, thought the shortened version was good enough, and gave Mr. George Emerson the proper credit. Charlotte and Miss Lavish had their own little drama too. They got stopped at the customs coming back, and these young officials, who seemed bored and a little cocky, tried to search their purses for snacks. It could have been seriously awkward. Luckily, Miss Lavish could handle herself.
For better or worse, Lucy was left to deal with her situation on her own. None of her friends had seen her, either in the square or, later, by the riverbank. Mr. Beebe, noticing her wide eyes at dinner, repeated to himself, “Too much Beethoven.” But he just assumed she was ready for something exciting, not that she’s actually found it. Being alone like that was rough; she was used to having her thoughts confirmed or, at least, argued with. It was totally unsettling not knowing if she was even thinking straight.
The next morning at breakfast, she decided to take action. She had two options. Mr. Beebe was heading up to the Torre del Gallo with the Emersons and some American ladies. Would Charlotte and Miss Honeychurch join? Charlotte said no for herself; she’s been there in the rain the day before. But she thought it would be perfect for Lucy, who hated shopping, exchanging money, picking up mail, and all those other annoying things—all of which Charlotte had to do this morning and could easily handle on her own.
“No, Charlotte!” the girl said, with real enthusiasm. “It’s really nice of Mr. Beebe, but I’m definitely coming with you. I’d much rather.”
“Okay, dear,” said Charlotte, with a tiny smile that made Lucy feel a sudden wave of embarrassment. How badly she acted towards Charlotte, always! But this time, she would change. All morning, she’d be genuinely nice to her.
She slipped her arm into her cousin’s, and they started walking along the Arno River. The river looked powerful that morning, with its strength, sound, and color. Charlotte insisted on leaning over the edge to look at it. Then she made her usual comment, “Oh, how I wish Freddy and your mom could see this, too!”
Lucy shifted her weight; it was annoying that Charlotte had stopped exactly where she did.
“Look, Lucy! Oh, you’re watching for the Torre del Gallo group. I was worried you’d regret your choice.”
As serious as the decision had been, Lucy didn’t regret it. Yesterday had been a mess—weird and random, the kind of thing you couldn’t easily write down—but she felt like Charlotte and the shopping were better than George Emerson and the top of the Torre del Gallo. Since she couldn’t sort everything out, she had to be careful not to get tangled up again. She could definitely call out Charlotte’s little digs.
But even though she’d avoided the main guy, the scenery was still there. Charlotte, with a sense of inevitability, led her from the river to the Piazza Signoria. She couldn’t believe that stones, a Loggia, a fountain, a palace tower, could feel so significant. For a moment, she understood what ghosts were like.
The exact spot of the drama was occupied, not by a ghost, but by Miss Lavish, who had the morning newspaper in her hand. She greeted them cheerfully. The awful event from the day before had given her an idea that could turn into a book.
“Oh, let me congratulate you!” said Charlotte. “After your despair yesterday! What a lucky thing!”
“Aha! Miss Honeychurch, come you here I am in luck. Now, you are to tell me absolutely everything that you saw from the very beginning.” Lucy poked at the ground with her parasol.
 “But maybe you’d rather not?”
“I’m sorry—if you could manage without it, I think I’d rather not.”
The older women exchanged glances, not of disapproval; it's fine for a girl to feel things deeply.
“I’m sorry,” said Miss Lavish. “We writers are a bunch of shameless people. I think there’s no secret of the human heart we wouldn’t pry into.”
She cheerfully marched to the fountain and back, and did some calculations, keeping it real. Then she said she’s been in the Piazza since eight o’clock gathering material. A lot of it was unusable, but you gotta adapt, right? Two guys had argued over a five-euro bill. She’s gonna swap that out for a young woman, which will class up the tragedy and give her a killer plot.
“What’s the heroine’s name?” asked Miss Bartlett.
“Leonora,” said Miss Lavish; her own name was Eleanor.
“I hope she’s nice.”
That was definitely happening.
“And what’s the plot?”
Love, murder, abduction, revenge—that’s the plot. But it all played out while the fountain splashed near the satyrs in the morning sun.
“I hope you’ll excuse me for rambling like this,” Miss Lavish concluded. “It’s so tempting to talk to really understanding people. Of course, this is just the bare bones. There’s gonna be tons of details, descriptions of Florence and the area, and I’m also throwing in some funny characters. And fair warning: I’m gonna be brutal to the British tourists.”
“Oh, you’re a wicked woman,” cried Miss Bartlett. “I bet you’re thinking of the Emersons.”
Miss Lavish gave a sly smile.
“I confess that in Italy, my sympathies aren’t with my own countrymen. It’s the overlooked Italians who attract me, and whose lives I’m going to paint as best I can. And let me repeat and insist, and I’ve always strongly believed, that a tragedy like yesterday’s isn’t any less tragic just because it happened to regular people.”
There was a thoughtful silence when Miss Lavish was done. Then the cousins wished her luck with her work and slowly walked across the square.
“She’s my idea of a really smart woman,” said Miss Bartlett. “That last comment hit me hard. It’s gonna be a really sad novel.”
Lucy agreed. Right now, her biggest goal was to not get put in it. Her perceptions this morning were super sharp, and she felt like Miss Lavish was testing her out for a naive girl.
“She’s liberated, but only in the best way,” continued Miss Bartlett slowly. “Only shallow people would be shocked by her. We had a long talk yesterday. She believes in justice and truth and human connection. She also told me she has a high opinion of women's potential—Mr. Eager! Seriously, how nice! What a pleasant surprise!”
“Not for me,” said the chaplain casually. “I’m been watching you and Miss Honeychurch for a while now.”
“We were chatting with Miss Lavish.”
His forehead furrowed.
“So I saw. Really? Andate via! sono occupato!” The last comment was directed at a vendor of panoramic photos who was approaching with a friendly smile. “I’m gonna suggest something. Would you and Miss Honeychurch be up for a drive sometime this week—a drive in the hills? We could go up to Fiesole and back through Settignano. There’s a spot on that road where we could stop and wander around the hillside for an hour. The view of Florence from there is amazing—way better than the typical view from Fiesole. It’s the view that Alessio Baldovinetti liked to use in his paintings. That guy had a real eye for landscape. Seriously. But who looks at it these days? Ah, the world is too much for us.”
 Miss Bartlett had never heard of Alessio Baldovinetti, but she knew Mr. Eager wasn’t your average chaplain. He was part of the expat community who’s made Florence their home. He knew the people who didn't bother with guidebooks, who knew how to take a siesta after lunch, who went on drives that typical tourists had never even heard of, and could get into galleries that were totally off-limits to them. Living quietly, some in apartments, others in gorgeous Renaissance villas on Fiesole’s hillside, they read, wrote, studied, and bounced ideas off each other, gaining that deep understanding – or rather, feeling – of Florence that you just don’t get if you’re glued to your travel package.
So, an invite from the chaplain was a big deal. He was often the only connection between the different groups of expats, and he’s known for picking out those of his “flock” who seemed interesting and giving them a few hours to hang out with the permanent residents. Tea at a Renaissance villa? Nothing had been mentioned yet. But if it happened—Lucy would love it!
A few days ago, Lucy would have felt the same way. But life's joys were shifting around. A drive in the hills with Mr. Eager and Miss Bartlett—even if it ended in a fancy tea party—wasn’t the ultimate thing anymore. She echoed Charlotte’s excitement, but not quite as enthusiastically. She only really perked up when she heard Mr. Beebe was coming too.
“So, we’re a quartet,” said the chaplain. “These days are hectic and stressful, and we all need a little peace and quiet and the beauty of the countryside. Andate via! andate presto, presto! Ah, the city! Beautiful as it is, it's still the city.”
They agreed.
“Apparently, this very square witnessed a really awful tragedy yesterday. For someone who loves the Florence of Dante and Savonarola, it’s pretty shocking – shocking and embarrassing.”
“Truly embarrassing,” said Miss Bartlett. “Poor Miss Honeychurch happened to be walking by. She’s having a hard time even talking about it.” She looked at Lucy with pride.
“How did you end up here?” asked the chaplain kindly.
Miss Bartlett’s newfound openness faded at the question. “Don’t blame her, please, Mr. Eager. It was my fault: I let her wander off without a chaperone.”
“So you were here alone, Miss Honeychurch?” His voice was sympathetic but also hinted that he’s totally ready for all the juicy details. His dark, good-looking face drooped towards her, trying to catch her response.
“Basically.”
“A friendly tourist kindly walked her home,” added Miss Bartlett, carefully avoiding mentioning the tourist was a guy.
“That must have been a terrible experience for you. I hope you weren’t too close—that it wasn’t right in front of you?”
Of all the things Lucy was noticing today, the strangest was how normal people would obsess over something like this. George Emerson had handled the subject with such a clean perspective.
“He died by the fountain, I think,” she replied.
“And you and your friend—?”
“Were over at the Loggia.”
“That probably saved you a lot. You haven’t, of course, seen the awful pictures the tabloids are putting out—This guy’s a menace; he knows I live here, and yet he keeps trying to get me to buy his trashy views.”
Seriously, the photographer was probably in cahoots with Lucy—in Italy’s eternal connection with youth. He suddenly extended his book in front of Miss Bartlett and Mr. Eager, binding their hands together with a long, shiny ribbon of churches, paintings, and views.
“This is ridiculous!” cried the chaplain, playfully swatting at one of Fra Angelico’s angels. It tore. A high-pitched cry rose from the vendor. The book, it seemed, was way more valuable than anyone would have guessed.
 “I’d totally buy—” Miss Bartlett started.
“Just ignore him,” Mr. Eager snapped, and they all walked really fast away from the square.
But you can’t just ignore an Italian, especially when he's got a beef. His relentless harassment of Mr. Eager was wild; the air was filled with threats and complaints. He hit up Lucy—wouldn’t she put in a good word? He was broke—supporting a family—the price of bread was crazy. He waited, he ranted, he got some compensation, but he was still unhappy, and he didn’s leave them alone until he’d totally messed with their heads, whether they were feeling good or not.
Shopping was the next thing they talked about. With the chaplain’s help, they picked out a bunch of seriously ugly gifts and souvenirs—florid little picture frames that looked like they were made of gold cake; other, more serious frames that stood on little easels and were carved out of oak; a fancy blotting pad; a Dante made of the same stuff; cheap mosaic brooches that the maids would never realize weren’t real; pins, pots, heraldic saucers, brown art photos; Eros and Psyche in alabaster; a matching St. Peter—all of which would’ve cost way less in London.
This successful morning didn’t leave Lucy feeling great. She’d been a little freaked out by both Miss Lavish and Mr. Eager, and she didn’t even know why. And because they’d freaked her out, she’d kind of stopped respecting them. She doubted Miss Lavish was a major artist. She doubted Mr. Eager was as spiritual and cultured as she'd been led to believe. They were put through some kind of test, and they failed. As for Charlotte—Charlotte was exactly the same. You could be nice to her, but it was impossible to love her.
“He’s the son of a working-class guy; I know it for a fact. A mechanic or something when he was younger, then he started writing for the Socialistic Press. I ran into him in Brixton.”
They were talking about the Emersons.
“It’s amazing how people rise up these days!” Miss Bartlett sighed, fiddling with a model of the Leaning Tower of Pisa.
“Usually,” Mr. Eager replied, “you just feel bad for their success. The desire for education and social advancement—there’s something good in that. There are some working men I’d totally be down to see out here in Florence—even if they wouldn’t get much out of it.”
“Is he a journalist now?” Miss Bartlett asked.
“He’s not; he made a smart marriage.”
He said this with a loaded voice, and ended with a sigh.
“Oh, so he has a wife.”
“Dead, Miss Bartlett, dead. I wonder—yes, I wonder how he has the nerve to look me in the face, to even pretend to be acquainted with me. He was in my London parish a long time ago. The other day in Santa Croce, when he was with Miss Honeychurch, I gave him the cold shoulder. Let him watch out if he tries to get more than that.”
“What?” Lucy cried, blushing.
“Exposure!” Mr. Eager hissed.
He tried to change the subject, but in making a dramatic point, he’d gotten his audience more interested than he intended. Miss Bartlett was full of natural curiosity. Lucy, even though she never wanted to see the Emersons again, wasn’t ready to condemn them based on a single word.
“Do you mean,” she asked, “that he’s a bad person? We already know that.”
“Lucy, dear—” Miss Bartlett said gently, correcting her cousin.
“I’d be shocked if you knew everything. The boy—he was just a kid at the time—I’ll leave him out. God knows what his upbringing and his inherited traits have made him into.”
“Maybe,” Miss Bartlett said, “it’s something we shouldn’t hear.”
“To be blunt,” Mr. Eager said, “it is. I won’t say any more.” For the first time, Lucy’s rebellious thoughts came out in words—for the first time in her life.
“You’ve said very little.”
“That was the plan,” was his icy reply.
 He stared at the girl, totally annoyed, and she shot back with the same energy. She’s been standing at the shop counter, and her chest was rising and falling fast. He noticed her furrowed brow and the sudden firmness of her lips. It was seriously unfair that she didn’t believe him.
“Murder, okay?” he practically yelled, angry. “That guy murdered his wife!”
“How?” she challenged.
“Like, totally murdered her. That day in Santa Croce—did they say anything bad about me?”
“Not a word, Mr. Eager—seriously, not a single word.”
“Ugh, I thought they’d been trashing me to you. But I guess it’s just their charm that makes you defend them.”
“I’m not defending them,” said Lucy, feeling her confidence drain, and reverting to her usual chaotic way of doing things. “They’re nothing to me.”
“How could you think she was defending them?” said Miss Bartlett, clearly uncomfortable with the awkward scene. The shop employee was probably listening.
“She’s gonna have a tough time. Because that guy murdered his wife right in front of God.”
Adding God was a little intense. But the chaplain was really just trying to take back a hasty comment. An awkward silence hung in the air. Then Miss Bartlett quickly bought a print of the Leaning Tower and hurried into the street.
“I gotta go,” he said, closing his eyes and checking his watch.
Miss Bartlett thanked him for his kindness and spoke enthusiastically about the upcoming drive.
“Drive? Oh, is our drive still happening?”
Lucy remembered to act polite, and after a little effort, Mr. Eager seemed to calm down.
“Whatever about the drive!” exclaimed the girl as soon as he left. “It’s just the drive we’re doing with Mr. Beebe, no big deal. Why did he have to invite us like that? We could just pay for ourselves.”
Miss Bartlett, who had been planning to complain about the Emersons, suddenly found herself thinking about something else entirely.
“If that’s the case, dear—if the drive we’re doing with Mr. Beebe and Mr. Eager is the same one we’re doing with Mr. Beebe, then I’m predicting a total mess.”
“How?”
“Because Mr. Beebe asked Eleanor Lavish to come, too.”
“That means another car.”
“Way worse. Mr. Eager really doesn’t like Eleanor. She knows it. The truth is, she’s too different for him.”
They were now in the newspaper room at the English bank. Lucy stood by the central table, ignoring Punch and the Graphic, trying to figure out how to answer, or at least to formulate, the questions swirling around in her head. The world she knew had completely changed, and there was Florence, a magical city where people thought and did the most unbelievable things. Murder, accusations of murder, a woman clinging to one man and being rude to another—were these everyday occurrences in the city’s streets? Was there more to her obvious beauty than met the eye—perhaps the power to stir up emotions, both good and bad, and to bring them to a quick conclusion?
 Happy Charlotte, who, though totally stressed about things that didn't really matter, seemed oblivious to the things that did; who could guess with amazing insight “where things might lead to,” but somehow always missed the point as she got closer. Now she was crouching in the corner, trying to pull a circular note out of a kind of linen pouch hanging discreetly around her neck. She'd been told that was the safest way to carry money in Italy; it could only be opened inside the English bank. As she fumbled around, she muttered, “I’m not sure if Mr. Beebe forgot to tell Mr. Eager, or if Mr. Eager forgot when he told us, or if they just decided to leave Eleanor out altogether—which they really couldn’t do—but either way, we need to be ready. They’ll really be after you; I’m just there for show. You’ll go with the two gentlemen, and Eleanor and I will follow behind. A beat-up old carriage would be fine for us. But seriously, this is so tricky!”
“It really is,” replied the girl, sounding sympathetic.
“What do you think about it?” asked Miss Bartlett, flushed from the struggle and buttoning up her dress.
“Honestly, I don’s even know what I think, or what I want.”
“Oh, dear, Lucy! I really hope Florence isn’t boring you. Say the word, and, like I’ve told you, I’d take you to the ends of the earth tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Charlotte,” said Lucy, thinking about the offer.
There were letters for her at the desk—one from her brother, all about sports and biology; one from her mom, as delightful as only her mom’s letters could be. She read about the crocuses they’d bought for yellow that were coming up purple, about the new housekeeper who watered the ferns with lemonade, and about the semi-detached houses ruining Summer Street and breaking Sir Harry Otway’s heart. She remembered the free, easygoing life back home, where she could do anything and nothing ever happened to her. The road through the pine woods, the bright living room, the view over the Sussex countryside—all were vivid and clear, but sad, like pictures in a museum that a traveler returns to after a long time.
“And any news?” asked Miss Bartlett.
“Mrs. Vyse and her son have gone to Rome,” said Lucy, sharing the news she cared about the least. “Do you know the Vyses?”
“Oh, not really. We could always use more of the gorgeous Piazza Signoria.”
“They’s nice people, the Vyses. They’s so smart—my idea of what’s truly smart. Don’t you just want to be in Rome?”
“I’m dying to be!”
The Piazza Signoria is too stony to be amazing. It has no grass, no flowers, no frescoes, no shimmering marble walls, or comforting patches of red brick. By a weird coincidence—unless you believe in a guiding spirit of places—the statues that break up its harshness suggest, not the innocence of childhood, or the exciting confusion of youth, but the conscious achievements of adulthood. Perseus and Judith, Hercules and Thusnelda, they’re done something or suffered something, and though they’re immortal, their immortality came after experience, not before. Here, not just in the quietness of nature, could a hero meet a goddess, or a heroine a god.
“Charlotte!” cried the girl suddenly. “I have an idea! What if we just booked it to Rome tomorrow—straight to the Vyses’ hotel? Because I know what I want. I’m over Florence. No, you said you’d go to the ends of the earth! Do it! Do it!”
Miss Bartlett, with the same energy, replied:
“Oh, you’re hilarious! What would happen to your drive in the hills?”
They walked together through the stark beauty of the square, laughing about the unrealistic idea.
Chapter 6
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 “Seriously?” said Mr. Eager. “You’re one of those tourists? If you don’t mind me saying, we locals sometimes feel a little bad for you—shipped around like packages from Venice to Florence, then Florence to Rome, stuck in hotels or pensions, totally oblivious to anything beyond what’s in your guidebook. All you care about is ticking things off your list and moving on. It’s a mess, honestly. You know, like that cartoon of the American girl asking, ‘Hey, poppa, what did we see in Rome?’ And her dad replies, ‘Oh, I think it was where we saw the yellow dog.’ That’s travel for you. Haha!”
“I totally agree,” said Miss Lavish, who’s been trying to jump in a few times. “The shallowness and lack of depth of the Anglo-Saxon tourist is honestly a problem.”
“Exactly. Now, the English community in Florence, Miss Honeychurch—it's pretty big, though not everyone’s the same, of course. A few are here for business, for example. But most are students. Lady Helen Laverstock is working on Fra Angelico right now. We're passing her villa on the left. No, you can’t see it unless you stand up—though don’t, you’ll fall. She’s really proud of that thick hedge. Inside, it’s total seclusion. You could have gone back six hundred years. Some critics even think her garden was where The Decameron was set, which adds to the vibe, right?”
“Totally!” cried Miss Lavish. “Tell me, where do they place the scene of that amazing seventh day?”
But Mr. Eager went on to tell Miss Honeychurch that on the right lived Mr. Someone Something, an American—a good one, which is rare!—and the Somebody Elses live further down the hill. “You’ve probably read her books in the ‘Medieval Byways’ series, right? He’s working on Gemistus Pletho. Sometimes, when I’m having tea in their gorgeous yard, I can hear the electric tram squealing up the new road with its load of hot, dusty, clueless tourists going to “do” Fiesole in an hour just so they can say they’ve been there, and I think—think—I think how little they notice what’s right in front of them.”
During this whole thing, the two figures in the carriage were totally goofing off. Lucy felt a pang of envy. Okay, they wanted to act up, but it was nice for them to actually be able to do it. They were probably the only people enjoying the trip. The carriage bounced and jolted its way up through the Piazza of Fiesole and onto the Settignano road.
“Easy! Easy!” said Mr. Eager, waving his hand dramatically.
“Va bene, signore, va bene, va bene,” the driver crooned, and whipped the horses forward.
Now Mr. Eager and Miss Lavish started arguing about Alessio Baldovinetti. Was he a cause of the Renaissance, or just one of its results? The other carriage was left behind. As the pace picked up to a full gallop, the big, sleepy form of Mr. Emerson kept slamming into the chaplain like clockwork.
“Easy! Easy!” he said, giving Lucy a martyr look.
Another jolt made him spin around angrily in his seat. Phaethon, who’s been trying to kiss Persephone for a while, finally succeeded.
A little scene unfolded, which, as Miss Bartlett said later, was super awkward. The horses were stopped, the lovers were told to separate, the boy was losing his tip, and the girl was immediately to get out.
“She’s my sister,” he said, turning to them with pleading eyes.
Mr. Eager took the time to tell him he was lying.
 Phaethon slumped, not because he was accused, but because of how he was being talked to. Mr. Emerson, finally snapping out of his shock, declared that the lovers absolutely couldn’t be separated, and gave them a supportive pat on the back. Miss Lavish, though not exactly on his side, felt like she had to support the whole bohemian vibe.
“Seriously, let them be,” she said. “But I doubt I’ll get much support. I’m always going against the grain, you know? This is what I call an adventure.”
“We can’t give in,” said Mr. Eager. “I knew he was messing with us. He’s treating us like a bunch of clueless tourists.”
“Really?” said Miss Lavish, her enthusiasm fading fast.
The other carriage had pulled up behind, and sensible Mr. Beebe called out that this warning should straighten them out.
“Leave them alone,” Mr. Emerson pleaded with the chaplain, who he definitely didn’t intimidate. “Do we find happiness so rarely that we should just switch it off when it happens to show up? To be driven by lovers—a king would be jealous, and breaking them up would be practically sacrilegious.”
Just then, Miss Bartlett’s voice announced that a crowd was starting to gather.
Mr. Eager, who had a tendency to talk way too much rather than having a strong will, was determined to be heard. He addressed the driver again. Italian, when spoken by Italians, is a deep, flowing stream with unexpected twists and turns. Coming from Mr. Eager’s mouth, it sounded like a high-pitched, frantic fountain spraying higher and higher, faster and faster, and more and more shrilly, until it suddenly cut off with a click.
“Signorina!” the driver said to Lucy, when the display had stopped. Why was he even talking to Lucy?
“Signorina!” echoed Persephone in her gorgeous voice. She pointed at the other carriage. Why?
For a moment, the two girls stared at each other. Then Persephone hopped down from the carriage.
“Victory at last!” said Mr. Eager, clapping his hands together as the carriages started rolling again.
“It’s not a victory,” said Mr. Emerson. “It’s a defeat. You’re pulling apart two people who were happy.”
Mr. Eager closed his eyes. He was stuck sitting next to Mr. Emerson, but he wasn't going to say a word to him. The older man was refreshed and launched back into the argument, demanding Lucy agree with him and shouting for support from his son.
“We tried to buy something that can’t be bought with money. He’s agreed to drive us, and he’s doing it. We have no claim over his soul.”
Miss Lavish frowned. It’s awkward when someone you consider typically British acts completely out of character.
“He wasn’t driving us well,” she said. “He was jolting us around.”
“I completely disagree. It was as relaxing as falling asleep. Aha! He’s jolting us now. Can you blame him? He probably wants to toss us out, and honestly, he's justified. And if I were superstitious, I’d be a little nervous about the girl, too. It’s never good to upset young people. Have you ever heard of Lorenzo de Medici?”
Miss Lavish bristled.
“Of course, I have. Are you referring to Lorenzo il Magnifico, or to Lorenzo, Duke of Urbino, or to Lorenzo nicknamed Lorenzino because he was short?”
“The Lord knows. Maybe He does know, because I’m talking about Lorenzo the poet. I heard yesterday that he wrote a line that goes like this: ‘Don’t go fighting against the Spring.’”
Mr. Eager couldn’t resist showing off his knowledge.
“Non fate guerra al Maggio,” he murmured. “'War not with the May' is a pretty accurate translation.”
 “The thing is, we’s been fighting it. Look.” He pointed to the Val d’Arno, which you could see way down below, through all the new leaves. “Fifty miles of spring, and we hiked all the way up here to admire it. Do you think there’s a difference between spring in nature and spring in people? But here we go, praising one and judging the other, embarrassed that the same rules work for both.”
No one really encouraged him to talk. Then Mr. Eager gave a signal for the carriages to stop and got everyone ready for a walk up the hill. A huge bowl-shaped area, like a giant amphitheater, filled with terraced steps and misty olive trees, now lay between them and the heights of Fiesole, and the road, still curving, was about to sweep onto a cliff jutting out into the plain. This was the spot that had grabbed Alessio Baldovinetti’s attention almost five hundred years before. He’s climbed up there, that super-dedicated, kinda obscure artist, maybe looking for a deal, maybe just to enjoy the view. Standing there, he’s seen that view of the Val d’Arno and distant Florence, which he later tried to put into his work, but not very well. But exactly where did he stand? That’s what Mr. Eager was hoping to figure out now. And Miss Lavish, who was drawn to anything puzzling, was totally into it too.
But honestly, it's tough to picture Alessio Baldovinetti’s paintings in your head, even if you remembered to look at them beforehand. And the haze in the valley made the search even harder.
The group scattered around from patch to patch of grass, desperate to stay together but also wanting to wander off in different directions. Eventually, they split into smaller groups. Lucy stuck with Miss Bartlett and Miss Lavish; the Emersons went off to have a long chat with the drivers; while the two clergymen, who you'd think would have things in common, were left to their own devices.
The two older ladies quickly dropped the pretense. In that quiet whisper that Lucy was now so used to, they started talking—not about Alessio Baldovinetti, but about the drive. Miss Bartlett had asked Mr. George Emerson what he did for a living, and he’s said “the railway.” She was really bummed she’s asked him. She had no idea he’s give such a lame answer, or she wouldn’t have asked. Mr. Beebe had tried to steer the conversation in a different direction, and she hoped the young man wasn’t too hurt by her question.
“The railway!” gasped Miss Lavish. “Oh my god, I’m dying! Of course it was the railway!” She couldn’t stop laughing. “He looks exactly like a train porter—on the South-Eastern!”
“Eleanor, be quiet,” tugging at her energetic friend. “Shhh! They’ll hear—the Emersons—”
“I can’t help it. Let me go wild. A porter—”
“Eleanor!”
“I’m sure it’s fine,” Lucy chimed in. “The Emersons won’t hear, and they wouldn’t even care if they did.”
Miss Lavish didn’t seem happy about this.
“Miss Honeychurch listening!” she said, a little annoyed. “Pouf! Wouf! You naughty girl! Go away!”
“Oh, Lucy, you should be with Mr. Eager, I’m sure.”
“I can’t find them now, and I don’t want to either.”
“Mr. Eager will be offended. It’s your party.”
“Please, I’d rather just stop here with you.”
“No, I agree,” said Miss Lavish. “It’s like a school picnic; the boys have all gotten separated from the girls. Miss Lucy, you have to go. We want to talk about important stuff that’s not suitable for your ears.”
The girl was stubborn. As her time in Florence was coming to an end, she only felt comfortable around people she didn't really connect with. Miss Lavish was one of those people, and for the moment, so was Charlotte. She wished she hadn’t drawn attention to herself; they both seemed annoyed by her comment and were trying to get rid of her.
“How tired one gets,” said Miss Bartlett. “Oh, I really wish Freddy and your mother could be here.”
 Selflessness had totally taken over Miss Bartlett's enthusiasm. Lucy wasn't even looking at the view. She wasn’t going to enjoy anything until they were safe in Rome.
“Sit down,” Miss Lavish said. “Check out my foresight.”
She grinned and pulled out two of those mackintosh squares—you know, the ones that protect tourists from damp grass or cold marble steps. She plopped down on one. Who was gonna sit on the other?
“Lucy, obviously. The ground's fine for me. Seriously, I haven’t had rheumatism in years. If I do feel it coming on, I’ll just stand. Imagine your mom's reaction if I let you sit in the wet in your white linen.” She sat down heavily where the ground looked particularly damp. “There we go, all settled. Even though my dress is thinner, it won’t show too much, being brown. Sit down, dear; you’re too selfless; you don’t stand up for yourself enough.” She cleared her throat. “Now don’t freak out; this isn’t a cold. It’s just a tiny cough, and I’m been dealing with it for three days. It’s totally unrelated to sitting here.”
There was only one thing to do. After five minutes, Lucy headed off to find Mr. Beebe and Mr. Eager, totally defeated by the mackintosh square.
She approached the drivers, who were sprawled out in the carriages, filling the cushions with cigar smoke. The driver—a bony, sun-baked young guy—stood up to greet her with the politeness of a host and the confidence of someone who knew her well.
“Dove?” Lucy asked, after thinking hard.
His face lit up. Of course he knew where to go. Not too far either. He waved his arm across most of the horizon. He was pretty sure he knew where. He pressed his fingertips to his forehead and then pushed them towards her, like he was dripping with visible knowledge.
More information seemed necessary. What was “clergyman” in Italian?
“Dove buoni uomini?” she said finally.
“Good?” He looked at her like she was crazy. "Good" wasn't really the right word for those amazing guys! He showed her his cigar.
“Uno—piu—piccolo,” she said next, implying, “Has Mr. Beebe, the smaller of the two good men, given you this cigar?”
She was right, as usual. He tied the horse to a tree, gave it a little kick to keep it quiet, dusted off the carriage, fixed his hair, reshaped his hat, groomed his mustache, and in less than a minute was ready to take her. Italians just know the way. It’s like the whole world is a chessboard to them, where they can always see the changing pieces and the squares. Anyone can find places, but finding people—that’s a gift from God.
He only stopped once, to pick her some gorgeous blue violets. She thanked him with genuine pleasure. With this regular guy, the world felt beautiful and straightforward. For the first time, she felt the influence of Spring. He swept his arm across the horizon gracefully; violets, like everything else, were everywhere—"would she like to see more?"
“Ma buoni uomini.”
He bowed. Absolutely. Good men first, violets later. They pushed their way through the undergrowth, which was getting thicker and thicker. They were nearing the edge of the cliff, and the view was slowly coming into focus, but the tangle of brown bushes broke it up into a million pieces. He was busy with his cigar and holding back the flexible branches. She was loving her escape from boredom. Not a single step, not a single twig—everything felt important to her.
“What’s that?”
There was a voice in the woods, in the distance behind them. Mr. Eager’s voice? He shrugged. An Italian’s ignorance could be pretty impressive, sometimes—even more than his knowledge. She couldn't make him understand that they might have missed the clergymen. The view was finally coming together; she could see the river, the golden plain, other hills.
“Eccolo!” he exclaimed.
 The ground just disappeared, and with a shriek, she tumbled out of the woods. Suddenly, she was surrounded by light and something beautiful. She’s landed on a little open terrace, totally covered in violets.
“Hang in there!” her friend yelled, standing about six feet above her. “You got this, and love will see you through.”
She didn't say anything. Below her, the ground sloped down sharply, and violets flowed like little rivers and streams, cascading down the hillside. They were everywhere, swirling around the tree trunks, gathering in little puddles, and making the grass look like it was covered in blue bubbles. You'd never see so many violets again; this terrace was like the source, where all that beauty just poured out to refresh the world.
Standing at the edge, like someone getting ready to dive, was this good guy. But he wasn’t what she expected, and he was all by himself.
George had turned when he heard her fall. For a second, he just stared at her, like she’s just dropped from the sky. He saw this amazing joy on her face, and he saw the flowers swirling around her dress in blue waves. The bushes closed in above them. He stepped forward quickly and kissed her.
Before she could even speak, or really even feel it, a voice called out, “Lucy! Lucy! Lucy!” The quiet of everything was shattered by Miss Bartlett, standing out against the view.
Chapter 7

They were back.
Some kind of game had been going on up and down the hillside all afternoon. Lucy was slow to figure out what it was and who was on which side. Mr. Eager met them with a confused look. Charlotte brushed him off with a ton of small talk. Mr. Emerson, looking for his son, was told where to find him. Mr. Beebe, who seemed neutral but was clearly annoyed, was told to round everyone up and head home. There was a general feeling of being lost and disoriented. Pan was among them—not the big god Pan, who’s been buried for two thousand years, but the little god Pan, who’s in charge of awkward social situations and disastrous picnics. Mr. Beebe had lost everyone, and ended up eating the entire picnic basket by himself. Miss Lavish had lost Miss Bartlett. Lucy had lost Mr. Eager. Mr. Emerson had lost George. Miss Bartlett had lost a mackintosh square. Phaethon had lost the game.
That was a definite fact. He climbed onto the box, shivering, with his collar up, predicting a storm. “Let’s go, now,” he said. “The signorino will walk.”
“All the way? He’s gonna be hours,” said Mr. Beebe.
“Apparently. I told him it was a bad idea.” He wouldn't look anyone in the eye; maybe losing was really embarrassing for him. He was the only one who’d played well, using all his instincts, while everyone else just used bits and pieces of their brains. He was the only one who’d figured things out, and what he wanted them to be. He was the only one who’d understood the message Lucy got five days ago from a dying man’s lips. Persephone, who spends half her life in the grave—she could interpret it too. Not these English people, though. They learn things slowly, and maybe too late.
The thoughts of a cab driver, no matter how fair, don’t usually affect the lives of their passengers. He was the best of Miss Bartlett’s opponents, but definitely the least threatening. Once back in town, he and his insights and his knowledge wouldn’t bother English ladies anymore. It was a bit awkward, sure; she’d seen his dark head in the bushes; he could make it a story at a bar. But who cares about bars, really? The real danger is in the drawing-room. That's where Miss Bartlett was thinking as they headed down towards the fading sun. Lucy sat beside her; Mr. Eager sat opposite, trying to catch her eye—he seemed vaguely suspicious. They talked about Alessio Baldovinetti.
Rain and darkness came on quickly. The two ladies huddled together under a useless umbrella. There was a flash of lightning, and Miss Lavish, who was easily scared, screamed from the carriage in front. Another flash, and Lucy screamed too. Mr. Eager spoke to her in a professional tone:
“Courage, Miss Honeychurch, courage and faith. If I may say so, there’s something almost disrespectful about being so afraid of the weather. Are we really supposed to believe that all these clouds, this whole electrical show, just popped into existence to get rid of you or me?”
“No—of course not—”
“Even from a scientific point of view, the chances of us getting hit are tiny. The steel knives, the only things that might attract the current, are in the other carriage. And, in any case, we’re way safer than if we were walking. Courage—courage and faith.”
Under the rug, Lucy felt her cousin’s comforting hand pressing against her. Sometimes, we just need a sympathetic gesture so badly that we don’t care what it means or how much it’s going to cost us later. Miss Bartlett gained more from that simple touch than she would have from hours of lecturing or questioning.
She repeated it when the two carriages stopped, halfway into Florence.
“Mr. Eager!” called Mr. Beebe. “We need your help. Can you translate for us?”
 “George!” Mr. Emerson shouted. “Ask the driver which way George went. The boy might get lost—he could be hurt!”
“Go on, Mr. Eager,” said Miss Bartlett. “Don’t bother our driver; he’s no help at all. Go and support poor Mr. Beebe—he’s practically losing it.”
“He could be hurt!” the old man cried. “He could be hurt!”
“Classic,” said the chaplain as he got out of the carriage. “That’s just the kind of reaction you get from some people when faced with reality.”
“What does he know?” Lucy whispered as soon as they were alone. “Charlotte, how much does Mr. Eager really know?”
“Nothing, sweetie; he doesn’t know anything. But—” she pointed at the driver—“he sees everything. Sweetie, should we? Should I?” She pulled out her purse. “It’s so awkward getting involved with people who aren's well-off. He saw it all.” Tapping Phaethon’s back with her guidebook, she said, “Quiet!” and offered him a euro.
“Okay,” he replied, and took it. It was as good an ending to his day as any. But Lucy, a regular person, was disappointed in him.
There was a loud crash up the road. The storm had knocked out the tram’s overhead wire, and one of the big supports had collapsed. If they hadn’t stopped, they might have been seriously hurt. They decided to see it as a miracle, and all the love and sincerity that fills every moment of life just exploded out of them. They got out of the carriages and hugged each other. It was just as amazing to be forgiven for past mistakes as it was to forgive others. For a moment, they realized how much good they could do.
The older people quickly calmed down. Even in the height of their emotions, they knew it was immature to get so worked up. Miss Lavish figured that even if they had kept going, they wouldn’t have been caught in the accident. Mr. Eager mumbled a quick prayer. But the drivers, driving for miles down dark, run-down roads, poured out their hearts to the spirits and the saints, and Lucy poured out hers to her cousin.
“Charlotte, dear Charlotte, kiss me. Kiss me again. Only you understand me. You warned me to be careful. And I—I thought I was growing up.”
“Don’t cry, sweetie. Take your time.”
“I’ve been stubborn and silly—way worse than you know, seriously. Once by the river—Oh, but he’s not hurt—he wouldn’t be killed, would he?”
The thought messed with her regret. Actually, the storm was worst along the road, but she’s been close to danger, so she figured it must be close to everyone.
“I don’t think so. You always pray against that.”
“He’s really—I think he was caught off guard, just like I was before. But this time I’m not to blame; I want you to believe that. I just slipped into those violets. No, I want to be totally honest. I’m a little to blame. I had silly thoughts. The sky, you know, was gold, and the ground all blue, and for a moment he looked like someone out of a book.”
“Like someone in a book?”
“Heroes—gods—the nonsense schoolgirls read.”
“And then?”
“But, Charlotte, you know what happened then.”
Miss Bartlett was silent. She honestly didn’t have much more to learn. With a little understanding, she drew her young cousin close. All the way back, Lucy’s body shook with deep sighs, which she couldn't stop.
“I want to be honest,” she whispered. “It’s so hard to be absolutely honest.”
“Don’t worry, sweetie. Wait until you’re calmer. We’ll talk about it before bed in my room.”
So they went back into the city with their hands clasped. It was a shock for the girl to see how much the emotions had faded for everyone else. The storm had stopped, and Mr. Emerson was less worried about his son. Mr. Beebe was back in good spirits, and Mr. Eager was already being rude to Miss Lavish. Charlotte was the only one she was sure of—Charlotte, whose calm exterior hid so much insight and love.
 The luxury of being able to overshare kept her feeling almost happy all night. She wasn’t so much thinking about what had happened as how she's going to describe it to her cousin. Every feeling—those bursts of courage, those moments of totally random joy, that weird, lingering feeling of being off—needed to be laid out carefully for her cousin. And together, with total trust, they'd figure it all out.
“Finally,” she thought, “I’ll actually get myself. I won’t be so confused by things that come out of nowhere and mean absolutely nothing.”
Miss Alan asked her to play music. She flat-out refused. Music felt like something a kid would do. Instead, she sat close to her cousin, who, with incredible patience, was listening to a long story about lost luggage. When it was over, she topped it off with a story of her own. Lucy got totally worked up waiting for it to end. She tried everything to stop it, or at least speed it up. It wasn’t until super late that Miss Bartlett found her luggage and said in her usual calm, gently disappointed tone:
“Well, dear, I’m at least ready for Bedfordshire. Come into my room, and I'll give your hair a good brush.”
The door closed with a bit of seriousness, and a chair was put in place for the girl. Then Miss Bartlett asked, “So, what are we going to do?”
She was totally unprepared for the question. It hadn’t even crossed her mind that she’d have to do anything. She's just expected to vent.
“What are we going to do? Seriously, you’re the only one who can figure this out.”
Rain was streaming down the black windows, and the big room felt damp and chilly. Just one candle flickered on the chest of drawers next to Miss Bartlett’s hat, casting crazy, distorted shadows on the bolted door. A tram roared past outside, and Lucy felt unexpectedly sad, even though she's long since dried her tears. She looked up at the ceiling, where the griffins and bassoons were faded and blurry, just the ghosts of happy times.
“It’s been raining for almost four hours,” she said finally.
Miss Bartlett totally ignored her.
“How are you going to shut him down?”
“The driver?”
“My dear girl, no; Mr. George Emerson.”
Lucy started pacing around the room.
“I don’t get it,” she said.
She actually understood perfectly, but she didn’t want to be completely honest.
“How are you going to stop him from talking about it?”
“I have a feeling that he’s just not the type to keep talking.”
“I’m trying to give him the benefit of the doubt. But, unfortunately, I’ve met this type before. They rarely keep things to themselves.”
“Exploits?” Lucy asked, cringing at the plural.
“My poor dear, did you think this was his first? Come here and listen to me. I'm just going by what he’s said himself. Do you remember that day at lunch when he argued with Miss Alan that liking one person is a reason to like another?”
“Yeah,” said Lucy, who actually thought the argument was kind of clever at the time.
“Well, I’m not a prude. There’s no need to call him a bad guy, but he’s definitely not refined. Let’s blame it on his upbringing and education, if you want. But we're still stuck on the same question. What are you going to do?”
An idea suddenly popped into Lucy’s head—if she’d thought of it sooner and made it part of her plan, it might have worked.
“I’m going to talk to him,” she said.
Miss Bartlett gasped in genuine shock.
“You see, Charlotte, your kindness—I’m forever grateful. But—as you said—it’s my problem. Mine and his.”
“And you’re going to beg him to keep quiet?”
“Definitely not. It would be way too easy. Whatever I ask, he’s going to say yes or no, and then it’s over. I’ve been scared of him, but not anymore. Not even a little bit.”
 “But we’re worried about you, sweetie. You’re so young and haven’t seen much of the world. You’ll never realize what some guys can be—how they get off insulting a woman when no one’s around to stick up for her. Seriously, if I hadn’t shown up this afternoon, what would’ve happened?”
“I don’t even want to think about it,” Lucy said, sounding really serious.
Something in her voice made Miss Bartlett repeat her question, pushing the words out a little harder.
“What would have happened if I hadn’t gotten here?”
“I can’t even imagine,” Lucy said again.
“If he’d been rude to you, what would you have said back?”
“I didn’t have time to think. You came.”
“Yeah, but can you tell me now what you would have done?”
“I would have—” She stopped herself, then walked over to the window, dripping with rain, and peered out into the darkness. She couldn’t figure out what she would have done.
“Come away from the window, dear,” said Miss Bartlett. “Someone could see you from the street.”
Lucy listened. She felt totally powerless to her cousin. She couldn't shake the feeling of being down on herself. Neither of them mentioned her suggestion that she talk to George and sort things out, whatever they were, with him.
Miss Bartlett started sounding sad.
“Oh, for a real man! There’s just you and me. Mr. Beebe is hopeless. Mr. Eager is an option, but you don’t trust him. I wish your brother were here! He’s young, but I know his sister being disrespected would set him off like a lion. Thank goodness chivalry isn’t totally dead. There are still guys out there who respect women.”
As she spoke, she took off her rings—she wore a ton of them—and put them on a pin cushion. Then she blew into her gloves and said:
“It’s going to be a rush to catch the morning train, but we have to try.”
“What train?”
“The train to Rome.” She looked at her gloves critically.
The girl took the news like it was no big deal.
“What time does the train to Rome leave?”
“At eight.”
“Signora Bertolini will be so mad.”
“We’re going to have to deal with that,” said Miss Bartlett, not wanting to admit she’d already given notice.
“She’s going to charge us for a whole week’s pension.”
“I’m sure she will. But we’ll be way more comfortable at the Vyses’ hotel. Don’t they give afternoon tea for free?”
“Yeah, but you have to pay extra for wine.” After that, she just stood there, quiet and still. Charlotte seemed to swell and blur in her tired eyes, like a ghost in a dream.
They started sorting their clothes to pack, because they didn’t have a second to lose if they wanted to catch the train to Rome. Lucy, when told to hurry up, started pacing back and forth between the rooms, more bothered by packing by candlelight than by something deeper. Charlotte, who was practical but not very skilled, knelt by an empty trunk, trying to line it with books of different sizes and thicknesses. She sighed a couple of times, because bending over hurt her back, and even though she was diplomatic, she felt like she was getting old. The girl heard her when she walked into the room, and a wave of emotion washed over her—she never knew where these feelings came from. She just felt that the candle would burn better, packing would be easier, and the world would be happier if she could give and receive some love. This feeling had come before today, but never so strongly. She knelt down beside her cousin and hugged her.
Miss Bartlett hugged her back, warm and gentle. But she wasn’t stupid, and she knew that Lucy didn’t really love her, but needed her to love her. With a serious tone, she said after a long pause:
“Dearest Lucy, how will you ever forgive me?”
Lucy immediately went on her guard, knowing from past experience what forgiving Miss Bartlett meant. She relaxed her emotion, pulled away from the hug a little, and
 “Charlotte, seriously, what are you talking about? Like, I have nothing to forgive!”
“Actually, I have a lot to forgive, and I have a ton to forgive myself, too. I know I get on your nerves constantly.”
“But—”
Miss Bartlett slipped into her usual martyr act.
“Ugh, but yes! I feel like this trip has been a total flop. I should’ve known it wouldn’s work out. You clearly want someone younger, stronger, and more on your wavelength. I’m just…boring and old-fashioned—just good for hauling your stuff around.”
“Please—”
“My only comfort is that you found people you actually liked and often left me behind. I had my own ideas about how a lady should act, but I hope I didn’t annoy you too much. You definitely made these rooms your own, anyway.”
“You shouldn’t say things like that,” Lucy said quietly.
She still held onto the hope that she and Charlotte were besties, heart and soul. They kept packing in silence.
“I’m a total failure,” Miss Bartlett mumbled, struggling with the straps of Lucy’s trunk instead of her own. “Failed to make you happy; failed in my duty to your mom. She’s been so generous to me; I can’t even face her after this mess.”
“But Mom will understand. It’s not your fault, and it’s not a disaster.”
“It is my fault, it is a disaster. She’s never going to forgive me, and she’s right to be upset. Like, what right did I even have to be friends with Miss Lavish?”
“You had every right.”
“When I was here for your sake? If I’ve been annoying you, it’s equally true that I’ve neglected you. Mom will see this as clearly as I do, when you tell her.”
Lucy, wanting to smooth things over, said:
“Why does Mom even need to know?”
“But you tell her everything?”
“I guess I usually do.”
“I can’t betray your confidence. It feels sacred. Unless you genuinely think she needs to hear it.”
The girl refused to be dragged into this drama.
“Of course, I’d tell her. But if she blames you at all, I promise I won’t. I’m totally fine not saying anything. I won’t mention it to anyone.”
Her promise abruptly ended the long conversation. Miss Bartlett gave her a quick peck on both cheeks, wished her good night, and sent her to her room.
For a moment, the original issue faded. George seemed to have acted like a jerk the whole time; maybe that’s how she’d eventually see it. Right now, she wasn't judging him either way; she wasn't making a call. But just as she was about to pass judgement, her cousin’s voice had intervened, and ever since, it was Miss Bartlett who had been dominating; Miss Bartlett who, even now, could be heard sighing through the wall; Miss Bartlett, who hadn't been flexible or humble or inconsistent. She’d acted like a brilliant artist—for a while—meaningless, but at the end, she presented the girl with a bleak, loveless picture of a world where young people rush towards ruin until they learn better—a world of precautions and barriers that might avoid disaster, but don’t seem to bring happiness, especially judging by those who’d used them most.
Lucy was experiencing the worst kind of betrayal: someone had taken advantage of her sincerity, her need for support and love. That kind of hurt isn't easily forgotten. She never again exposed herself without carefully considering the risk of rejection. And that kind of betrayal can seriously mess with your soul.
 My phone buzzed – the doorbell. I headed for the windows, but stopped halfway. I turned around and blew out the candle. That's how it happened: I could see someone standing out in the rain, but he looked up and didn’t see me.
To get to his room, he had to walk past mine. It hit me that I could just sneak into the hallway and say I was already gone before he woke up, and that our whole thing was over.
We never knew if I would have actually done it. But then Miss Bartlett opened her own door, and her voice called out:
“Can I have a quick chat with you in the living room, Mr. Emerson, please?”
Soon I heard their footsteps again, and Miss Bartlett said, “Good night, Mr. Emerson.”
His heavy, tired breathing was the only answer; the chaperone had done her job.
Lucy burst out, “It’s not real. It can’t all be real. I’m so confused. I just want to skip ahead and be an adult already.”
Miss Bartlett knocked on the wall.
“Go to bed now, sweetie. You need all the sleep you can get.”
The next morning, they left for Rome.
Chapter 8

The curtains in the living room at Windy Corner were drawn tight—the new carpet needed protecting from the August sun. They were thick, almost reaching the floor, and the light filtering through was soft and diffused. A poet—if there had been one around—might have said, “Life’s like a stained-glass window,” or compared the curtains to floodgates holding back the intense heat of the sky. Outside, it was a sea of sunshine; inside, the light was toned down, made bearable.
Two chill people were hanging out in the room. One—a nineteen-year-old guy—was studying a small anatomy manual, occasionally checking out a bone lying on the piano. He bounced in his chair and groaned a lot, because it was hot, the print was tiny, and the human body is seriously complicated. His mom, who was writing a letter, kept reading aloud what she’s written. She’s also constantly getting up and pulling back the curtains so a stream of light fell across the carpet, reminding them that the sun was still there.
“Where isn’t it?” said the boy, Freddy, Lucy’s brother. “I’m honestly feeling kinda gross.”
“Seriously, just get out of my living room?” Mrs. Honeychurch said, hoping to ditch her kids' slang by taking it literally.
Freddy didn’t move or reply.
“I think things are reaching a breaking point,” she said, really wanting her son’s take on the situation without begging for it.
“About time.”
“I’m glad Cecil is bringing it up again.”
“It’s his third attempt, right?”
“Freddy, the way you talk is so rude.”
“I didn’t mean to be rude.” Then he added, “But I do think Lucy could have gotten this off her chest in Italy. I don’t know how girls handle things, but she couldn’t have said ‘no’ properly before, or she wouldn’t have to say it again now. The whole thing—it’s hard to explain—I just feel so weird about it.”
“You do indeed? How interesting!”
“I feel—never mind.”
He went back to his studies.
“Just listen to what I wrote to Mrs. Vyse. I wrote: ‘Dear Mrs. Vyse.’”
“Yeah, Mom, you told me. A really good letter.”
“I wrote: ‘Dear Mrs. Vyse, Cecil just asked me for my permission about it, and I’d be delighted if Lucy wants it. But—’” She stopped reading, “I was kind of amused that Cecil even asked my permission. He’s always been unconventional, parents nowhere, and all that. When it comes down to it, he can’t do without me.”
“Nor me.”
“You?”
Freddy nodded.
“What do you mean?”
“He asked me for my permission, too.”
She exclaimed, “How odd!”
“Why?” asked the son and heir. “Why shouldn’t my permission be asked?”
“What do you know about Lucy or girls or anything? What did you say?”
“I told Cecil, ‘Take her or leave her; it’s not my business!’”
“What a helpful answer!” But her own answer, though worded more normally, had been basically the same.
“The problem is this,” began Freddy.
Then he went back to his work, too shy to say what the problem was. Mrs. Honeychurch went back to the window.
“Freddy, you have to come. They’re still there!”
“I don’t see why you should be peeking like that.”
“Peeking like that! Can’t I look out of my own window?”
But she returned to the writing-table, glancing at her son as she passed, “Still on page 322?” Freddy snorted and flipped over a couple of pages. They were quiet for a moment. Close by, beyond the curtains, the gentle murmur of a long conversation never stopped.
 “I seriously messed up with Cecil, big time.” He took a nervous gulp. “He wasn’t satisfied with just ‘permission’—I gave it, I said, ‘Whatever, I don’t mind’—but he wanted to know if I was even remotely happy about it. He basically put it like this: Wouldn’t it be a total win for Lucy and Windy Corner if he married her? And he needed an answer—he said it would give him an edge.”
“I hope you gave a thoughtful answer, honey.”
“I said ‘No,’” said the boy, grinding his teeth. “There! Now I’m totally in a mess! I can’t help it—I had to say it. I shouldn’t have been asked in the first place.”
“Ridiculous!” cried his mother. “You think you’re so perfect and honest, but honestly, it’s just plain arrogant. Do you really think Cecil would care what you think? I hope he gave you a piece of his mind. How could you even say no?”
“Oh, please, Mom, chill out! I had to say no when I couldn’t say yes. I tried to play it cool, like I didn’t mean what I said, and, since Cecil laughed too and left, it might be okay. But I feel like I'm in way over my head. Just, please, let me focus and do some work.”
“No,” said Mrs. Honeychurch, sounding like she’s thought about it a lot, “I’m not going to be quiet. You know everything that happened between them in Rome; you know why he's here, and yet you deliberately insult him and try to kick him out of my house.”
“Not at all!” he pleaded. “I just let it slip that I didn’t like him. I don’t hate him, but I’m not a fan. What I’m worried about is that he’ll tell Lucy.”
He glanced at the curtains looking totally bummed.
“Well, I like him,” said Mrs. Honeychurch. “I know his mom; he’s good, smart, rich, and well-connected—Oh, you don’t have to kick the piano! He’s well-connected—I’m saying it again if you want: he’s got connections.” She paused, like she’s practicing a speech, but her face still looked unhappy. She added: “And he’s got good manners, too.”
“I liked him until just now. I guess it’s him crashing Lucy’s first week home; and it’s also something Mr. Beebe said, totally clueless.”
“Mr. Beebe?” said his mother, trying to hide how interested she was. “I don’t get how Mr. Beebe’s involved.”
“You know Mr. Beebe’s weird way of talking, where you never quite know what he means. He said: ‘Mr. Vyse is the perfect bachelor.’ I was being sarcastic, I asked him what he meant. He said ‘Oh, he’s like me—better off single.’ I couldn’t get him to say anything else, but it got me thinking. Since Cecil has been chasing after Lucy, he hasn’t been very pleasant, at least—I can’t really explain.”
“You never can, sweetie. But I can. You’re jealous of Cecil because he might stop you from getting Lucy to knit you silk ties.”
The explanation seemed to make sense, and Freddy tried to accept it. But in the back of his mind, there was a nagging feeling of doubt. Cecil was praising him too much for being athletic. Was that it? Cecil was letting him talk in his own way. This was exhausting. Was that it? And Cecil was the type of guy who would never wear another guy’s hat. Unaware of how deep he was thinking, Freddy stopped himself. He had to be jealous, or he wouldn't dislike a guy for such dumb reasons.
“Does this sound right?” called his mother. “‘Dear Mrs. Vyse,—Cecil just asked for my permission about it, and I’m totally down if Lucy wants it.’ Then I added at the top, ‘and I told Lucy so.’ I have to rewrite the letter—‘and I told Lucy so. But Lucy seems really unsure, and these days, young people have to decide for themselves.’ I said that because I didn’t want Mrs. Vyse to think we’re old-fashioned. She’s obsessed with lectures and improving her mind, and all the time there’s a layer of dust under the beds, and the maid’s dirty thumb-marks where you turn on the electric light. She keeps that place ridiculously—”
“If Lucy marries Cecil, will they live in a flat, or in the country?”
 “Don’t interrupt like that. Where was I? Oh, right—‘Young people gotta figure things out for themselves. Lucy likes your son, she tells me everything, and she even wrote to me from Rome when he asked her out.’ Nah, I’ll scratch that last bit out—it sounds kinda condescending. I’ll just stop at ‘because she tells me everything.’ Or should I cross that out, too?”
“Cross it out, too,” said Freddy.
Mrs. Honeychurch left it in.
“Then it says: ‘Dear Mrs. Vyse.—Cecil just asked for my permission, and I’d be thrilled if Lucy’s okay with it, and I told Lucy so. But she seems really unsure, and these days young people gotta make their own decisions. Lucy likes your son, she tells me everything. But I don’t know—’”
“Look out!” cried Freddy.
The curtains parted.
Cecil’s first move was a little annoyed. He couldn’t stand the Honeychurch habit of sitting in the dark to protect the furniture. He instinctively gave the curtains a yank, sending them swinging down their poles. Sunlight flooded in. And there was a terrace, like you see at a lot of villas, with trees on either side, and a little rustic bench, and two flowerbeds. But it was totally transformed by the view beyond, because Windy Corner was built on a hill overlooking the Sussex Weald. Lucy, who was sitting on the bench, looked like she was perched on the edge of a green magic carpet floating above the world.
Cecil walked in.
He needed to be described right away. He was, like, medieval. Like a Gothic statue. Tall and refined, with shoulders that seemed braced and a head tilted a little higher than normal, he resembled those fancy saints guarding the entrance to a French cathedral. Well-educated, good-looking, and physically fit, he was still trapped by this thing called self-consciousness—which the modern world knows all about, but the medieval era just worshipped as asceticism. A Gothic statue suggests celibacy, just like a Greek statue suggests being fulfilled, and maybe that’s what Mr. Beebe meant. And Freddy, who didn't care about history or art, probably meant the same when he couldn’t imagine Cecil wearing someone else’s hat.
Mrs. Honeychurch left her letter on the writing table and moved towards him.
“Oh, Cecil!” she exclaimed—“oh, Cecil, tell me everything!”
“I promessi sposi,” he said.
They stared at him, confused.
“She said yes,” he said, and saying it in English made him blush and smile with relief, making him look more human.
“I’m so happy for you,” said Mrs. Honeychurch, while Freddy offered a hand stained yellow from chemicals. They wished they knew Italian, because our ways of saying “good for you” and “wow” are so tied to little moments that we’re afraid to use them for big ones. We end up sounding vaguely poetic, or quoting the Bible.
“Welcome to the family!” said Mrs. Honeychurch, waving her hand at the furniture. “This is such a joyous day! I just know you’ll make our dear Lucy happy.”
“I hope so,” replied the young man, looking up at the ceiling.
“We mothers—” simpered Mrs. Honeychurch, then realized she was being overly emotional, sentimental, and dramatic—everything she hated. Why couldn’t she be like Freddy, standing stiff in the middle of the room, looking kinda grumpy and almost handsome?
“Hey, Lucy!” called Cecil, because the conversation seemed to die down.
Lucy got up from the bench. She walked across the lawn and smiled at them, like she was about to ask them to play tennis. Then she saw her brother’s face. Her lips parted, and she hugged him tight. He said, “Easy there!”
“Not even a kiss for me?” asked her mother.
Lucy kissed her, too.
“Why don’t you take them into the garden and tell Mrs. Honeychurch all about it?” Cecil suggested. “And I’ll stay here and tell my mom.”
 “We’re going with Lucy?” Freddy asked, sounding like he was taking orders.
“Yeah, you’re going with Lucy.”
They stepped out into the sunlight. Cecil watched them cross the terrace and head down the steps. They'd probably go past the bushes, the tennis court, and the flowerbeds, until they reached the kitchen garden. And there, surrounded by potatoes and peas, they’d hash out the big news.
Smiling a little, he lit a cigarette and replayed how things had gotten to this happy ending.
He’s known Lucy for a few years, but she’s always seemed like just a regular girl who happened to be musical. He still remembered feeling bummed out that afternoon in Rome, when she and her awful cousin jumped on him and demanded to go to St. Peter's. Back then, she’s seemed like a typical tourist—loud, kind of rough around the edges, and totally wiped out from traveling. But Italy did something to her. It gave her light, and—which he valued even more—it gave her depth. Soon, he noticed a wonderful quietness about her. She was like a woman from one of Leonardo da Vinci’s paintings—someone you love not so much for who she is, but for the things she won’t tell you. Those things were definitely something bigger than everyday life; no woman of Leonardo’s would ever have a boring story. She’s really blossomed day by day.
So, he’s gone from being polite to feeling… well, not exactly passionate, but definitely deeply uneasy. Even in Rome, he hinted that they might be a good match. He was really touched that she didn’t shut him down when he suggested it. Her refusal was gentle; after that—as the saying goes—she was totally the same to him. Three months later, on the edge of Italy, surrounded by flower-covered Alps, he asked her again, using straightforward, traditional language. She reminded him of Leonardo more than ever; her sun-kissed face was shaded by crazy rock formations. When he spoke, she turned and stood between him and the light, with endless plains behind her. He walked her home without embarrassment, not feeling like a rejected guy at all. The important things were solid.
So now he’d asked her again, and she’d accepted, calm and gentle as always, giving no silly excuses for waiting, but simply saying she loved him and would do her best to make him happy. His mom would be happy too; she's encouraged him; he needed to write her a long letter.
Glancing at his hand, just to make sure any of Freddy’s chemicals hadn’t rubbed off, he moved to the writing table. There he saw “Dear Mrs. Vyse,” followed by tons of strikeouts. He jumped back without reading any further, and after a moment of hesitation, sat down somewhere else and scribbled a note on his knee.
Then he lit another cigarette, which didn’t seem quite as amazing as the first, and thought about how to make the Windy Corner living room more unique. It should have been a great room, but it had a vibe of Tottenham Court Road; he could practically picture the delivery trucks from Shoolbred and Maple pulling up and dropping off this chair, those shiny bookcases, that writing table. The table reminded him of Mrs. Honeychurch’s letter. He didn’t want to read that letter—his temptations never went that way; but he still worried about it. It was his own fault that she was talking about him with his mother; he wanted her support in his third attempt to win Lucy; he wanted to feel that others, no matter who they were, agreed with him, and so he’d asked for their blessing. Mrs. Honeychurch had been polite, but clueless about the important stuff, while as for Freddy—"He’s just a kid,” he thought. “I represent everything he hates. Why would he want me for a brother-in-law?”
 The Honeychurches were a respectable family, but he started to realize that Lucy was just…different. Maybe—he wasn't quite ready to say it—he should introduce her to a more compatible crowd as soon as possible.
“Mr. Beebe!” the maid called out, and the new rector of Summer Street was shown in. He’d quickly started things off on a friendly note, thanks to Lucy’s glowing reviews of him in her letters from Florence.
Cecil greeted him with a bit of a skeptical look.
“I’m here for tea, Mr. Vyse. Do you think I’ll actually get any?”
“Definitely. Food is the one thing you do get here. Don’t sit in that chair; young Honeychurch left a dog toy in it.”
“Ew!”
“I know, right?” Cecil said. “I can’t believe Mrs. Honeychurch lets it happen.”
Cecil saw the dog toy and the Maples’ furniture as separate things. He didn’t realize that together they brought the room to life in a way he wanted.
“I came for tea and some gossip. Isn’t this news?”
“News? I don’t get it,” Cecil said. “News?”
Mr. Beebe, whose news was a bit different, started talking.
“I ran into Sir Harry Otway on my way up; I’m pretty sure I’m first in line. He bought Cissie and Albert from Mr. Flack!”
“Really?” Cecil asked, trying to keep it together. What a total mess he's gotten himself into! Was it even possible for a priest and a gentleman to talk about his engagement like that? But he still felt stiff, and even though he asked who Cissie and Albert were, he still thought Mr. Beebe was a bit of a player.
“Seriously? You didn’t even stop at Windy Corner for a week and didn’t meet Cissie and Albert, those semi-detached houses right across from the church? I’ll have Mrs. Honeychurch after you.”
“I’m totally clueless about local stuff,” the young man said, sounding bored. “I can’t even remember the difference between a Parish Council and a Local Government Board. Maybe they’re the wrong names, or maybe there isn’t a difference. I just come to the country to see my friends and enjoy the scenery. It's pretty bad of me. Italy and London are the only places where I don’t feel like I’m crashing.”
Mr. Beebe, upset by Cecil’s reaction to Cissie and Albert, decided to change the subject.
“Let me see, Mr. Vyse—I forget—what do you do?”
“I don’t really do anything,” Cecil said. “It’s another sign of my decadence. My attitude—and it's totally indefensible—is that as long as I’m not causing trouble, I have the right to do whatever I want. I know I should be making money or dedicating myself to things I don’t even care about, but I just haven’t been able to start.”
“You’re lucky,” Mr. Beebe said. “It’s an amazing opportunity to have free time.”
His voice was a little small-town, but he couldn't think of a natural response. Like anyone with a regular job, he felt others should have it too.
“I’m glad you think so. I’m nervous about facing a healthy person—like Freddy Honeychurch.”
“Oh, Freddy’s a good guy, isn’t he?”
“Awesome. The kind of guy who’s helped make England what it is.”
Cecil was surprised by himself. Why, on this day of all days, was he being so contrary? He tried to make things right by asking about Mr. Beebe’s mother, an elderly woman he didn’t really care about. Then he complimented the priest, praised his open-mindedness, and his progressive views on philosophy and science.
“Where’s everyone else?” Mr. Beebe asked finally. “I need tea before evening service.”
“I guess Anne didn’t tell them you were here. In this house, you’re practically coached by the servants the day you arrive. Anne’s fault is that she apologizes when she hears you perfectly, and kicks the chair legs with her feet. Mary’s faults…I forget Mary’s faults, but they’re pretty serious. Shall we go look in the garden?”
 “I know what’s annoying about Mary. She leaves the dustpan on the stairs.”
“Euphemia’s flaw is that she just won’t chop the suet small enough.”
They both laughed, and things started to feel better.
“The thing about Freddy—” Cecil continued.
“Ugh, he’s got so many. Seriously, only his mom remembers Freddy’s issues. Try thinking about Miss Honeychurch’s flaws; they're not endless.”
“She doesn’t have any,” the young man said, totally serious.
“I actually agree. Right now, she’s got none.”
“Right now?”
“I’m not jaded. I’m just thinking about my theory about Miss Honeychurch. Does it even make sense that she’s so good at music and so chill? I think eventually she’s gonna go off the deep end, you know? Her walls will come down, and her music and her life will just explode. Then we’ll get her, like, super good, or super bad—maybe too intense to be either.”
Cecil found his friend really interesting.
“So, you think she’s not living life to the fullest?”
“Well, I’ve mostly just seen her in Tunbridge Wells, where she was pretty low-key, and in Florence. Since I got to Summer Street, she’s been gone. You saw her, right? In Rome and in the Alps. Oh, shoot, I forgot; you knew her before. She wasn't amazing in Florence either, but I kept waiting for her to just… go for it.”
“In what way?”
The conversation was actually pretty fun, and they were walking back and forth on the terrace.
“I could probably guess what song she’s gonna play next. There was just this feeling that she’s found her wings and was about to use them. I have this cute sketch in my Italian diary: Miss Honeychurch as a kite, Miss Bartlett holding the string. Picture number two: the string snaps.”
The sketch was in his diary, but he drew it later, when he was feeling artsy. At the time, he was secretly tugging on the string himself.
“But the string never broke, right?”
“Nope. I might not have seen Miss Honeychurch fly, but I definitely would have heard Miss Bartlett fall.”
“It broke now,” the young man said, his voice low and kind of dramatic.
Immediately, he realized that out of all the pretentious, ridiculous, and embarrassing ways to announce an engagement, this was the worst. He regretted his love of metaphors; had he suggested he was a star and Lucy was reaching for him?
“Broke? What do you mean?”
“I meant,” Cecil said stiffly, “that she’s marrying me.”
The clergyman felt a real pang of disappointment, and he couldn't hide it in his voice.
“I’m sorry; I have to apologize. I had no idea you two were close, or I never would have talked about her like that. Mr. Vyse, you should have stopped me.” And down the garden he saw Lucy herself; yeah, he was disappointed.
Cecil, who naturally preferred congratulations to apologies, frowned. Was this the reaction his news would get from the world? Of course, he thought the world was trash—every thoughtful person should; it’s almost a test of good taste. But he was sensitive to the little bits of it he encountered.
Sometimes he could be pretty blunt.
“I’m sorry I gave you a shock,” he said dryly. “I’m afraid Lucy’s choice doesn’t exactly meet with your approval.”
“Not that. But you should have stopped me. I barely know Miss Honeychurch, as time goes on. Maybe I shouldn’t have talked about her so freely with anyone; definitely not with you.”
“You feel like you said something you shouldn’t have?”
Mr. Beebe pulled himself together. Seriously, Mr. Vyse always put him in the most awkward situations. He was forced to use his authority as a clergyman.
 “No, I haven’t said anything crazy. I knew back in Florence that her quiet, normal childhood was gonna end, and it did. I kind of figured she might do something huge. And she did. She learned—you’re gonna let me talk freely, since I’m already going off—she learned what it’s like to be in love: the biggest lesson, some people say, that life throws at you.” It was time for him to wave his hat at the group heading their way. He definitely did. “She learned from you,” and even though his voice still sounded like a priest, it was also genuine; “make sure her knowledge actually benefits her.”
“Thanks a bunch!” said Cecil, who wasn’t a fan of priests.
“Have you heard?” shouted Mrs. Honeychurch as she struggled up the sloped garden. “Oh, Mr. Beebe, have you heard the news?”
Freddy, now super friendly, whistled the wedding march. Young people rarely judge a done deal.
“Yeah, I heard!” he cried. He looked at Lucy. Being around her made it impossible for him to act like a priest—at least not without apologizing. “Mrs. Honeychurch, I’m gonna do what I’m supposed to do, but I’m usually too shy. I want to wish them all kinds of blessings, serious and silly, big and small. I want their whole lives as husband and wife, as parents, to be seriously good and seriously happy. And now I want my tea.”
“You just asked for it at the perfect time,” the lady retorted. “How dare you get serious at Windy Corner?”
He matched her tone. There was no more heavy-handed lecturing, no more trying to make the situation sound fancy with poetry or the Bible. None of them dared to be serious anymore.
An engagement is such a powerful thing that eventually, it makes everyone talking about it feel this way – in a state of happy amazement. Away from it, in the privacy of their rooms, Mr. Beebe and even Freddy might criticize. But being in its presence, and being around each other, they were genuinely hilarious. It has a strange power; it affects not just your lips, but your heart too. The closest thing you can compare it to is the power of a temple with a different belief system. Standing outside, you might mock it or oppose it, or just feel sentimental. But inside, even if the saints or gods aren’t yours, you become a true believer, if there’s a true believer around.
So that's how, after the confusion and worries of the afternoon, they pulled themselves together and settled into a really nice tea party. If they were being fake, they didn’t realize it, and their fakeness had a chance to become real. Anne, putting down each plate as if it were a wedding gift, really motivated them. They couldn’t lag behind that smile she gave them before she slammed the drawing-room door. Mr. Beebe chirped. Freddy was at his wittiest, calling Cecil the “Fiasco”—a family inside joke about the fiancé. Mrs. Honeychurch, funny and pleasantly plump, looked like she’d be a good mother-in-law. As for Lucy and Cecil, for whom the temple had been built, they also joined in the happy ritual, but waited, like sincere worshippers should, for the reveal of some deeper source of joy.
Chapter 9

A few days after the engagement was announced, Mrs. Honeychurch threw a little garden party nearby, naturally wanting to show everyone that her daughter was marrying a decent guy.
Cecil was more than decent; he looked really put-together, and it was nice to see him walking in step with Lucy, his long, fair face lighting up when she spoke. People congratulated Mrs. Honeychurch, which is kind of a faux pas, but she loved it, and introduced Cecil pretty randomly to some old-school, proper ladies.
During tea, something awkward happened: coffee got spilled all over Lucy’s silk dress, and though she played it cool, her mom was not having it and whisked her inside to get it cleaned by a sympathetic maid. They were gone for a while, leaving Cecil stuck with the dowagers. When they returned, he seemed off.
“Do you go to a lot of stuff like this?” he asked as they drove home.
“Oh, now and then,” said Lucy, who had actually enjoyed herself.
“Is this typical of country life?”
“I guess so. Mom, is it?”
“Plenty of society,” said Mrs. Honeychurch, trying to remember the details of one of the dresses.
Seeing that her thoughts were elsewhere, Cecil leaned towards Lucy and said:
“To me, it seemed totally cringe, a disaster, like a bad omen.”
“I’m so sorry you were stuck.”
“Not that, but the congratulations. It’s so weird how an engagement is treated like public property—a free-for-all where anyone can shoot their cheesy sentiments. All those old ladies smirking!”
“You just have to go through it, I guess. They won’t notice us as much next time.”
“But my point is their whole attitude is wrong. An engagement—horrid word anyway—is a private thing, and should be treated that way.”
Still, those smirking old ladies, however wrong individually, were acting according to their generation. The spirit of the generations was smiling through them, celebrating the engagement of Cecil and Lucy because it promised life continuing on earth. To Cecil and Lucy, it promised something totally different—personal love. Hence Cecil’s irritation and Lucy’s belief that his irritation was justified.
“How annoying!” she said. “Couldn’t you have bailed and gone to play tennis?”
“I don’t play tennis—at least, not in public. The neighborhood is missing out on the romance of me being athletic. The romance I do have is that of the Inglese Italianato.”
“Inglese Italianato?”
“E un diavolo incarnato! You know the saying?”
She didn’t. Nor did it seem to fit a young man who’s spent a quiet winter in Rome with his mom. But Cecil, since getting engaged, had started acting like a worldly bad boy, which he was totally not.
“Well,” he said, “I can’t help it if they disapprove of me. There are certain barriers between me and them, and I have to accept them.”
“We all have our limitations, I guess,” said wise Lucy.
“Sometimes they’re forced on us, though,” said Cecil, seeing from her remark that she didn’t quite understand his situation.
“How?”
“It makes a difference, doesn’t it, whether we fully box ourselves in, or whether we’re boxed out by the barriers of others?”
She thought for a moment and agreed that it did make a difference.
“Difference?” cried Mrs. Honeychurch, suddenly alert. “I don’t see any difference. Fences are fences, especially when they’re in the same place.”
“We were talking about motives,” said Cecil, annoyed by the interruption.
“My dear Cecil, look here.” She spread out her knees and perched her card-case on her lap. “This is me. That’s Windy Corner. The rest of the pattern is the other people. Motives are all very well, but the fence comes here.”
“We weren’t talking about real fences,” said Lucy, laughing.
“Oh, I see, dear—poetry.”
 She leaned back, totally chill. Cecil wondered why Lucy had found that so funny.
“I’ll tell you who doesn’t have ‘issues,’ as you call them,” she said, “and that’s Mr. Beebe.”
“A parson without boundaries would be a parson with no protection.”
Lucy was a little slow to catch what people were saying, but quick to understand what they meant. She totally missed Cecil’s clever remark, but picked up on the vibe behind it.
“Don’t you like Mr. Beebe?” she asked, thinking it over.
“I never said that!” he exclaimed. “I think he’s way above average. I just denied—” And he launched into a whole thing about boundaries, and he was seriously killing it.
“Now, a clergyman I really can’t stand,” she said, trying to be supportive, “a clergyman who does have boundaries, and the worst kind, is Mr. Eager, the English chaplain in Florence. He was genuinely insincere—not just awkward. He was a snob, so conceited, and he’d say such mean things.”
“What kind of things?”
“There was an old man at the Bertolini who he said had murdered his wife.”
“Maybe he had.”
“No!”
“Why ‘no’?”
“He was such a nice old man, I’m sure.”
Cecil laughed at her girlie impulsiveness.
“Well, I tried to get to the bottom of it. Mr. Eager never came out and said anything directly. He liked to keep things vague—said the old man had ‘basically’ murdered his wife—had murdered her in the sight of God.”
“Shush, dear!” Mrs. Honeychurch said absently.
“But isn’t it awful that someone we’re supposed to look up to is going around spreading gossip? I think it was mostly because of him that the old man was dropped. People pretended he was tacky, but he definitely wasn't.”
“Poor old man! What was his name?”
“Harris,” said Lucy quickly.
“Let’s hope there wasn’t a Mrs. Harris,” said her mother.
Cecil nodded knowingly.
“Isn’t Mr. Eager a parson of the cultured type?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I hate him. I’m heard him lecture on Giotto. I hate him. Nothing can hide a small-minded personality. I hate him.”
“Goodness gracious, kid!” said Mrs. Honeychurch. “You’re gonna give me a heart attack! What’s all the fuss about? I forbid you and Cecil from hating any more clergymen.”
He smiled. There was something kinda weird about Lucy’s dramatic outburst about Mr. Eager. It was like seeing the Leonardo on the ceiling of the Sistine. He wanted to hint to her that this wasn’t her calling; that a woman’s power and charm come from mystery, not from yelling. But maybe yelling shows vitality: it messes up this beautiful creature, but shows she's alive. After a moment, he looked at her flushed face and excited gestures with a certain approval. He decided not to shut down the source of her youth.
Nature—a simple topic, he thought—surrounded them. He praised the pine woods, the thick patches of bracken, the crimson leaves dotting the holly bushes, the useful beauty of the road. The outdoors wasn’t very familiar to him, and he sometimes got facts wrong. Mrs. Honeychurch’s mouth twitched when he talked about the evergreen color of the larch.
“I consider myself a lucky person,” he concluded. “When I’m in London, I feel I could never live anywhere else. When I’m in the country, I feel the same about the country. After all, I do believe that birds and trees and the sky are the most amazing things in life, and that the people who live among them must be the best. It’s true that nine times out of ten, they don’t seem to notice anything. The country gentleman and the country laborer are each, in their own way, the most boring companions. Yet they may have a silent understanding of how Nature works that’s denied to us city folks. Do you feel that, Mrs. Honeychurch?”
Mrs. Honeychurch blinked and smiled. She hadn’t been paying attention. Cecil, who was squished in the front seat of the victoria, felt annoyed, and decided not to say anything interesting again.
 Lucy hadn't shown up either. Her forehead was all scrunched up, and she still looked seriously annoyed—probably from overthinking things, he figured. It was sad to see her missing out on how beautiful an August forest could be.
“‘Come down, O maid, from yonder mountain height,’” he quoted, gently touching her knee.
She blushed again and asked, “What height?”
“‘Come down, O maid, from yonder mountain height, What pleasure lives in height (the shepherd sang). In height and in the splendour of the hills?’ Let’s take Mrs. Honeychurch’s advice and chill out about hating priests. What is this place?”
“Summer Street, obviously,” Lucy replied, snapping herself back to reality.
The woods opened up into a gently sloping, triangular meadow. Cute cottages lined two sides, and a new, expensive-but-simple stone church occupied the third, with a charming, shingled spire. Mr. Beebe’s house was close to the church. It wasn’t much taller than the cottages. Some huge mansions were around, but they were hidden by the trees. The whole scene felt more like a Swiss Alp than a fancy, relaxed place, and the only downside was these two ugly little houses—the ones that had been competing with Cecil’s engagement, bought by Sir Harry Otway the very afternoon Lucy had been with Cecil.
“Cissie” was the name of one, and “Albert” of the other. These names weren't just painted on the garden gates in fancy Gothic lettering; they also appeared on the porches, following the curve of the entrance arch in big, block letters. “Albert” was occupied. His garden was bursting with geraniums and lobelias, and decorated with polished shells. His little windows were draped with Nottingham lace. “Cissie” was for rent. Three signs from a Dorking real estate agent leaned against her fence, announcing the not-so-surprising fact. Her paths were already overgrown, and her tiny lawn was yellow with dandelions.
“This place is a mess!” the ladies said, sounding completely detached. “Summer Street will never be the same.”
As the carriage passed, “Cissie’s” door opened, and a gentleman came out.
“Stop!” Mrs. Honeychurch shouted, tapping the coachman with her parasol. “There’s Sir Harry! Now we’ll find out what’s going on. Sir Harry, tear those things down right away!”
Sir Harry Otway—who didn't need an introduction—came to the carriage and said, “Mrs. Honeychurch, I meant to. I really can’t evict Miss Flack.”
“Am I ever wrong? She should have left before the contract was signed. Does she still live rent-free, like she did with her nephew?”
“But what can I do?” He lowered his voice. “An old lady, so very tacky, and practically bedridden.”
“Kick her out,” Cecil said bravely.
Sir Harry sighed and looked at the houses with a mournful expression. He'd had plenty of warning about Mr. Flack’s plans and could have bought the plot before construction even started, but he’s been apathetic and slow to act. He’s known Summer Street for so long that he couldn’t imagine it getting ruined. It wasn't until Mrs. Flack laid the foundation stone and this red and cream brick monstrosity started to go up that he started to worry. He went to see Mr. Flack, the local builder—a really reasonable and respectful guy—who agreed that tiles would have looked more artistic for the roof, but pointed out that slates were cheaper. He did disagree about the Corinthian columns that were clinging to the frames of the bow windows like leeches, saying that, for his part, he preferred to lighten up the facade with a little decoration. Sir Harry suggested that, if possible, a column should be both structural and decorative.
 Mr. Flack replied that all the columns had been ordered, adding, “and all the capitals different—one with dragons in the foliage, another leaning toward the Ionian style, another featuring Mrs. Flack’s initials—every one different.” He’d been reading Ruskin, you know. He built his villas exactly how he wanted, and he didn’t even let Sir Harry buy one until he’d put an immovable aunt in one of them.
This whole thing was a total waste of time and money, and it bummed the knight out as he leaned against Mrs. Honeychurch’s carriage. He felt like he’d failed his community, and everyone was laughing at him. He’s spent a ton of cash, and Summer Street was still a mess. Now, all he could do was find a good tenant for “Cissie”—someone really desirable.
“The rent is ridiculously low,” he told them, “and maybe I’m an easygoing landlord. But it’s such a weird size. It’s too big for the working class and too small for anyone like us.”
Cecil was debating whether to hate the villas or hate Sir Harry for hating them. But he figured it was better to make fun of Sir Harry.
“You should find a tenant ASAP,” he said with a smirk. “It’s basically a paradise for a bank clerk.”
“Exactly!” Sir Harry exclaimed excitedly. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, Mr. Vyse. It’s going to attract the wrong crowd. The train service has improved—a total disaster, in my opinion. And what’s five miles from a station these days with all these bikes?”
“That’s gonna be one seriously fit clerk,” said Lucy.
Cecil, who had a full dose of medieval mischief, replied that the lower middle classes were getting physically stronger at a pretty alarming rate. Lucy noticed he was making fun of their harmless neighbor, so she jumped in to stop him.
“Sir Harry!” she exclaimed. “I have an idea. What about spinsters?”
“My dear Lucy, that would be fantastic. Do you know any?”
“Yeah, I met them abroad.”
“Gentlewomen?” he asked tentatively.
“Absolutely, and they’re currently homeless. I heard from them last week—Miss Teresa and Miss Catharine Alan. I’m not kidding. They’re the perfect fit. Mr. Beebe knows them, too. Can I tell them to write to you?”
“Please do!” he cried. “We’re already solving the problem. How great is that? Extra amenities—tell them they can have extra amenities, because I’m not paying any agent fees. Oh, the agents! The awful people they’re sending me! One woman, when I wrote—a polite letter, you know—asking her to explain her social standing, replied that she’d pay the rent in advance. As if that matters! And several references I checked were really disappointing—people who were swindlers or not respectable. And oh, the deception! I’ve seen a lot of the seedy side lately. The deception of seemingly promising people. My dear Lucy, the deception!”
She nodded.
“My advice,” Mrs. Honeychurch chimed in, “is to have nothing to do with Lucy and her down-on-their-luck gentlewomen at all. I know the type. Keep me away from people who’ve seen better days and bring their dusty heirlooms that make the house smell old. It’s a sad thing, but I’d rather rent to someone who’s on the way up than to someone who’s fallen down.”
“I think I get it,” said Sir Harry; “but it is, as you say, a very sad thing.”
“The Misses Alan aren’t like that!” cried Lucy.
“Yeah, they are,” said Cecil. “I haven’t met them, but I’d say they’re a seriously unsuitable addition to the neighborhood.”
“Don’t listen to him, Sir Harry—he’s annoying.”
“It’s me who’s annoying,” he replied. “I shouldn’t be bothering young people with my problems. But I’m really stressed, and Lady Otway will just say that I can’t be too careful, which is true, but not helpful at all.”
“Then can I write to my Misses Alan?”
“Please!”
But his eye wavered when Mrs. Honeychurch
 “Seriously, watch out for canaries. Sir Harry, be careful of canaries—they spit out the seeds and then mice show up. Seriously, steer clear of women altogether. Only let to a guy, though.”
“Right—” he murmured, impressed, even though he saw the point she was making.
“Guys don’t gossip over tea. If they get drunk, they’re done—they just crash and sleep it off. If they’re rude, they somehow keep it to themselves. It doesn’t spread like that. Give me a guy—of course, as long as he’s decent.”
Sir Harry blushed. Neither he nor Cecil were really into those obvious compliments about their gender. Even excluding the sketchy ones didn’t leave them with much to brag about. He suggested that Mrs. Honeychurch, if she had time, should hop out of the carriage and check out “Cissie” for herself. She was stoked. Nature intended her to be broke and live in a place like that. She was always drawn to how things were set up, especially when it was small-scale.
Cecil pulled Lucy back as she followed her mom.
“Mrs. Honeychurch,” he said, “what if we two walk home and leave you?”
“Totally!” was her enthusiastic reply.
Sir Harry seemed almost too happy to get rid of them. He gave them a knowing look, said, “Aha! young people, young people!” and then hurried to unlock the house.
“Total vulgarian!” exclaimed Cecil, practically before they were out of earshot.
“Oh, Cecil!”
“I can’t help it. It would be wrong not to hate that guy.”
“He’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he’s actually nice.”
“No, Lucy, he’s the embodiment of everything that's wrong with country life. In London, he’s just another face in the crowd. He’s belong to a brainless club, and his wife would throw brainless dinner parties. But down here, he acts like he’s all that, with his gentility and his fake taste, and everyone—even your mom—is fooled.”
“Everything you’re saying is true,” said Lucy, though she felt bummed out. “I wonder—whether it matters so much.”
“It matters a ton. Sir Harry is the whole vibe of that garden party. Ugh, I’m so annoyed! I really hope he gets some seriously vulgar tenant for that villa—some woman so over-the-top that he’ll finally notice it. Gentlefolks! Seriously! With his bald head and receding chin! But let’s forget about him.”
Lucy was totally down to do that. If Cecil hated Sir Harry Otway and Mr. Beebe, what guarantee was there that the people who really mattered to her would be safe? Like, what about Freddy? Freddy wasn’t smart, subtle, or good-looking, and what stopped Cecil from saying, any minute, “It would be wrong not to loathe Freddy”? And what would she reply? She didn’t go any further than Freddy, but he was stressing her out enough. She could only tell herself that Cecil had known Freddy for a while, and they’re always gotten along well, except maybe the last few days, which was probably just a fluke.
“Which way should we go?” she asked him.
Nature—the simplest thing ever—was all around them. Summer Street was deep in the woods, and she’s stopped where a path split off from the main road.
“Are there two ways?”
“Maybe the road is more sensible, since we’re dressed up nice.”
“I’d rather go through the woods,” said Cecil, with that quiet irritation she’s noticed in him all afternoon. “Why is it, Lucy, that you always say the road? Do you know that you’re never been with me in the fields or the woods since we got engaged?”
“Really? The woods, then,” said Lucy, surprised by how weird he was, but pretty sure he’d explain later; it wasn’t his style to leave her wondering.
She led the way into the whispering pines, and sure enough he did explain before they’d gone a dozen yards.
“I had this idea—probably wrong—that you feel more comfortable with me in a room.”
“A room?” she echoed, totally confused.
“Yeah. Or, at the most, in a garden, or on a road. Never out in the real countryside like this.”
 “Oh, Cecil, what are you even talking about? I’m not like that at all. You’re acting like I'm some kind of poet or something.”
“I don’t see why not. I picture you with a view—a certain vibe. Why can’t I picture you in a room?”
She paused, then laughed.
“You know what? You’re right! I totally am. When I think of you, it’s always like we’re in a room. That’s so weird!”
To her surprise, he seemed annoyed.
“Like a drawing-room? With no view?”
“Yeah, with no view, I guess. So?”
“I’d rather,” he said, sounding disappointed, “you pictured me out in the fresh air.”
She repeated, “Oh, Cecil, what do you mean?”
Since he didn't explain, she brushed it off as too complicated for a girl and led him deeper into the woods, stopping now and then at a particularly pretty or familiar spot where the trees grew. She'd known the woods between Summer Street and Windy Corner ever since she could walk alone; she’d played hide-and-seek with Freddy in them when he was a little, purple-faced baby; and even though she’d been to Italy, the woods hadn't lost their charm.
Soon, they reached a small clearing among the pines—another tiny green hill, all by itself, holding a shallow pool.
She exclaimed, “The Sacred Lake!”
“Why do you call it that?”
“I don’t even remember. Probably from some book. It’s just a puddle now, but see that stream running through it? Well, after heavy rains, a lot of water comes down and can’t drain away right away, so the pool gets really big and beautiful. Freddy used to splash around here all the time. He really loves it.”
“And you?”
He meant, “Do you like it?” But she answered dreamily, “I swam here, too, until someone caught me. Then there was a big deal.”
Another time, he might have been shocked—he had some pretty conservative ideas tucked away inside. But now, with his sudden obsession with the fresh air, he was charmed by her honesty. He looked at her as she stood by the pool’s edge. She was dressed up nicely, as she put it, and she reminded him of some brilliant flower with no leaves of its own, just blooming out of a world of green.
“Who caught you?”
“Charlotte,” she murmured. “She was staying with us. Charlotte—Charlotte.”
“Poor thing!”
She smiled sadly. A certain plan, which he’d previously avoided, suddenly seemed possible.
“Lucy!”
“Yeah, I guess we should probably get going,” she replied.
“Lucy, I want to ask you for something I’ve never asked before.”
The serious tone in his voice made her step towards him, friendly and open.
“What, Cecil?”
“Until now—not even that day on the lawn when you agreed to marry me—I’m never…”
He got nervous and kept looking around to make sure they weren’t being watched. His courage vanished.
“Yeah?”
“Up until now, I’ve never kissed you.”
She blushed, as if he’s said something totally inappropriate.
“No—you have,” she stammered.
“Then, can I now?”
“Of course, Cecil. You could have before. I can’t exactly run away from you, you know.”
In that moment, he felt totally ridiculous. Her response was lame. She gave her veil such a professional lift. As he approached her, he realized his glasses slipped off and got crushed between them.
 That was the vibe of the hug. Honestly, he knew it totally flopped. Passion should feel unstoppable, right? It shouldn't worry about being polite or considerate, or any of that extra stuff that comes with being fancy. And definitely not ask for permission when you have every right to do something. Why couldn't he just do what anyone else would—like a construction worker, or even a kid working behind a store counter? He replayed it in his head. Lucy was standing there, looking gorgeous by the water, and he just rushed up and grabbed her; she scolded him, then let him, and respected him forever after for being a dude. Because he thought women dig guys who are confident.
They left the pool in silence after that awkward moment. He was waiting for her to say something that would give him a glimpse into what she was really thinking. Finally, she spoke, and it was super serious.
“Emerson was the name, not Harris.”
“What name?”
“The old man’s.”
“What old man?”
“That old man I told you about. The one Mr. Eager was being a total jerk to.”
He had no idea this simple exchange was the most real conversation they’d ever had.
Chapter 10

Cecil as a Humourist.
The social scene Cecil was hoping to pull Lucy into wasn’t exactly amazing, but it was better than her family’s background suggested it could be. Her dad, a successful local lawyer, had built Windy Corner as an investment when the area was developing, and then fell in love with his own creation and ended up living there himself. Soon after they got married, things started to shift. Other houses popped up on the steep southern slope, and even more among the pine trees behind and up on the chalk hills. Most of these houses were bigger than Windy Corner, and filled by people who came from London, mistaking the local Honeychurches for the last remnants of an old-money aristocracy. He was a little intimidated, but his wife took it all in stride, without any real pride or embarrassment. “I have no idea what people are doing,” she’d say, “but it’s really great for the kids.” She made the rounds, and everyone was thrilled to see her. By the time people realized she wasn’t exactly one of them, they already liked her, and it didn’t seem to matter. When Mr. Honeychurch died, he was happy—which most honest lawyers feel—to leave his family settled in the best society they could find.
The best society they could find. Definitely, a lot of the newcomers were kind of boring, and Lucy realized that more now that she was back from Italy. Before, she’d just accepted their values—their comfortable wealth, their calm religion, their dislike of trash, orange peels, and broken bottles. She became a full-on rebel, horrified by the idea of suburbia. Life, as far as she bothered to think about it, was a circle of rich, pleasant people with the same interests and the same enemies. You got married, had kids, and died within that circle. Outside were poverty and bad taste constantly trying to break in, just like London fog trying to push through the gaps in the northern hills. But in Italy, where anyone can feel equal in the sun, that idea vanished. Her senses expanded; she felt she could like anyone, and that social barriers were practically nonexistent. You just jumped over them, like jumping into a peasant’s olive grove in the Apennines—and they were happy to see you. She came back with fresh eyes.
Cecil had a similar experience, but Italy just annoyed Cecil instead of making him more accepting. He saw that the local society was narrow-minded, but instead of thinking, “Does that really matter?” he rebelled and tried to replace it with what he considered a more open society. He didn’t realize that Lucy had built up a sense of fondness for her surroundings through countless small acts of kindness, and that even though her eyes saw its flaws, her heart wouldn't entirely dismiss it. He also didn’t realize something even more important—that if she was too good for this society, she was too good for any society, and had reached a point where personal connection with him was all that mattered. She was a rebel, but not the kind he understood—a rebel who didn’t want a bigger living room, but equality beside the man she loved. Because Italy was offering her the most precious gift of all—her own soul.
Playing "bumble-puppy" with Minnie Beebe, the rector’s thirteen-year-old niece—an old and totally respectable game, which involves hitting tennis balls high into the air so they fall over the net and bounce all over the place; some hit Mrs. Honeychurch; others get lost. The sentence is a bit confusing, but it really shows Lucy’s state of mind, because she was trying to talk to Mr. Beebe at the same time.
“Oh, it’s been such a pain—first one thing, then another—no one knowing what they wanted, and everyone being so annoying.”
 “But they’re really coming now,” said Mr. Beebe. “I wrote to Miss Teresa a few days ago—she was wondering how often the butcher came, and my reply of once a month must have impressed her. They’re coming. I heard from them this morning.
“I’m gonna hate those Miss Alans!” Mrs. Honeychurch cried. “Just because they’re old and kinda silly, people expect you to say ‘How sweet!’ I hate their ‘if’s and ‘but’s and ‘and’s. And poor Lucy—serves her right—she’s worn out.”
Mr. Beebe watched Lucy running and yelling across the tennis court. Cecil was missing—you don't play around when he’s around.
“Well, if they’re coming—No, Minnie, not Saturn.” Saturn was a tennis ball whose skin was partly ripped. When in motion, his ball was circled by a ring. “If they’re coming, Sir Harry will let them move in before the twenty-ninth, and he’s gonna cross out the part about whitewashing the ceilings—it made them nervous—and put in the fair wear and tear one. That doesn’t count. I told you not Saturn.”
“Saturn’s fine for a casual game,” Freddy yelled, joining them. “Minnie, don’t listen to her.”
“Saturn doesn’t bounce.”
“Saturn bounces enough.”
“No, he doesn’t.”
“Okay, he bounces better than the Beautiful White Devil.”
“Shush, dear,” said Mrs. Honeychurch.
“But look at Lucy—complaining about Saturn, and she’s got the Beautiful White Devil in her hand, ready to hit it. That’s right, Minnie, go for her—get her over the shins with the racquet—get her over the shins!”
Lucy fell, the Beautiful White Devil rolled from her hand.
Mr. Beebe picked it up and said: “The name of this ball is Vittoria Corombona, please.” But his correction went unnoticed.
Freddy had a knack for making little girls super mad, and in a minute, he’d turned Minnie into a screaming mess. Up in the house, Cecil heard them, and even though he had some really interesting news, he didn't come down—he didn’t want to get hurt. He wasn’t a coward and could handle pain, but he hated when people were physically fighting. It was the right thing to do! Sure enough, it ended in a cry.
“I wish the Miss Alans could see this,” said Mr. Beebe, just as Lucy, who was helping the hurt Minnie, got lifted off her feet by her brother.
“Who are the Miss Alans?” Freddy panted.
“They’re renting Cissie Villa.”
“That wasn’t the name—”
Here his foot slipped, and they all tumbled onto the grass. A pause.
“What name?” asked Lucy, with her brother’s head in her lap.
“Alan wasn’t the name of the people Sir Harry let rent it.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Freddy! You know nothing about it.”
“Ridiculous yourself! I just saw him. He said: ‘Ahem! Honeychurch,’”—Freddy did a terrible impression—“‘ahem! ahem! I’ve finally got really dee-sire-rebel tenants.’ I said, ‘ooray, old boy!’ and slapped him on the back.”
“Exactly. The Miss Alans?”
“Not quite. More like Anderson.”
“Oh, good grief, there’s gonna be another mess!” Mrs. Honeychurch exclaimed. “Do you notice, Lucy, I’m always right? I said not to mess with Cissie Villa. I’m always right. It’s kinda weird being right so much.”
“It’s just another mess of Freddy’s. Freddy doesn’t even know the name of the people he pretends have taken it instead.”
“Yes, I do. I’ve got it. Emerson.”
“What name?”
“Emerson. I’ll bet you anything you like.”
“What a flake Sir Harry is,” said Lucy quietly. “I wish I hadn’t worried about it at all.”
Then she lay on her back and looked up at the clear sky. Mr. Beebe, whose opinion of her was growing every day, whispered to his niece that was the right way to act if something went wrong.
Meanwhile, the name of the new tenants had distracted Mrs. Honeychurch from thinking about how right she always was.
 “Emerson, Freddy? Do you know what Emersons they are?”
“I have no idea who they are,” Freddy retorted, rolling his eyes. He was a democrat at heart, like his sister and most young people—naturally drawn to the idea of equality, and the fact that there were different kinds of Emersons just bugged him.
“I hope they’re decent people,” his mom said. “Lucy—you’re sitting up again—I see you giving me the side-eye, thinking my mom’s a snob. But there’s a good sort and a bad sort, and pretending there isn’t is just fake.”
“Emerson’s a pretty common name,” Lucy pointed out.
She was looking off to the side. Perched on her own little lookout point, she could see the pine-covered hills dropping away, one after another, into the Weald. The further down the garden you went, the better the view.
“I was just going to say, Freddy, that I hope they’re not related to Emerson the philosopher—he was a total nightmare. Pray, does that satisfy you?”
“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled. “And you’ll be happy too, because they’re friends of Cecil’s; so—major eye-roll—you and the other country families can feel totally safe around them.”
“Cecil?” Lucy exclaimed.
“Don’t be rude, dear,” his mom said calmly. “Lucy, stop screeching. It’s a new bad habit you’re picking up.”
“But Cecil—”
“Friends of Cecil’s,” he repeated, “‘and so totally chill. Ahem! Honeychurch, I just sent them a telegram.’”
She got up from the grass.
It was rough on Lucy. Mr. Beebe felt really bad for her. She’d taken the snub about the Miss Alans, which she thought came from Sir Harry Otway, like a champ. But now to hear that it partly came from her boyfriend? Ouch. Mr. Vyse was a tease—worse than a tease, really: he got a kick out of messing with people. Seeing this, the clergyman looked at Miss Honeychurch with extra kindness.
When she exclaimed, “But Cecil’s Emersons—they can’t possibly be the same ones—there’s that—” he didn't think her reaction was weird, but saw it as a chance to change the subject while she calmed down. He steered the conversation like this:
“The Emersons who were in Florence, you mean? Nah, I don’t think it’s them. It’s a long shot from them to friends of Mr. Vyse’s. Oh, Mrs. Honeychurch, those Emersons were wild! The queerest people! We loved them, right?” He looked at Lucy. “There was a whole drama over some violets. They picked every single violet and filled all the vases in the room of those very Miss Alans who didn't come to Cissie Villa. Poor little ladies! So shocked and so pleased. It used to be one of Miss Catharine’s favorite stories. ‘My dear sister loves flowers,’ it began. They found the whole room a sea of blue—vases and jugs—and the story ends with ‘So ungentlemanly and yet so beautiful.’ It’s all just…a lot.”
“Major fail on your part,” Freddy remarked, not noticing that his sister’s face was totally red. She couldn't recover. Mr. Beebe saw it, and kept changing the subject.
“These particular Emersons were a dad and a son—the son was decent, if not exactly a golden boy; not a dummy, I guess, but still pretty immature—pessimistic, and all that. Our favorite was the dad—such a sentimental sweetie, and people said he’d even murdered his wife.”
In normal circumstances, Mr. Beebe would never have repeated gossip like that, but he was trying to help Lucy through her little drama. He blurted out whatever came to mind.
“Murdered his wife?” Mrs. Honeychurch said. “Lucy, don’t ditch us—keep playing along. Seriously, the Pension Bertolini must have been the weirdest place. That’s the second murderer I’ve heard of being there. Whatever was Charlotte doing to stop? By the way, we really should ask Charlotte over sometime.”
 Mr. Beebe couldn't think of a second person involved. He suggested his hostess might be mistaken. When she pushed back, she got defensive. She was totally sure there's been another tourist with the same story. The name was on the tip of her tongue. What was it? Oh, what was the name? She wrung her hands, trying to remember. Something from Thackeray. She smacked her forehead.
Lucy asked her brother if Cecil was around.
“Oh, don’t go!” he yelled, and tried to grab her ankles.
“I have to go,” she said seriously. “Don’t be silly. You always go way too far when you’ve got nothing better to do.”
As she left, her mom’s shout of “Harris!” cut through the peaceful air, reminding her that she's told a lie and never fixed it. It was a dumb lie, though, and it rattled her, making her connect these Emersons, Cecil’s friends, with a couple of random tourists. Usually, the truth just came to her naturally. Now, she realized she needed to be more careful, and be—totally honest? Well, at least she shouldn’t lie. She rushed up the garden, still embarrassed. A word from Cecil would make her feel better, she was sure.
“Cecil!”
“Hey!” he called, leaning out of the smoking-room window. He seemed super cheerful. “I was hoping you’d come. I heard you were doing some gardening, but it’s way more fun up here. Even I, believe it or not, have achieved a major victory for comedy. George Meredith’s right—the cause of comedy and the cause of truth are basically the same thing, and even I, I’ve found tenants for that distressed Cissie Villa. Don't be mad! Don’t be mad! You’ll forgive me when you hear the whole story.”
He looked really good when his face was bright, and he immediately calmed her ridiculous worries.
“I’ve heard,” she said. “Freddy told us. Naughty Cecil! I guess I have to forgive you. Just think of all the effort I put in for nothing! Seriously, the Miss Alans are a little annoying, and I’d rather hang out with your friends. But you shouldn’t tease someone like that.”
“Friends of mine?” he laughed. “But, Lucy, the best part is still coming! Come here.” But she stayed where she was. “Do you know where I met these awesome tenants? In the National Gallery, when I went to see my mom last week.”
“That’s a weird place to meet people!” she said nervously. “I don’t really get it.”
“In the Umbrian Room. Total strangers. They were looking at Luca Signorelli—totally clueless, of course. But we started talking, and they refreshed me, no joke. They’s been to Italy.”
“But, Cecil—” he started to say, laughing.
“During the conversation they said they wanted a country cottage—the dad to live there, the son to come up for the weekends. I thought, ‘What a chance to mess with Sir Harry!’ and I grabbed their address and a London reference, checked they weren’t total jerks—it was hilarious—and wrote to him, pretending—”
“Cecil! No, that’s not fair. I’ve probably met them before—”
He wore her down.
“Totally fair. Anything’s fair to punish a snob. That old man will do the neighborhood a huge favor. Sir Harry is so cringe with his ‘past-their-prime women.’ I was going to teach him a lesson sooner or later. No, Lucy, the classes need to mix, and before long you’ll agree with me. There should be intermarriage—all sorts of things. I believe in democracy—”
“No, you don’t,” she snapped. “You don’t even know what that word means.”
He stared at her, feeling again that she hadn’s grasped the Leonardesque vibe. “No, you don’t!”
Her face was all wrong—like a grumpy, bossy woman.
“It’s not fair, Cecil. I blame you—I blame you a lot. You shouldn’t have undone my work about the Miss Alans and made me look ridiculous. You call it messing with Sir Harry, but do you realize it’s all at my expense? I think it’s really disloyal of you.”
She left him.
“Temper!” he thought, raising his eyebrows.
 It was way worse than just being moody—it was snobby. Lucy was totally fine when she thought his cool friends were basically replacing the Miss Alans. He figured these new people could be good for learning stuff. He’d deal with the dad and try to get the son to open up, who was super quiet. For the sake of good storytelling and being real, he's gonna bring them to Windy Corner.
Chapter 11

In Mrs. Vyse’s Stylish Flat.
The Muse, though pretty good at handling her own stuff, didn’t mind a little help from Mr. Vyse. His idea about bringing the Emersons to Windy Corner seemed like a seriously good move, and she made the arrangements without a single hiccup. Sir Harry Otway signed on, met Mr. Emerson, who was immediately unimpressed. The Miss Alans were super offended and wrote Lucy a really formal letter, blaming her for the whole thing. Mr. Beebe planned some fun activities for the new folks, and told Mrs. Honeychurch that Freddy needed to stop by and say hi as soon as they got settled. Seriously, the Muse was so on top of things that she let Mr. Harris, who wasn’s exactly a tough guy, just fade away and basically die.
Lucy—going from a bright, happy place to the real world, where there’s always some shade because there are hills—was initially devastated, but then realized it honestly didn’t matter all that much. Now that she was engaged, the Emersons wouldn't really try to embarrass her, and they were welcome in the neighborhood. And Cecil could bring whoever he wanted around. So, yeah, Cecil could bring the Emersons around. But, like, it took her a bit to process, and—you know how girls are—the whole situation felt way bigger and more intense than it needed to be. She was glad a visit to Mrs. Vyse was coming up; the tenants moved into Cissie Villa while she was safe in the London flat.
“Cecil—Cecil darling,” she whispered when she arrived that evening, and snuggled into his arms.
Cecil was getting more affectionate too. He could see Lucy was starting to crave attention, which is what a woman should do, and looking up to him because he was a guy.
“So, you really love me, little thing?” he murmured.
“Oh, Cecil, I do, I do! I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
A few days went by. Then she got a letter from Miss Bartlett. Things had been a bit frosty between the two cousins, and they hadn’t talked since they parted ways in August. The awkwardness started with what Charlotte would call “the trip to Rome,” and it just got worse there. A companion who’s just annoying in the old days becomes totally exasperating in a more modern setting. Charlotte, being selfless in the Forum, would have handled things with a sweeter attitude, and once, in the Baths of Caracalla, they almost called off the whole tour. Lucy had suggested she'd join the Vyses—Mrs. Vyse was an acquaintance of her mother, so it wasn’t weird, and Miss Bartlett replied that she was used to being ditched unexpectedly. Eventually, nothing happened; but the awkwardness lingered, and for Lucy, it even got worse when she opened the letter and read:
“TUNBRIDGE WELLS, “September.
“DEAREST LUCIA,
“I finally have news about you! Miss Lavish was cycling around your area, but wasn’t sure if a visit would be welcome. When she got a flat tire near Summer Street and while it was being fixed, she was feeling pretty bummed sitting in that cute churchyard, she was shocked to see a door open and the younger Emerson guy come out. He said his dad just rented the house. He said he didn’t know you lived nearby (?). He never even mentioned grabbing Eleanor a cup of tea. Dear Lucy, I’m really worried, and I think you should tell your mom, Freddy, and Mr. Vyse about his past behavior—they’ll forbid him from coming around, etc. That was a huge mistake, and I guess you’ve probably already told them. Mr. Vyse is so sensitive. I remember how I used to get on his nerves in Rome. I’m so sorry about it all, and I wouldn’t feel right unless I warned you.
“Believe me, “Your anxious and loving cousin, “CHARLOTTE.”
Lucy was super annoyed and replied:
“BEAUCHAMP MANSIONS, S.W.
“DEAR
 “Seriously, thanks for the heads-up. When Mr. Emerson totally spaced out on the mountain, you made me promise not to tell Mom, because you said she’s blame you for not always being with me. I’ve kept that promise, and I absolutely can’t tell her now. I’ve told her and Cecil that I met the Emersons in Florence, and they’re good people—which I really think—and the reason he didn’t offer Miss Lavish tea was probably because he didn’t have any himself. She should have tried the Rectory. I’m not starting a drama right now. You have to see that it would be so awkward. If the Emersons heard I was complaining about them, they’d think they’re a big deal, which they totally aren’t. I like the old guy, and I’m looking forward to seeing him again. As for his son, I feel bad for him when we meet, more than for myself. They know Cecil, who’s doing great and was talking about you the other day. We’re planning to get married in January.
“Miss Lavish probably didn’t tell you much about me, because I’m not at Windy Corner at all, but here. Please don’t put ‘Private’ on your envelope again. No one opens my mail.
“Love, “L. M. HONEYCHURCH.”
Secrecy has a downside: it messes with your perspective. You can’t tell if your secret is a huge deal or just a silly thing. Are Lucy and her cousin hiding something massive that would ruin Cecil’s life if he found out, or is it just a minor thing he’d laugh about? Miss Bartlett thought it was the former. Maybe she was right. It’s become a big deal now. If Lucy had been left to her own devices, she would have told her mom and Cecil honestly, and it would have stayed a small thing. “Emerson, not Harris”; it was just a few weeks ago. She tried to tell Cecil even now when they were laughing about some gorgeous girl who’d totally crushed his heart in school. But her body acted so weird that she stopped.
She and her secret hung around the deserted city for another ten days, checking out places they’d get to know really well later. It didn’t hurt her, Cecil thought, to learn how society works, while everyone else was off playing golf or hiking in the moors. The weather was cool, and it didn’t hurt her. Even though it wasn’t the right season, Mrs. Vyse managed to throw a dinner party with only the grandkids of famous people. The food wasn’t great, but the conversation had this witty, exhausted vibe that impressed her. Everyone seemed tired of everything. You’d launch into a passion, then gracefully crash and get back up with some sympathetic laughter. In that atmosphere, the Pension Bertolini and Windy Corner seemed equally basic, and Lucy realized that her London career would distance her a bit from everything she’s loved in the past.
The grandkids asked her to play the piano.
She played Schumann. “Now some Beethoven,” Cecil called out, when the beautiful, slightly sad music faded. She shook her head and played Schumann again. The melody rose, magically but incomplete. It broke; it started up again, broken, not flowing steadily from beginning to end. The sadness of something unfinished—the sadness that’s often life, but shouldn’t be art—throbbed in the fragmented phrases, and made everyone’s nerves buzz. She hadn’t played like that on the little piano at the Bertolini, and “Too much Schumann” wasn’t what Mr. Beebe had muttered to himself when she finished.
When the guests were gone, and Lucy had gone to bed, Mrs. Vyse paced around the living room, chatting about her party with her son. Mrs. Vyse was a nice lady, but her personality, like so many others, had been overwhelmed by London; it takes a strong person to thrive among so many people. The sheer size of her life had crushed her; she’s seen too many seasons, too many cities, too many men for her to handle, and even with Cecil, she’s robotic, treating him like he’s not just one son, but a whole crowd of them.
 “Make Lucy one of us,” she said, glancing around thoughtfully after each sentence, kind of pausing before she spoke again. “Lucy is seriously leveling up—it’s amazing.”
“Her music always was amazing.”
“Yeah, but she’s shedding the Honeychurch vibe, you know? Like, the best Honeychurches, but you get what I mean. She’s not always quoting the staff or asking how the dessert is.”
“Italy did that.”
“Maybe,” she murmured, thinking about the museum that was her Italy. “It’s possible. Cecil, you have to marry her next January. She’s practically one of us already.”
“But her music!” he exclaimed. “Her style! How she stuck with Schumann when, like, I was being a total idiot and wanted Beethoven. Schumann was perfect for tonight. It was the move. Do you know, Mom, I’m gonna raise our kids just like Lucy. Freshness from honest country life, then Italy for that subtle edge, and then—not till then—London. I’m not into these London educations—” He stopped short, remembering he’d had one himself, and finished, “Not for girls, anyway.”
“Make her one of us,” repeated Mrs. Vyse, and headed to bed.
As she was drifting off, a cry—like a nightmare—came from Lucy’s room. Lucy could call for the maid if she wanted, but Mrs. Vyse thought it was sweet to go herself. She found the girl sitting up with her hand on her cheek.
“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Vyse—it’s just these dreams.”
“Bad dreams?”
“Just dreams.”
The older lady smiled and kissed her, saying very clearly: “You should have heard us talking about you, dear. He thinks you’re even more amazing now. Dream about that.”
Lucy returned the kiss, still covering one cheek with her hand. Mrs. Vyse went back to bed. Cecil, who hadn’t even woken up, was snoring. Darkness filled the apartment.
Chapter 12

It was a Saturday afternoon, gorgeous and sunny after a bunch of rain, and it felt like a youthful vibe was everywhere, even though it was autumn. Everything felt good. As cars drove down Summer Street, they kicked up hardly any dust, and the smell of exhaust quickly faded, replaced by the scent of wet birch trees or pine. Mr. Beebe, with plenty of free time, leaned against his church gate. Freddy leaned beside him, casually smoking a pipe.
“Hey, wanna go bother those new people across the street for a bit?”
“M’m.”
“They might be entertaining.”
Freddy, who was rarely amused by anyone, suggested the new people might be busy, since they’d just moved in.
“I suggested we go bother them,” said Mr. Beebe. “They’re worth it.” Unlatching the gate, he strolled across the little green to Cissie Villa. “Hey!” he called, shouting through the open door, where you could see a bit of a mess.
A serious voice replied, “Hey!”
“I brought someone to see you.”
“I’ll be down in a sec.”
The hallway was blocked by a wardrobe that the movers hadn’t managed to get upstairs. Mr. Beebe squeezed around it with some effort. The living room itself was packed with books.
“Are these people big readers?” Freddy whispered. “Are they that type?”
“I think they know how to read—a rare skill these days. What do they have? Byron. Exactly. A Shropshire Lad. Never heard of it. The Way of All Flesh. Never heard of it. Gibbon. Hey! Dear George reads German. Um—um—Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and so on. Well, I guess your generation knows its own thing, Honeychurch.”
“Mr. Beebe, look at that,” said Freddy in an awestruck tone.
On the top of the wardrobe, someone had painted this message: “Don’t trust any project that needs new clothes.”
“I know! Isn’t that awesome? I love that. I bet the old man did that.”
“That’s so weird!”
“Don’t you think?”
But Freddy was his mom’s son and felt like you shouldn’t go around messing with the furniture.
“Pictures!” the clergyman continued, rummaging around the room. “Giotto—they got that in Florence, I’ll bet.”
“The same as Lucy’s got.”
“Oh, by the way, did Miss Honeychurch enjoy London?”
“She came back yesterday.”
“I hope she had a good time?”
“Yeah, really,” said Freddy, picking up a book. “She and Cecil are closer than ever.”
“That’s great news.”
“I wish I wasn’t such a goofball, Mr. Beebe.”
Mr. Beebe ignored the comment.
“Lucy used to be almost as clueless as I am, but she’s going to be totally different now, Mom thinks. She’s going to read all sorts of books.”
“So will you.”
“Just medical books. Not the kind you can talk about afterwards. Cecil’s teaching Lucy Italian, and he says her playing is incredible. There are all these things in it that we’ve never noticed. Cecil says—"
“What on earth are those people doing upstairs? Emerson—we’ll come back another time.”
George ran downstairs and shoved them into the room without saying a word.
“Let me introduce Mr. Honeychurch, a neighbor.”
Then Freddy launched one of those bold statements of youth. Maybe he was shy, maybe he was friendly, or maybe he just thought George’s face could use a wash. At any rate, he greeted him with, “Hey, how’s it going? Wanna go swimming?”
“Sure,” said George, totally unfazed.
Mr. Beebe was cracking up.
“‘Hey, how’s it going? Wanna go swimming?’" he chuckled. “That’s the best conversation starter I’ve ever heard. But I’m guessing that’s just for guys. Can you imagine a lady who’s been introduced to another lady by a third lady opening up with ‘Hey, how’s it going? Wanna go swimming?’ And yet you’re telling me the sexes are equal.”
 “I’m telling you, it’s gonna happen,” said Mr. Emerson, who had been slowly coming down the stairs. “Hey, Mr. Beebe. I’m telling you, they’re gonna be friends, and George feels the same way.”
“So, we’re leveling up the ladies?” the clergyman asked.
“The Garden of Eden,” Mr. Emerson continued, still coming down, “which you think is in the past, is really still waiting for us. We’ll get there when we stop hating our bodies.”
Mr. Beebe said he didn’t think the Garden of Eden was anywhere specific.
“Honestly, we guys are ahead on this—not on other stuff. We don’t hate our bodies as much as women do. But we won’t enter the garden until we’re all friends.”
“Ugh, what about this swim?” Freddy mumbled, totally overwhelmed by all the deep thoughts.
“I used to be all about getting back to nature. But how can you go back to something you’ve never known? Now, I think we have to find nature. After we conquer a bunch of stuff, we’ll finally be simple. It’s our birthright.”
“Let me introduce Mr. Honeychurch, whose sister you’ll remember from Florence.”
“Hey, nice to meet you, and that you’re taking George for a swim. Really happy to hear your sister’s getting married. Marriage is a big deal. I’m sure she’ll be happy, since we know Mr. Vyse, too. He’s been so kind. He ran into us by chance at the National Gallery, and he set up everything about this awesome house. Though, I hope I haven’t annoyed Sir Harry Otway. I haven't met many Liberal landowners, and I was curious to compare his views on hunting laws with the Conservative views. Wow, this wind! You should totally swim. You live in a gorgeous country, Honeychurch!”
“Not really!” Freddy mumbled. “I—um, I have to stop by later, my mom says, I guess.”
“Stop by? Who taught us that old-fashioned stuff? Go see your grandma! Listen to the wind in the pine trees! You live in a gorgeous country.”
Mr. Beebe jumped in to help his young friend.
“Mr. Emerson, I’ll stop by, I’ll stop by; you or your son will return the visit before ten days are up. I hope you’ve got the ten-day thing in mind. It doesn’t count that I helped you with the stairs yesterday. It doesn’t count that they’re going swimming this afternoon.”
“Yeah, go swim, George. Why are you stalling, talking? Bring them back for tea. Bring back some milk, cakes, honey. It’s good for you. George has been working super hard at the office. I can’t believe he’s doing okay.”
George nodded, covered in dust and looking gloomy, smelling like someone who’s been moving furniture.
“Do you even want this swim?” Freddy asked him. “It’s just a pond, you know. I bet you’re used to something better.”
“Yeah—I already said ‘Yes.’”
Mr. Beebe felt like he had to help his young friend, and led the way out of the house and into the pine woods. It was gorgeous! For a little while, the voice of old Mr. Emerson followed them, sending good wishes and dropping philosophy. Then, it stopped, and they only heard the wind blowing through the bracken and the trees. Mr. Beebe, who could be quiet, but couldn’t stand silence, felt the need to chat, because the whole trip looked like it was falling apart, and neither of his companions was saying anything. He talked about Florence. George listened seriously, agreeing or disagreeing with small but definite gestures that were as confusing as the movements of the tree branches above their heads.
“And what a coincidence that you met Mr. Vyse! Did you realize you’d find everyone from Pension Bertolini down here?”
“No, I didn’t. Miss Lavish told me.”
“When I was younger, I always wanted to write a ‘History of Coincidence.’”
No excitement.
“Though, honestly, coincidences are way less common than we think. For example, it’s not just a random thing that you’re here now, when you really think about it.”
To his relief, George started to talk.
 “It is. I’m telling you, I’m not just saying it. It's like, everything’s predetermined. We’re thrown together, then pulled apart—just like that. It’s the universe, you know? We can’t control any of it.”
“You haven’t thought about it at all,” the clergyman said, cutting him off. “Let me give you a quick tip, Emerson: don’t blame it on fate. Don’t say, ‘I didn’t do this,’ because you probably did. Now, let’s get to the point. Where did you first meet Miss Honeychurch and me?”
“Italy.”
“And where did you meet Mr. Vyse, who’s marrying Miss Honeychurch?”
“The National Gallery.”
“Looking at Italian art. See? You’re naturally drawn to Italian things, and so are we and our friends. That narrows things down a lot—we’re bound to bump into each other.”
“It’s fate that I’m here,” George insisted. “But you can call it Italy if it makes you feel better.”
Mr. Beebe quickly changed the subject. He was super chill with young people and didn't want to embarrass George.
“And so, for this and a bunch of other reasons, my ‘History of Coincidence’ is still waiting to be written.”
Silence.
Trying to wrap things up, he added, “We’re all so glad you came.”
Silence.
“Here we are!” called Freddy.
“Oh, awesome!” exclaimed Mr. Beebe, wiping his forehead.
“The pond’s over there. Wish it was bigger,” he added, a little sheepish.
They climbed down a slippery slope covered in pine needles. There was the pond, nestled in a little green space—just a pond, but big enough to hold a person and clear enough to reflect the sky. The recent rains had flooded the surrounding grass, creating a gorgeous emerald path leading to the middle.
“It’s a pretty successful pond, honestly,” said Mr. Beebe. “No apologies needed for this pond.”
George sat down on the dry spot and started taking off his boots, totally unenthusiastic.
“Aren’t those masses of willow-herb amazing? I love willow-herb when it’s got seeds. What’s the name of this aromatic plant?”
Nobody knew, or even seemed to care.
“These sudden changes in plants—this little patch of spongey water plants, and then tough or brittle stuff on either side—heather, bracken, gorse, pines. So charming, so charming.”
“Mr. Beebe, aren’t you going for a swim?” called Freddy, as he started stripping off his clothes.
Mr. Beebe thought he wasn’t.
“Water’s incredible!” cried Freddy, splashing in.
“Water’s water,” murmured George. He wet his hair first—a definite sign of being totally checked out—and followed Freddy into the water, as indifferent as if he were a statue and the pond was a bucket of soapy water. He had to use his muscles, you know? Gotta stay clean. Mr. Beebe watched them, and watched the seeds of the willow-herb dance above their heads.
“Apooshoo, apooshoo, apooshoo,” went Freddy, swimming a few strokes in each direction, then getting tangled in reeds or mud.
“Is it even worth it?” asked the other, looking all dramatic on the flooded edge.
The bank crumbled, and he fell into the pool before he’d even had time to think about it.
“Hee-poof—I swallowed a pollywog, Mr. Beebe, the water’s amazing, the water’s seriously awesome.”
“Water’s not bad,” said George, popping his head out of the water and blinking in the sun.
“Water’s amazing. Mr. Beebe, you should totally do it.”
“Apooshoo, kouf.”
Mr. Beebe, who was hot and always went along with things, looked around. He could only see pine trees rising steeply on all sides, gesturing to each other against the blue sky. It was gorgeous! The world of cars and rural Deans just faded away. Water, sky, evergreens, a breeze—those things even the seasons can’t touch, and they’re definitely beyond the interference of humans, right?
“I might as well wash up too”; and soon his clothes made a third little pile on the grass, and he too joined in the wonder of the water.
 It was just regular water, and not much of it either, and, like, Freddy said it reminded him of swimming in a salad. The three guys were basically doing the breaststroke in the pool, like those nymph figures in Götterdämmerung. But for some reason—maybe the rain made everything feel fresh, or the sun was blasting some serious heat, or because two of them were young and the third was young at heart—they totally spaced out Italy and Botany and Fate. They started messing around. Mr. Beebe and Freddy splashed each other. They splashed George a little more respectfully, because they thought they might have offended him. Then all that youthful energy just exploded. He grinned, dove at them, splashed them, dunked them, kicked them, covered them in mud, and kicked them out of the pool.
“Race you around it,” yelled Freddy, and they sprinted in the sunshine. George took a shortcut and scraped his shins, so he had to take another dip. Then Mr. Beebe agreed to run—it was a sight.
They ran to dry off, they swam to cool down, they pretended to be Indians in the willow bushes and the ferns, they swam to get clean. And the whole time, three little bundles were chilling out on the grass, saying:
“No. We’re the important thing. Nothing starts without us. Everyone will turn to us in the end.”
“Let’s play!” yelled Freddy, grabbing George’s bundle and putting it next to an imaginary goalpost.
“Socker rules,” George retorted, kicking Freddy’s bundle.
“Goal!”
“Goal!”
“Pass!”
“Watch my watch!” shouted Mr. Beebe.
Clothes were flying everywhere.
“Watch my hat! Nah, that’s enough, Freddy. Dress now. Nope, I’m serious!”
But the two young guys were losing it. They zipped into the trees, Freddy with a clerical vest under his arm, George with a wide-brimmed hat dripping all over his hair.
“That’s it!” shouted Mr. Beebe, remembering he was in his own parish. Then his voice changed, like he was a Rural Dean himself. “Hey! Hold up! I see people coming, you guys!”
Yells and widening circles across the dappled ground.
“Hey! hey! Ladies!”
Neither George nor Freddy was exactly polished. Still, they didn’t hear Mr. Beebe’s last warning or they would have avoided Mrs. Honeychurch, Cecil, and Lucy, who were walking down to visit old Mrs. Butterworth. Freddy dropped the vest at their feet and dashed into some ferns. George whooped in their faces, turned, and zoomed down the path to the pond, still rocking Mr. Beebe’s hat.
“Good heavens!” cried Mrs. Honeychurch. “Who were those crazy people? Oh, dears, look away! And poor Mr. Beebe, too! What happened?”
“Come this way right now,” commanded Cecil, who always felt like he had to lead women, even if he didn't know where, and protect them, even if he didn’t know from what. He led them towards the ferns where Freddy was hiding.
“Oh, poor Mr. Beebe! Was that his vest we left in the path? Cecil, Mr. Beebe’s vest—”
“Not our business,” said Cecil, glancing at Lucy, who was all parasol and clearly “minded.”
“I bet Mr. Beebe jumped back in the pond.”
“This way, please, Mrs. Honeychurch, this way.”
They followed him up the bank, trying to look tense but chill—the vibe for ladies in those situations.
“Well, I can’t help it,” said a voice up ahead, and Freddy popped up a freckled face and a pair of snowy shoulders out of the fronds. “I can’t just be walked on, can I?”
“Good gracious me, dear; what a mess! Why didn’t you just have a nice bath at home, with hot and cold water?”
“Look, Mom, a guy’s gotta wash, and a guy’s gotta dry off, and if another guy—”
“Dear, you’re probably right as usual, but you’re not really in a position to argue. Come on, Lucy.” They turned. “Oh, look—don’t look! Oh, poor Mr. Beebe! How unfortunate again—”
 Mr. Beebe was just climbing out of the pond, where his clothes were floating around—seriously intimate stuff. Meanwhile, George, who was totally over everything, yelled to Freddy that he’s caught a fish.
“And I just swallowed one,” said the guy hiding in the ferns. “A pollywog! It’s wiggling in my stomach. I’m gonna die—Emerson, you’re such a jerk, you’re all over my stuff.”
“Guys, chill,” said Mrs. Honeychurch, who couldn’t even be shocked anymore. “And seriously, dry yourselves off first. You catch colds because you don’t dry off properly.”
“Mom, can we please go?” said Lucy. “Like, please?”
“Yo!” yelled George, and the ladies stopped again.
He looked at himself and thought he looked good. Barefoot, bare-chested, glowing and cute against the dark woods, he called out:
“Hey, Miss Honeychurch! Hey!”
“Lucy, bow. You should bow. Who is it? I’m gonna bow.”
Miss Honeychurch bowed.
That evening and all through the night, the water drained away. The next day, the pool was back to normal—totally lost its vibe. It had been a rush of feeling and a moment of letting go, a blessing that stuck with you, a kind of sacredness, a spell, a brief cup for young people.
Chapter 13

How often had Lucy practiced that bow, that introduction! But she’d always rehearsed them inside, and with certain… accessories, which we can safely assume were there. Who could have predicted she and George would bump into each other in the chaos of a social event, surrounded by a sea of coats, collars, and boots scattered across the sunny ground? She'd pictured a young Mr. Emerson who might be shy, gloomy, indifferent, or maybe even playfully cheeky. She was ready for all of that. But she hadn't imagined someone who would be genuinely happy and greet her with such enthusiasm.
Back inside, sipping tea with old Mrs. Butterworth, she realized you can’t really predict the future, you can’t rehearse life. A glitch in the set, a face in the audience, people spilling onto the stage – and all your carefully planned moves fall flat, or mean way too much. “I’ll bow,” she’d thought. “I won’t shake his hand. That’s the proper thing to do.” She’d bowed—but to whom? To the gods, to heroes, to the silly fantasies of schoolgirls! She’d bowed across all the junk that clutters the world.
That's what was running through her head while she dealt with Cecil. It was another one of those awful engagement calls. Mrs. Butterworth wanted to see him, and he clearly didn't want to be seen. He didn’t want to hear about hydrangeas and why they change color at the beach. He didn’t want to join the C. O. S. When he was annoyed, he was always extra elaborate, giving long, clever answers when a simple “yes” or “no” would have done. Lucy smoothed things over and tweaked the conversation, which looked promising for their future marriage. No one’s perfect, and it’s definitely smarter to find out about the imperfections before you tie the knot. Miss Bartlett, though she never said it outright, had taught the girl that life doesn't really offer anything truly satisfying. Lucy, even though she didn’t like the teacher, thought the lesson was profound, and she applied it to her boyfriend.
“Lucy,” her mother said when they got home, “is something wrong with Cecil?”
The question felt serious; up until now, Mrs. Honeychurch had been pretty understanding and held back.
“No, I don’t think so, Mom; Cecil’s fine.”
“Maybe he’s tired.”
Lucy compromised: maybe Cecil was a little tired.
“Because otherwise”—she pulled out her bonnet pins with growing annoyance—“because otherwise I can’t explain it.”
“I think Mrs. Butterworth can be a bit much, if that’s what you mean.”
“Cecil has told you to think so. You were crazy about her when you were little, and nothing will ever explain her goodness to you after she survived typhoid fever. No—it’s the same everywhere.”
“Can I just put your bonnet away?”
“Surely he could be civil to her for just half an hour?”
“Cecil has really high standards for people,” Lucy stammered, sensing trouble. “It’s part of his ideals—that’s what sometimes makes him seem…”
“Oh, please! If high ideals make a young man rude, he needs to ditch them, ASAP,” Mrs. Honeychurch said, handing her the bonnet.
“Now, Mom! I’ve seen you be snippy with Mrs. Butterworth yourself!”
“Not like that. Sometimes I wanted to strangle her. But not like that. No. It’s just like Cecil all over.”
“By the way—I never told you. I got a letter from Charlotte while I was in London.”
This attempt to change the subject felt childish, and Mrs. Honeychurch was annoyed.
“Since Cecil came back from London, nothing seems to please him. Whenever I speak, he flinches; I see it, Lucy; it’s useless to argue. I’m probably not artistic, literary, intellectual, or musical, but I can’t help the drawing-room furniture; your father bought it, and we have to deal with it. Will Cecil kindly remember that?”
 “I—I get what you mean, and honestly, Cecil shouldn’t either. But he doesn’t mean to be rude—he explained it once—it's just that stuff really gets to him. He's easily bothered by ugly things—he’s not being rude to people.”
“Is it a thing or a person when Freddy sings?”
“You can’t really expect someone who’s super into music to love silly songs like we do.”
“Then why didn’t he just leave the room? Why sit there looking down his nose and ruining everyone’s vibe?”
“We shouldn’t be unfair to people,” Lucy stammered. Something felt off with her, and the case for Cecil, which she’s totally nailed in London, just wasn’t coming together. The two worlds had clashed—Cecil hinted at that—and she was totally overwhelmed, like the whole idea of civilization had blinded her. Good taste and bad taste were just labels, different styles; and music itself faded to a whisper through the pine trees, where the song blended with the silly song.
She was super awkward while Mrs. Honeychurch changed for dinner, and every now and then she’s saying something that just made things worse. It was obvious Cecil had meant to be snobby, and he totally pulled it off. And Lucy—she didn’t know why—wished the whole thing had happened at a better time.
“Go get dressed, dear; you’re going to be late.”
“Okay, Mom—”
“Don’t say ‘Okay’ and stop. Go.”
She did, but lingered sadly at the landing window. It faced north, so there wasn't much to see, and definitely no sky. Like in winter, the pine trees were right in front of her. The landing window felt connected to feeling down. There wasn't a huge problem looming over her, but she sighed, “Ugh, what am I going to do, what am I going to do?” It seemed like everyone else was acting really badly. And she shouldn’t have mentioned Miss Bartlett’s letter. She needed to be more careful; her mom was pretty nosy, and might ask what it was about. Ugh, what should she do?—and then Freddy came bounding up the stairs, joining the ranks of the badly behaved.
“Dude, those people are totally awesome.”
“My dear, you’re so annoying! You shouldn’t have taken them to swim in the Sacred Lake; it’s way too public. It was fine for you, but awkward for everyone else. Be more careful. The place is getting half-suburban.”
“Hey, is anything happening next week?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Then I want to invite the Emersons up for Sunday tennis.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t do that, Freddy, not with this mess.”
“What’s wrong with the court? They won’t mind a bump or two, and I’ve ordered new balls.”
“I just mean it’s better not to. I really mean it.”
He grabbed her by the elbows and playfully danced her up and down the hallway. She pretended not to mind, but she could have screamed with frustration. Cecil glanced at them as he headed to his bathroom, and they blocked Mary with her pile of hot-water bottles. Then Mrs. Honeychurch opened her door and said: “Lucy, what a racket you’re making! I have something to say to you. Did you say you got a letter from Charlotte?” and Freddy ran off.
“Yeah. I really can’t stop. I have to get dressed too.”
“How’s Charlotte?”
“She’s fine.”
“Lucy!”
The poor girl turned back.
“You have a bad habit of running off in the middle of my sentences. Did Charlotte mention her boiler?”
“Her what?”
“Don’t you remember that her boiler was getting fixed in October, and her bath cistern was getting cleaned, and all kinds of drama?”
“I can’t remember all of Charlotte’s worries,” Lucy said, a little bitter. “I’m going to have enough of my own, now that you’re not happy with Cecil.”
 Mrs. Honeychurch might have totally lost it. But she didn’t. She said: “Come here, old lady—thanks for putting away my bonnet—kiss me.” And, honestly, Lucy felt for a moment that her mom, Windy Corner, and the Weald in the setting sun were perfect.
So life just got chill. It usually did at Windy Corner. At the last minute, when things got totally jammed up, someone in the family would throw in a little oil. Cecil hated their tactics—maybe he was right to. Anyway, they weren’t his style.
Dinner was at seven-thirty. Freddy mumbled grace, and they all slumped into their chairs and dug in. Luckily, the guys were starving. Nothing weird happened until dessert. Then Freddy asked:
“Lucy, what’s Emerson like?”
“I saw him in Florence,” Lucy said, hoping that would be enough.
“Is he the smart type, or just a decent dude?”
“Ask Cecil; he’s the one who brought him here.”
“He’s the smart type, like me,” Cecil said.
Freddy looked at him skeptically.
“How well did you guys know them at the Bertolini?” Mrs. Honeychurch asked.
“Oh, not really. I mean, Charlotte knew them even less than I did.”
“Oh, that reminds me—you never told me what Charlotte said in her letter.”
“Long story short,” Lucy said, wondering if she could get through the meal without lying. “Among other things, that a seriously awkward friend of hers had been biking down Summer Street, wondering if she’d come up and see us, and thankfully didn’t.”
“Lucy, you’re being so rude with the way you talk.”
“She’s a novelist,” Lucy said smoothly. The remark was a win, because nothing got under Mrs. Honeychurch’s skin like women and writing. She’d ditch any topic to rant about those women who (instead of taking care of their homes and kids) tried to get famous by publishing books. Her motto was: “If books have to be written, let men write them.” She went on and on about it, while Cecil yawned and Freddy played “This year, next year, now, never” with his plum pits, and Lucy subtly fanned the flames of her mom’s anger. But soon the drama died down, and the ghosts started to gather in the shadows. There were way too many ghosts around. The original ghost—that touch of lips on her cheek—had been put to rest a long time ago; it shouldn’t even matter that a guy kissed her on a mountain once. But it had spawned a whole crew of spectral figures—Mr. Harris, Miss Bartlett’s letter, Mr. Beebe’s memories of violets—and one of them was bound to haunt her right in front of Cecil’s eyes. It was Miss Bartlett who showed up now, and she was shockingly real.
“I’ve been thinking, Lucy, about that letter from Charlotte. How is she?”
“I ripped it up.”
“Didn’t she say how she was? How does she sound? Cheerful?”
“Oh, yeah, I guess so—no—not really cheerful, I guess.”
“Then, you know it’s the boiler. I know how water gets to you. I’d rather anything else—even a disaster with the meat.”
Cecil covered his eyes.
“Me too,” Freddy chimed in, backing up his mom—backing up the spirit of her comment rather than the actual words.
“And I’ve been thinking,” she added a little nervously, “surely we could squeeze Charlotte in here next week, and give her a nice vacation while the plumbers at Tunbridge Wells finish up. I haven’t seen poor Charlotte in forever.”
It was more than she could handle. And she couldn’t lash out after her mom’s kindness upstairs.
“Mom, no!” she pleaded. “It’s impossible. We can’t have Charlotte on top of everything else; we’re totally packed as it is. Freddy’s got a friend coming Tuesday, there’s Cecil, and you’ve promised to take in Minnie Beebe because of the diphtheria scare. It just can’t be done.”
“Don’t be silly! It can.”
“If Minnie sleeps in the tub. Not otherwise.”
“Minnie can sleep with you.”
“I am not having her.”
 “Then, if you’re being that selfish, Mr. Floyd has to share a room with Freddy.”
“Miss Bartlett, Miss Bartlett, Miss Bartlett,” moaned Cecil, putting his hand over his eyes again.
“It’s impossible,” repeated Lucy. “I don’t want to cause drama, but it’s really not fair to the maids to cram so many people into the house.”
Seriously!
“The truth is, dear, you don’t like Charlotte.”
“No, I don’t. And neither does Cecil. She’s just so annoying. You haven’t seen her lately and don’t realize how draining she can be, even though she’s nice. So please, Mom, don’t stress us out this last summer; just let us have a good time and don’t ask her to come.”
“Totally!” said Cecil.
Mrs. Honeychurch, with more seriousness than usual, and with more emotion than she usually showed, replied: “That’s not very nice of you two. You have each other and all these woods to wander in, so full of beautiful things; and poor Charlotte just has the water turned off and plumbers. You’re young, darlings, and however smart young people are, and however many books they read, they’re never gonna understand what it feels like to get older.”
Cecil crumbled his bread.
“I gotta say, Cousin Charlotte was super sweet to me that year I biked over,” chimed in Freddy. “She thanked me for coming so much I felt like a total goofball, and she fussed around a ton to get an egg boiled just right for my tea.”
“I know, dear. She’s kind to everyone, and yet Lucy’s making a big deal when we try to do something nice for her.”
But Lucy hardened her heart. Being nice to Miss Bartlett wasn’t working out. You might earn good karma by trying, but you weren’t really helping Miss Bartlett or anyone else on Earth. She was left saying: “I can’t help it, Mom. I don’t like Charlotte. I admit it’s rude.”
“From your own story, you told her that.”
“Well, she left Florence so randomly. She totally freaked out—”
The memories were flooding back; they filled Italy, they were even taking over places she’s known since she was a kid. The Sacred Lake would never be the same, and something would even happen at Windy Corner in a week. How was she supposed to fight against memories? For a moment, the real world faded, and memories and feelings were all that seemed real.
“I guess Miss Bartlett has to come, since she makes eggs so well,” said Cecil, who was feeling a bit better, thanks to the amazing food.
“I didn’t mean the egg was good,” corrected Freddy, “because actually she forgot to take it off, and I don’t even like eggs. I just meant how genuinely nice she seemed.”
Cecil frowned again. Ugh, the Honeychurches! Eggs, boilers, hydrangeas, maids—that’s what their lives were all about. “Can Lucy and I get up from our chairs?” he asked, barely hiding his annoyance. “We don’t want any dessert.”
Chapter 14

Of course, Miss Bartlett said yes. And, honestly, she was sure she’d be a pain, so she asked for the smallest, most boring spare room—no view, anything like that. She sent Lucy lots of love. And, naturally, George Emerson could come to tennis on Sunday.
Lucy faced the situation bravely, even though, like most of us, she only dealt with what directly affected her. She never really looked inward. If weird thoughts popped up, she just chalked it up to nerves. When Cecil brought the Emersons to Summer Street, it totally rattled her. Charlotte would probably dredge up old embarrassing moments, and that would definitely make her nervous. She was anxious at night. When she talked to George—they bumped into each other again pretty quickly at the Rectory—his voice just hit her hard, and she wanted to be near him. Ugh, what if she really wanted to be near him! Of course, it was just nerves, messing with us like they always do. She used to have “things that came out of nowhere and she had no clue what they meant.” Now, Cecil had explained psychology to her one rainy afternoon, and all the worries of being young and lost in the world could just be dismissed.
It’s pretty obvious to us that she’s got a thing for young Emerson. But if you were in Lucy’s shoes, it wouldn’t be so clear. Life’s easy to write about, but a mess to actually live. And we’d rather blame “nerves” or some other excuse to hide what we really want. She liked Cecil; George made her nervous; will the reader even explain to her that she has her phrases all mixed up?
But she’s going to face the external situation bravely.
The meeting at the Rectory went pretty well. Standing between Mr. Beebe and Cecil, she made a few polite comments about Italy, and George replied. She was trying to show she wasn’t shy, and she was glad he didn’t seem shy either.
“A nice guy,” said Mr. Beebe afterwards. “He’s got some rough edges, but he’s going to smooth them out eventually. I’m a little suspicious of young men who just seem to fit into life effortlessly.”
Lucy said, “He seems in better spirits. He laughs more.”
“Yeah,” replied the clergyman. “He’s waking up.”
That was it. But as the week went on, more of her defenses crumbled, and she started imagining him as physically attractive. Even with clear directions, Miss Bartlett somehow managed to mess up her arrival. She was supposed to be at the South-Eastern station in Dorking, where Mrs. Honeychurch was going to meet her. Instead, she showed up at the London and Brighton station and had to hail a cab. Nobody was home except Freddy and his friend, who had to interrupt their tennis to entertain her for a solid hour. Cecil and Lucy arrived at four o’clock, and they, along with little Minnie Beebe, made a pretty gloomy group of six on the upper lawn for tea.
“I’m never going to forgive myself,” said Miss Bartlett, who kept getting up from her seat and had to be begged by everyone to stay put. “I’m crashing young people’s party! But I insist on paying for the cab.”
“Our visitors never do such awful things,” said Lucy, while her brother, whose memory of the boiled egg was already fading, exclaimed in an irritated tone: “Exactly what I’ve been trying to convince Cousin Charlotte of, Lucy, for the last half hour.”
“I don’t feel like an ordinary visitor,” said Miss Bartlett, glancing at her frayed glove.
“Okay, if you really prefer. Five quid, and I gave the driver a pound.”
Miss Bartlett rummaged through her purse. Only pound coins and pennies. Could anyone give her change? Freddy had a couple of quid, and his friend had four half-crowns. Miss Bartlett accepted their money and then said: “But who am I to give the pound to?”
“Let’s wait until Mom comes back,” suggested Lucy.
 “Seriously, Mom; you can totally take a long drive now that you’ve got your freedom from me. We all have our quirks, and mine is settling things up right away.”
Here’s Freddy’s friend, Mr. Floyd, dropped the one line that needs to be quoted: he offered to bet Freddy for Miss Bartlett’s pound. A solution seemed possible, and even Cecil, who had been showing off drinking his tea, felt the pull of chance and turned around.
But that didn’t work either.
“Please—please—I know I’m being a buzzkill, but it would make me feel awful. I’d basically be ripping off whoever lost.”
“Freddy owes me fifteen quid,” Cecil interjected. “So it’s fair if you give the pound to me.”
“Fifteen quid?” Miss Bartlett looked doubtful. “How’s that, Mr. Vyse?”
“Because, get this, Freddy paid for your cab. Give me the pound, and we can avoid this whole gambling mess.”
Miss Bartlett, who’s not great with numbers, got confused and handed over the sovereign, while the other guys snickered quietly. For a moment, Cecil was stoked. He was just messing around with his friends. Then he glanced at Lucy, whose face looked worried, messing up her smile. In January, he’s rescuing his Leonardo from this ridiculousness.
“But I don’t see it!” exclaimed Minnie Beebe, who’s been watching the shady deal. “I don’t see why Mr. Vyse gets the quid.”
“Because of the fifteen and the five,” they said seriously. “Fifteen and five make a pound, see?”
“But I still don’t see—”
They tried to shut her up with cake.
“No, thanks. I’m done. I don’t see why—Freddy, stop poking me. Miss Honeychurch, your brother’s hurting me. Ow! What about Mr. Floyd’s ten quid? Ow! No, I still don’t see and I never will see why Miss What’s-her-name shouldn’t pay that bob for the driver.”
“I’d forgotten about the driver,” said Miss Bartlett, blushing. “Thanks, dear, for reminding me. A quid? Does anyone have change for a half a crown?”
“I’ll get it,” said the young hostess, getting up decisively.
“Cecil, hand me that sovereign. No, give me that sovereign. I’ll get Euphemia to change it, and we’ll start all over again from the beginning.”
“Lucy—Lucy—what a pain I am!” protested Miss Bartlett, and followed her across the lawn. Lucy hurried ahead, pretending to be amused. When they were out of earshot, Miss Bartlett stopped her whining and said sharply, “Have you told him yet?”
“No, I haven’t,” replied Lucy, then instantly regretted understanding exactly what her cousin meant. “Let me see—a sovereign’s worth of silver.”
She ducked into the kitchen. Miss Bartlett’s sudden shifts were too weird. Sometimes it seemed like she planned every word or made someone else say it; like all this fuss about cabs and change was a trick to catch someone off guard.
“No, I haven’t told Cecil or anyone,” she remarked when she came back. “I promised you I wouldn’t. Here’s your money—all shillings, except for two half-crowns. Want me to count it? You can settle your debt nicely now.”
Miss Bartlett was in the drawing-room, looking at the framed photo of St. John ascending.
“How awful!” she murmured. “How even more awful if Mr. Vyse were to hear about it from somewhere else.”
“Oh, come on, Charlotte,” said the girl, stepping into the conversation. “George Emerson is fine, and what other source is there?”
Miss Bartlett thought about it. “For example, the driver. I saw him looking through the bushes at you, remember he had a violet between his teeth.”
Lucy shuddered a little. “We’re going to get this silly thing on our nerves if we’re not careful. How could a Florentine cab-driver even find out from Cecil?”
“We have to think of every possibility.”
“Oh, it’s all good.”
“Or maybe old Mr. Emerson knows. Actually, he’s bound to know.”
 “I don’t care if he does. I was so happy to get your letter, but even if the news spreads around, I think I can count on Cecil to laugh it off.”
“To deny it?”
“No, to laugh it off.” But deep down, she knew she couldn’t trust him, because he wanted her untouched.
“Okay, dear, you know best. Maybe guys are different than they used to be when I was young. Ladies definitely are.”
“Now, Charlotte!” She playfully swatted her arm. “You’re so kind and worried. What do you want me to do? First, you say ‘Don’t tell’; then, you say, ‘Tell.’ Which is it? Spill!”
Miss Bartlett sighed. “I’m no match for you in a conversation, dearest. I cringe thinking about how I butted in at Florence, and you’re so good at handling things yourself, and so much smarter than I am. You’ll never forgive me.”
“Let’s go out, then. They’ll wreck the whole china cabinet if we don’t.”
Because the air was filled with Minnie’s screams, who was being tormented with a teaspoon.
“Dear, one moment—we might not get another chance to chat. Have you met the young man yet?”
“Yeah, I have.”
“What happened?”
“We bumped into each other at the Rectory.”
“What’s his vibe?”
“No vibe. He just talked about Italy, like anyone else. It’s really okay. What would he even gain from being a jerk, to put it bluntly? I wish you could see it my way. He won’t be a problem, Charlotte, I promise.”
“Once a jerk, always a jerk. That’s my take.”
Lucy paused. “Cecil said something the other day—and I thought it was so insightful—that there are two kinds of jerks—the conscious and the subconscious.” She paused again, to make sure she was doing Cecil’s brilliance justice. Through the window, she saw Cecil himself, flipping through a novel. It was a new one from Smith’s library. Her mom must have gotten back from the station.
“Once a jerk, always a jerk,” droned Miss Bartlett.
“What I mean by subconscious is that Emerson lost it. I fell into all those violets, and he was goofy and surprised. I don’t think we should blame him too much. It makes such a difference when you see a person with a good life behind him unexpectedly. It really does; it makes a huge difference, and he lost his head—he doesn’t even admire me, or any of that stuff. Freddy actually likes him and asked him up here on Sunday, so you can decide for yourself. He’s improved; he doesn’t always look like he’s about to cry. He’s a clerk in the General Manager’s office at one of the big railways—not a porter! and goes down to his dad for the weekends. Dad used to be in journalism, but is rheumatic and retired. There! Now, let's check out the garden.” She grabbed her guest’s arm. “Let’s not talk about this silly Italian thing anymore. We want you to have a nice, relaxing visit at Windy Corner, with no stress.”
Lucy thought that was a pretty good speech. The reader might have noticed a little slip-up in it. Whether Miss Bartlett noticed the slip, it’s impossible to say, because you can’t really get inside the minds of older people. She might have continued speaking, but they were interrupted by the entrance of her hostess. Explanations were exchanged, and in the midst of them, Lucy slipped away, the images pulsing a little more vividly in her brain.
Chapter 15

The Sunday after Miss Bartlett’s arrival was gorgeous—just like most days that year. In the Weald, autumn was starting to shake things up, breaking up the endless green of summer, dusting the parks with a hazy mist, turning the beech trees a rusty orange, and the oak trees a brilliant gold. Up on the hills, rows of dark pine trees watched it all happen, staying exactly the same. Everywhere you looked, the sky was clear, and you could hear the church bells ringing.
The garden at Windy Corners was empty except for a red book, soaking up the sun on the gravel path. From the house, you could hear the ladies getting ready for church—lots of chatter. “The guys aren’t going”—“I don’t blame them”—Minnie says, “does she even need to go?”—“Tell her, no drama”—“Anne! Mary! Hook me up behind!”—“Lucia, sweetie, can I borrow a pin?” Miss Bartlett had announced she was definitely going to church.
The sun climbed higher, guided, not by some mythological dude, but by Apollo—competent, steady, and totally divine. Its rays hit the ladies as they headed towards the bedroom windows, Mr. Beebe down at Summer Street as he smiled over a letter from Miss Catharine Alan, George Emerson cleaning his dad’s boots, and finally, to complete the picture, the red book we mentioned earlier. The ladies move, Mr. Beebe moves, George moves, and movement can create shadows. But this book just lay there, soaking up the sun all morning and lifting its covers a little, like it was saying thanks.
Soon, Lucy stepped out of the drawing-room window. Her new bright pink dress was a total flop, making her look cheap and washed out. She had a dark red brooch at her throat and a ruby ring on her finger—an engagement ring. Her eyes were focused on the Weald. She frowned a little—not mad, but like a brave kid trying not to cry. No one was looking at her in that huge space, and she could frown without anyone noticing, measuring the distance between Apollo and the hills in the west.
“Lucy! Lucy! What’s that book? Who’s been taking a book off the shelf and leaving it around to get ruined?”
“It’s just the library book Cecil’s been reading.”
“But pick it up, and don’t stand around there like a flamingo.”
Lucy picked up the book and glanced at the title without much interest: Under a Loggia. She didn’t really read novels anymore, spending all her free time reading serious literature, hoping to catch Cecil up. It was embarrassing how little she knew, and even when she thought she knew something, like about Italian painters, she’d forgotten it. Just this morning she’d mixed up Francesco Francia with Piero della Francesca, and Cecil had said, “Seriously? You’re already forgetting your Italy?” That thought added to the worry in her eyes when she greeted the beautiful view and the beautiful garden in the foreground, and above them, almost unbelievable anywhere else, the beautiful sun.
“Lucy—got a sixpence for Minnie and a shilling for yourself?”
She hurried inside to her mom, who was totally stressed about getting ready for church.
“It’s a special collection—I can’t remember what for. Please, no clinking pennies in the plate; make sure Minnie has a nice, shiny sixpence. Where’s the kid? Minnie! That book’s all warped. (Goodness, you look so plain!) Put it under the Atlas to flatten it. Minnie!”
“Oh, Mrs. Honeychurch—” from upstairs.
“Minnie, don’t be late. Here comes the horse”—it was always the horse, never the carriage. “Where’s Charlotte? Run up and hurry her. Why is she taking so long? She didn’t have anything to do. She never brings anything but blouses. Poor Charlotte—I absolutely hate blouses! Minnie!”
 Paganism is seriously contagious—way more than the flu or being super religious—and the Rector’s niece went to church protesting. As always, she didn’t get why. Why couldn’t she chill in the sun with the guys? The guys, who had now shown up, totally roasted her with some shade. Mrs. Honeychurch defended tradition, and in the middle of the chaos, Miss Bartlett, looking totally on-trend, strolled down the stairs.
“Dear Marian, I’m so sorry, but I don’t have any small bills—just big money and half of those. Could anyone spot me—?”
“Totally, no problem. Hop in! Seriously, you look amazing! That dress is killer, you’re outdoing everyone.”
“If I didn’t wear my best stuff now, when would I?” said Miss Bartlett, giving her a look. She climbed into the carriage and turned her back to the horse. The usual racket started up, and then they drove off.
“Bye! Be good!” called out Cecil.
Lucy bit her lip, because his tone was kind of mean. They’d had a pretty awkward conversation about “church and stuff.” He’d said people should basically reinvent themselves, and she wasn’t really feeling that. She didn't even know that was a thing. Cecil respected genuine faith, but he always thought honesty came from a major life change; he couldn't imagine it just happening naturally, like flowers growing. Everything he said kinda bummed her out, even though he seemed totally chill; the Emersons were just different.
She spotted the Emersons after church. There was a line of cars down the road, and the Honeychurch car just happened to be across from Cissie Villa. To save time, they walked across the lawn to it, and found the dad and son smoking in the garden.
“Introduce me,” said her mom. “Unless the young man thinks he already knows me.”
He probably did, but Lucy ignored the Sacred Lake and introduced them formally. Old Mr. Emerson was super warm and said how thrilled he was that she was getting married. She said yes, she was glad too, and then, as Miss Bartlett and Minnie were hanging back with Mr. Beebe, she changed the subject and asked him how he liked his new place.
“Really like it,” he replied, but there was a weird vibe in his voice; she’d never heard him sound offended before. He added: “We’re finding out that the Miss Alans are coming, and we’re kicking them out. Women get weird about that kind of thing. It’s totally stressing me out.”
“I think there was just some kind of mix-up,” said Mrs. Honeychurch nervously.
“Our landlord was told we’d be a different type of person,” said George, who seemed ready to drag it out. “He thought we’d be artsy. He’s disappointed.”
“And I’m wondering if we should write to the Miss Alans and give it up. What do you think?” He looked at Lucy.
“Oh, drop it, you’re here now,” said Lucy lightly. She had to avoid criticizing Cecil. It was all about Cecil, even though his name wasn't mentioned.
“That’s what George says. He says the Miss Alans need to go. But it does seem kinda harsh.”
“There’s only so much kindness in the world,” said George, watching the sunlight flash on the car windows.
“Exactly!” exclaimed Mrs. Honeychurch. “That’s what I’m saying. Why all this fuss over two Miss Alans?”
“There’s only so much kindness, just like there’s only so much light,” he continued in a calm voice. “We cast a shadow on something wherever we stand, and it’s no use moving around to save things; because the shadow always follows. Choose a place where you won’t do harm—yeah, choose a place where you won’t do much harm, and stand in it for all you’re worth, facing the sunshine.”
“Oh, Mr. Emerson, you’re so clever!”
“Huh—?”
 “I see you’re trying to be clever. I hope you didn’t go messing with poor Freddy.”
George’s eyes were laughing, and Lucy suspected he and her mom would really hit it off.
“No, I didn’t,” he said. “He was the one acting up. That’s just his thing. He starts out that way; I just tried the whole questioning thing first.”
“What do you mean? Never mind, don’t explain. He’s looking forward to seeing you this afternoon. Do you play tennis? Do you even like tennis on Sundays—?”
“George mind tennis on Sunday! George, after all his schooling, can tell the difference between Sunday—”
“Okay, George doesn’t mind tennis on Sunday. Neither do I. That’s settled. Mr. Emerson, if you could come with your son, we’d really appreciate it.”
He thanked her, but the walk sounded pretty far; he could only chill around these days.
She turned to George: “And then he wants to give up his house to the Miss Alans.”
“I know,” said George, and put his arm around his dad’s neck. The kindness that Mr. Beebe and Lucy had always known was in him suddenly came out, like sunlight hitting a huge landscape—a touch of morning sun? She remembered that even when he was being difficult, he’s never spoken against affection.
Miss Bartlett approached.
“You know our cousin, Miss Bartlett,” said Mrs. Honeychurch pleasantly. “You met her with my daughter in Florence.”
“Yes, indeed!” said the old man, and started to come out of the garden to meet the lady. Miss Bartlett promptly got into the victoria. From there, she gave a formal bow. It was the same old Bertolini pension, the dining table with all the decanters of water and wine. It was the same old battle over the room with the view.
George didn’t respond to the bow. Like any guy, he blushed and felt awkward; he knew the chaperone remembered. He said, “I—I’ll come up to tennis if I can manage it,” and went inside. Maybe anything he did would have pleased Lucy, but his awkwardness went straight to her heart; guys weren’t gods after all, but as human and as clumsy as girls. Even guys could have unexplained desires, and need help. To someone like her, with her background and plans, the weakness of guys was a new truth, but she’s suspected it in Florence, when George threw her photos in the Arno River.
“George, don’t go,” cried his father, who thought it was a real treat for people if his son would talk to them. “George has been in such a good mood today, and I’m sure he’s going to end up coming up this afternoon.”
Lucy caught her cousin’s eye. Something in its quiet appeal made her reckless. “Yes,” she said, raising her voice, “I really hope he will.” Then she went to the carriage and murmured, “The old man hasn’t been told; I knew it was all good.” Mrs. Honeychurch followed her, and they drove away.
Glad that Mr. Emerson hadn’t been told about the Florence thing; but Lucy’s spirits shouldn’t have jumped up like she’s seen the gates of heaven. Glad; but she definitely greeted it with too much joy. All the way home, the horses’ hooves sang a tune to her: “He hasn’t told, he hasn’t told.” Her brain expanded the melody: “He hasn’t told his father—to whom he tells everything. It wasn’t a big deal. He didn’t laugh at her when she’d left.” She raised her hand to her cheek. “He doesn’t love me. No. How terrible if he did! But he hasn’t told. He won’t tell.”
She wanted to shout the words: “It’s all good. It’s a secret between us forever. Cecil will never hear.” She was even glad that Miss Bartlett had made her promise secrecy, that last dark evening in Florence, when they’d knelt packing in his room. The secret, big or small, was safe.
Only three people in the world knew about it. That’s how she interpreted her joy. She greeted Cecil with unusual radiance, because she felt so safe. As he helped her out of the carriage, she
 “The Emersons have been so nice. George Emerson has really stepped up.”
“How are my protégés?” asked Cecil, who honestly wasn’s that invested in them, and had totally forgotten he’s supposed to bring them to Windy Corner for some educational thing.
“Protégés!” she exclaimed, sounding pretty enthusiastic. For Cecil, relationships were like a medieval lord and his vassals – protector and protected. He didn’t get the idea of being friends or equals, which is what she really wanted.
“You’re gonna see for yourself how your protégés are doing. George Emerson is coming up this afternoon. He’s a really interesting guy to talk to. Just don’t—” She almost said, “Don’t baby him.” But the lunch bell rang, and, like it often did, Cecil hadn’t really paid attention to what she was saying. Charm, not arguing, was her strategy.
Lunch was a pretty chill meal. Usually Lucy felt down during meals. Someone always needed cheering up – either Cecil or Miss Bartlett, or some unseen force whispering, “Don’t get too hyped, this won’t last. In January you’re going to London to entertain the grandkids of famous people.” But today she felt like she had a guarantee. Her mom would always be there, her brother here. The sun, even though it had moved a bit since morning, would never disappear behind the hills. After lunch, they asked her to play. She’s seen Gluck’s Armide this year, and played from memory the music from the enchanted garden – the music when Renaud approaches, under the light of an eternal dawn, the music that just flows forever, like the calm seas of a fairytale. That kind of music isn’t really for piano, and her audience started to get bored, and Cecil, feeling the same way, called out, “Now play us the other garden – the one in Parsifal.”
She closed the piano lid.
“Not very cooperative,” her mom’s voice said.
Worried she’s upset Cecil, she turned around quickly. And there was George. He’s slipped in without interrupting her.
“Oh, I didn’t even realize!” she exclaimed, blushing; and then, without even saying hi, she opened the piano again. Cecil could have Parsifal, and anything else he wanted.
“Our performer changed her mind,” Miss Bartlett said, maybe implying she’s gonna play the music for Mr. Emerson. Lucy didn’t know what to do, or even what she wanted to do. She played a few bars of the Flower Maidens’ song pretty badly and then stopped.
“I vote tennis,” said Freddy, totally over the lame entertainment.
“Yeah, me too.” She closed the piano lid again. “I vote you have a men’s four.”
“Okay.”
“Not for me, thanks,” said Cecil. “I don’t want to mess up the game.” He never realized that it’s actually a kind thing for a bad player to fill in a spot.
“Oh, come on Cecil. I’m terrible, Floyd’s awful, and I bet Emerson isn’t that great either.”
George corrected him: “I’m not bad.”
Someone looked down their nose at that. “Then definitely I’m not playing,” said Cecil, while Miss Bartlett, thinking she was putting down George, added, “I agree with you, Mr. Vyse. You really shouldn’t play. You really shouldn’t.”
Minnie, barging in where Cecil was afraid to go, announced she’s play. “I’m gonna miss every ball anyway, so what’s the big deal?” But Sunday came along and shut that idea down.
“Then it’s gotta be Lucy,” said Mrs. Honeychurch; “you have to rely on Lucy. There’s no other way out of it. Lucy, go change your dress.”
Lucy’s Sundays were usually like that. She kept it in the morning, and broke it without a second thought in the afternoon. As she changed, she wondered if Cecil was making fun of her; she really needed to get herself together and sort everything out before she married him.
 Mr. Floyd was her partner. She liked music, but tennis seemed way better. It was so much more fun to run around in comfy clothes than to sit at the piano and feel trapped. Music felt like something a kid would do. George was serving, and she was surprised by how badly he wanted to win. She remembered how he’s sighed amongst the tombs at Santa Croce because things weren’t fitting together, and how, after that obscure Italian died, he leaned over the parapet by the Arno and told her, “I’m gonna live, you know?” He wanted to live now—to win at tennis, to stand tall and proud in the sun—the sun that was starting to set and shining right in her eyes; and he did win.
Wow, the Weald looked gorgeous! The hills stood out against its glow, just like Fiesole above the Tuscan Plain, and the South Downs were basically the mountains of Carrara. She might be forgetting Italy, but she was noticing so much more about England. You could play a whole new game with the view, trying to find a town or village that could stand in for Florence. Seriously, the Weald looked amazing!
But now Cecil was claiming her. He was in a surprisingly clear-headed, critical mood and wasn’t feeling the excitement. He’s been kind of a drag throughout the tennis because the novel he was reading was so bad that he had to read it out loud to everyone. He’s been wandering around the tennis court, calling out, “Hey, listen to this! Three split infinitives.”
“That’s awful!” Lucy said, and totally missed her shot. When they finished their set, he was still reading—there was some murder scene, and honestly, everyone had to listen. Freddy and Mr. Floyd had to hunt for a lost ball in the laurels, but the others just went along with it.
“The scene is set in Florence.”
“How cool, Cecil! Read away. Come on, Mr. Emerson, relax after all that energy.” She'd "forgiven" George, as she put it, and made a point of being nice to him.
He jumped over the net and sat down at her feet, asking, “You—are you tired?”
“Of course not!”
“Do you mind losing?”
She was about to say, “No,” when she realized she actually did mind, so she said, “Yeah.” She added playfully, “I don’t see you as such a great player, though. The sun was behind you, and it was in my eyes.”
“I never said I was.”
“Yes, you did!”
“You’re mistaken.”
“You said—oh, don’t worry about being accurate at this place. We all exaggerate, and we get really mad at people who don’t.”
“‘The scene is laid in Florence,’” repeated Cecil, with a sarcastic tone.
Lucy shook herself.
“‘Sunset. Leonora was speeding—’”
Lucy interrupted. “Leonora? Is she the heroine? Who wrote the book?”
“Joseph Emery Prank. ‘Sunset. Leonora speeding across the square. Pray the saints she might not arrive too late. Sunset—the sunset of Italy. Under Orcagna’s Loggia—the Loggia de’ Lanzi, as we sometimes call it now—’”
Lucy burst out laughing. “‘Joseph Emery Prank’ seriously! It’s Miss Lavish! It’s Miss Lavish’s novel, and she’s publishing it under someone else’s name.”
“Who is Miss Lavish?”
“Oh, a total disaster—Mr. Emerson, you remember Miss Lavish?”
Excited by her fun afternoon, she clapped her hands.
George looked up. “Of course I do. I saw her the day I arrived at Summer Street. She told me you lived here.”
“Were you excited?” She meant “to see Miss Lavish,” but when he bent down to the grass without replying, it hit her that she could mean something else. She watched his head, which was almost resting against her knee, and she thought his ears were turning red. “No wonder the novel’s bad,” she added. “I never liked Miss Lavish. But I guess you gotta read it since you met her.”
“All modern books are trash,” said Cecil, annoyed by her lack of attention and venting his frustration on literature. “Everyone writes for money these days.”
 “Oh, Cecil—!”
“Seriously? I’m not messing with you anymore.”
Cecil was practically buzzing this afternoon. His voice went up and down a ton, but it didn’t even register with her. She’s spent so much time around music and movement, her nerves just didn’t react to his drama. Leaving him to fume, she looked at his dark hair again. She didn’t want to touch it, but she could totally see herself wanting to. It was a weird feeling.
“So, what do you think of our view, Mr. Emerson?”
“I honestly don’t notice much difference.”
“What do you mean?”
“Because they all look the same. All that matters is how far away things are and the air.”
“Hmm,” said Cecil, unsure if that was a brilliant thing to say or not.
“My dad”—he looked up at her (and he was a little flushed)—“says there’s only one perfect view—looking straight up at the sky, and all these views on earth are just bad copies of it.”
“Sounds like your dad’s been reading Dante,” said Cecil, fiddling with the novel, which was the only thing letting him steer the conversation.
“He told us another day that views are really just crowds—crowds of trees, houses, and hills—and they’re bound to look alike, like a crowd of people—and that the power they have over us is sometimes totally unreal, for the same reason.”
Lucy’s lips parted.
“A crowd is more than just the people in it. Something gets added to it—no one knows how—just like something’s been added to those hills.”
He pointed with his racquet towards the South Downs.
“That’s such a cool idea!” she murmured. “I’m so excited to hear your dad talk again. I’m really sorry he’s not feeling well.”
“He’s not doing great.”
“There’s this crazy thing about a view in this book,” said Cecil. “Also, people fall into two groups—those who forget views and those who remember them, even in tiny rooms.”
“Mr. Emerson, do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“Nope. Why?”
“You said ‘us.’”
“I meant my mom.”
Cecil slammed the novel shut.
“Oh, Cecil—you made me jump!”
“Seriously? I’m not messing with you anymore.”
“I can barely remember all three of us going to the countryside for the day and seeing as far as Hindhead. It's the first thing I remember.”
Cecil got up; the guy was rude—he hadn’t even put on his coat after tennis—it was just weird. He would have walked away if Lucy hadn’t stopped him.
“Cecil, read the thing about the view.”
“Not while Mr. Emerson is here to entertain us.”
“No—go ahead and read it. I think it’s hilarious to hear silly things read out loud. If Mr. Emerson thinks we’re shallow, he can leave.”
That struck Cecil as clever, and he liked it. It put their visitor in a super-square position. A little calmer, he sat back down.
“Mr. Emerson, go find some tennis balls.” She opened the book. Cecil could have his reading and whatever else he wanted. But her mind drifted to George’s mom, who—according to Mr. Eager—had been murdered in front of God and—according to her son—had seen as far as Hindhead.
“Am I actually going to leave?” asked George.
“No, of course not, really.”
“Chapter two,” said Cecil, yawning. “Find chapter two, if you don’t mind.”
Chapter two was found, and she scanned the first few lines.
She thought she was losing it.
“Here—hand me the book.”
She heard her own voice saying: “It’s not worth reading—it’s too silly—I’ve never seen such garbage—it shouldn’t even be printed.”
He took the book from her.
“‘Leonora,’” he read, “‘sat pensive and alone. Before her lay the rich landscape of Tuscany, dotted with many a charming village. It was springtime.’”
Miss Lavish knew, somehow, and had printed the past in boring language, for Cecil to read and for George to hear.
 “‘A golden haze,’” he read. He read: “‘Far away, the towers of Florence, while the bank where she sat was covered in violets. Without her noticing, Antonio quietly snuck up behind her—’”
Worried Cecil would see her face, she turned to George and caught his gaze.
He read: “‘He didn't make any flowery declarations like formal lovers do. He wasn't a smooth talker, but he didn’t need to be. He simply wrapped her up in his strong arms.’”
“This isn’t the part I was looking for,” he told them. “There’s a much funnier one later on.” He flipped through the pages.
“Should we go get tea?” Lucy asked, her voice calm.
She led the way through the garden, Cecil following, with George bringing up the rear. She thought they'd dodged a bullet. But when they stepped into the bushes, it happened. The book, as if it hadn’t caused enough drama, had been left behind, and Cecil had to go back for it; and George, who was totally into her, tripped over her in the narrow path.
“No—” she gasped, and, for the second time, he kissed her.
Like it was all she could handle, he stepped back; Cecil joined them; they made it to the upper lawn alone.
Chapter 16

But Lucy had grown up a lot since spring. Basically, she was better at keeping her emotions in check—the kind the world and society frown upon. Even though things were more intense, she wasn't falling apart with sobs. She told Cecil, “I’m not coming in for tea—tell Mom—I need to write some letters,” and headed upstairs. Then she got ready to face the situation. Love, the real kind that connects our bodies and transforms our hearts, the most genuine thing we’re ever gonna experience, suddenly showed up as the world's enemy, and she had to shut it down.
She called for Miss Bartlett.
It wasn't a battle between love and duty. Maybe there never really is one. It was a conflict between reality and pretense, and Lucy’s first goal was to defeat herself. As her thoughts got hazy, as the memories faded and the words from the book disappeared, she fell back on her old excuse of being sensitive. She “conquered her breakdown.” Lying about the truth, she totally forgot that the truth had ever existed. Reminding herself that she was engaged to Cecil, she forced herself to remember George—but he meant nothing to her, had never meant anything, he’d acted terribly, and she’s never encouraged him. The armor of lies is sneaky, crafted from shadows, and hides a person not only from others, but from their own soul. In a few minutes, Lucy was ready for war.
“Something really awful has happened,” she started as soon as her cousin arrived. “Do you know anything about Miss Lavish’s novel?”
Miss Bartlett looked surprised and said she hadn’t read the book or even known it was published; Eleanor was a pretty private person.
“There’s a scene in it. The hero and heroine make love. Do you know about that?”
“Seriously—?”
“Do you know about it, please?” she repeated. “They’re on a hillside, and Florence is in the distance.”
“My gosh, I’m totally lost. I don’t know anything about it whatsoever.”
“There are violets. I can’t believe it’s a coincidence. Charlotte, Charlotte, how could you have told her? I’ve thought before speaking; it has to be you.”
“Told her what?” she asked, sounding increasingly stressed.
“About that awful afternoon in February.”
Miss Bartlett looked genuinely upset. “Oh, Lucy, sweetie—she put that in her book?”
Lucy nodded.
“Not in a way you’d obviously recognize it. Yeah.”
“Then never—ever—ever again will Eleanor Lavish be a friend of mine.”
“So you did tell?”
“I just happened—when I had tea with her in Rome—in the course of conversation—"
“But Charlotte—what about the promise you gave me when we were packing? Why did you tell Miss Lavish, when you wouldn’t even let me tell Mom?”
“I’m never forgiving Eleanor. She betrayed my confidence.”
“Why did you tell her, though? This is a really big deal.”
Why does anyone tell anything? It’s a question that’s always been around, and it wasn’t surprising that Miss Bartlett just sighed softly in response. She had done wrong—she admitted it—she just hoped she hadn't caused any harm; she had told Eleanor in the strictest confidence.
Lucy stamped her foot in frustration.
“Cecil happened to read the passage aloud to me and to Mr. Emerson; it upset Mr. Emerson and he insulted me again. Behind Cecil’s back. Ugh! Can guys be such jerks? Behind Cecil’s back as we were walking up the garden.”
Miss Bartlett started blaming herself and feeling regretful.
“What are we supposed to do now? Can you tell me?”
“Oh, Lucy—I’m never going to forgive myself, ever. To my dying day.”
“I know,” said Lucy, cringing at the word. “I see now why you wanted me to tell Cecil, and what you meant by ‘some other source.’ You knew that you had told Miss Lavish, and that she wasn’t reliable.”
It was Miss Bartlett’s turn to wince. “However,” said the girl, disliking her cousin’s sneaky behavior, “What’s done is done. You’ve put me in a really awkward position. How am I supposed to get out of this?”
 Miss Bartlett was totally blanking out. Her energetic days were long gone. She was just a visitor, not a chaperone, and honestly, a pretty discredited one at that. She stood with her hands clasped while the girl worked herself into a full-blown rage.
“He needs to get taken down a peg, seriously. And who’s gonna do it? I can’t tell Mom now—it’s all because of you. Or Cecil, or Charlotte, because of you. I’m totally stuck. I feel like I’m gonna lose it. I have no one to help me. That’s why I called you. What I need is a guy who can lay down the law.”
Miss Bartlett agreed: you definitely needed a guy who could lay down the law.
“Yeah—but it’s pointless just agreeing. What are we supposed to do? We girls just whine on and on. What does a girl do when she runs into a total jerk?”
“I always said he was a jerk, dear. Give me some credit for that, at least. From the very beginning—when he mentioned his dad was taking a bath.”
“Ugh, forget the credit and who was right or wrong! We’ve both messed this up. George Emerson is still hanging out in the garden—is he gonna get away with it, or not? I need to know.”
Miss Bartlett was completely helpless. Her own awkwardness had rattled her, and thoughts were crashing around in her head. She stumbled to the window and tried to spot the jerk’s white shorts among the bushes.
“You were totally fine with the Bertolini when you rushed me off to Rome. Can’t you talk to him again now?”
“I’d move heaven and earth—seriously—”
“I want something more concrete,” said Lucy, sounding unimpressed. “Will you talk to him? It’s the least you can do, considering it all happened because you broke your word.”
“Never again will Eleanor Lavish be a friend of mine.”
Seriously, Charlotte was really overdoing it.
“Yes or no, please; yes or no.”
“It’s the kind of thing that only a decent guy can sort out.” George Emerson was walking up the garden with a tennis ball in his hand.
“Okay,” said Lucy, making an annoyed gesture. “Nobody’s gonna help me. I’ll talk to him myself.” And immediately she realized that’s what her cousin had been planning all along.
“Hey, Emerson!” yelled Freddy from below. “Found the lost ball? Good for you! Want some tea?” And there was a rush of people coming out of the house onto the patio.
“Oh, Lucy, that’s brave! I admire you—”
They’d all gathered around George, who seemed to beckon her, past all the junk, the messy thoughts, the secret longings that were starting to pile up in her soul. Her anger faded when she saw him. Ah! The Emersons were good people in their own way. She had to fight back a sudden rush of emotion before saying:
“Freddy took him into the dining room. The others are heading down the garden. Come on. Let’s get this over with quickly. Come on. I want you in the room, of course.”
“Lucy, are you okay with doing this?”
“How can you even ask such a ridiculous question?”
“Poor Lucy—” She reached out her hand. “I seem to bring nothing but bad luck wherever I go.” Lucy nodded. She remembered their last evening in Florence—the packing, the candle, the shadow of Miss Bartlett’s hat on the door. She wasn’t gonna get trapped by some sentimental moment again. Dodging her cousin’s touch, she led the way downstairs.
“Try the jam,” Freddy was saying. “The jam’s really good.”
George, looking big and disheveled, was pacing up and down the dining room. As she entered, he stopped and said:
“No—not hungry.”
“You go back to the others,” said Lucy; “Charlotte and I will give Mr. Emerson everything he wants. Where’s Mom?”
“She’s started her Sunday writing. She’s in the drawing-room.”
“That’s fine. You go away.”
He wandered off, singing.
Lucy sat down at the table. Miss Bartlett, who was totally freaked out, picked up a book and pretended to read.
 She wasn’t about to launch into a long speech. She just said, “I can’t do this, Mr. Emerson. I literally can’t even talk to you right now. Get out of this house, and don’t ever come back while I’m living here—” her face flushed as she pointed to the door. “I hate drama. Please, just go.”
“What—?”
“No discussion.”
“But I can’t—?”
She shook her head. “Please, just go. I don’t even want to have to call Mr. Vyse.”
“You’re not seriously saying—?” he said, totally ignoring Miss Bartlett— “you’re going to marry that guy?”
That was unexpected.
She shrugged, like his rudeness was exhausting. “You’re just being ridiculous,” she said quietly.
Then his voice rose over hers, serious and intense: “You can’t live with Vyse. He’s just a casual acquaintance. He’s for society and clever conversation. He shouldn’t know anyone intimately, especially not a woman.”
That was a whole new side of Cecil.
“Have you ever talked to Vyse without feeling drained?”
“I can barely—”
“No, but have you? He’s the type who’s fine as long as he’s talking about stuff—books, paintings—but he’s toxic when it comes to people. That’s why I’m speaking out through all this mess, even now. Losing you is shocking enough, but I would have held back if your Cecil was different. I would’ve reined myself in. But I saw him first at the National Gallery when he winced because my dad mispronounced the names of famous painters. Then he brings us here, and we find it’s just to pull some lame prank on a nice neighbor. That's him—always messing with people, even with the most important things in life. Next, I meet you together, and he’s teaching you and your mom to be shocked, when you should have been deciding for yourselves. Cecil, all over again. He can’t let a woman make up her own mind. He’s the reason Europe is still stuck in the dark ages. Every second of his life he’s shaping you, telling you what’s charming or amusing or ladylike, telling you what a man thinks a woman should be; and you, of all people, listen to his voice instead of your own. It was the same at the Rectory when I saw you both again; it’s been the whole afternoon. So—not ‘therefore I kissed you,’ because the book made me do it, and I seriously wish I had more self-control. I’m not ashamed. I don’t apologize. But it scared you, and you might not have noticed that I love you. Or would you have told me to leave, and brushed off something so huge so easily? But therefore—therefore I decided to fight him.”
Lucy had the perfect comeback.
“You’re saying Mr. Vyse wants me to listen to him, Mr. Emerson. Sorry, but are you just picking up the habit?”
And he took her pointed remark and turned it into something profound. He said:
“Yeah, I have,” and sank down as if suddenly exhausted. “I’m just as bad underneath. This need to control a woman—it runs really deep, and men and women have to fight it together before they can find happiness. But I love you, really, in a better way than he does.” He paused. “Yeah—seriously, in a better way. I want you to have your own thoughts, even when I’m holding you close.” He reached for her. “Lucy, hurry—there’s no time for us to talk now—come to me like you did in the spring, and then I’ll explain everything gently. I’ve cared for you since that man died. I can’t live without you. ‘No good,’ I thought; ‘she’s marrying someone else’; but then I see you again when the world is glowing with sunlight and water. As you walked through the woods, nothing else mattered. I called out. I wanted to live, to have a chance at happiness.”
“And Mr. Vyse?” said Lucy, who was surprisingly composed. “Doesn’t he matter? I love Cecil and I’ll be his wife soon? Just a detail, I guess?”
But he stretched his arms across the table towards her.
“May I ask what you’re trying to achieve with this display?”
 “This is our last shot. I’m gonna do everything I can,” he said. Then, turning to Miss Bartlett, who looked totally out of place against the evening sky, he added, “You wouldn’t stop us this time if you knew what was going on.” He paused. “I’m heading into a really dark place, and I’m going back unless you try to understand.”
Her head kept snapping back and forth, like she was trying to knock down an invisible wall. She didn’t respond.
“It’s about being young,” he said quietly, picking up his racquet and getting ready to leave. “It’s about knowing Lucy really cares about me. It’s about love and youth actually mattering, like, on a deeper level.”
The two women watched him in silence. They knew his last comment was total nonsense, but was he actually going for it? Would he, the jerk, the fake, try to make a big, dramatic exit? Nope. He seemed totally fine with how things were. He left them, carefully closing the front door. When they looked through the hall window, they saw him walk up the driveway and start climbing the slopes of dead ferns behind the house. Their tongues loosened, and they started celebrating quietly.
“Oh, Lucy—come back here—oh, what an awful guy!”
Lucy didn't react—at least, not yet. “Well, he’s entertaining,” she said. “Either I’m crazy, or he is, and I think it’s him.” She turned to Charlotte. “One more drama with you, Charlotte. Thanks a lot. But I think this is the last one. My admirer probably won’t bother me again.”
Miss Bartlett tried to sound playful, too.
“Well, not everyone can brag about a conquest like that, dearest, right? Oh, you really shouldn’t laugh. It could have been serious. But you were so smart and brave—so unlike the girls I knew back in my day.”
“Let’s go down to them.”
But once outside, she stopped. A strong feeling—pity, fear, love—hit her, and she realized it was autumn. Summer was over, and the evening brought smells of decay, which were even more sad because they reminded her of spring. That something or other mattered intellectually? A leaf danced past her, swirling in the wind, while other leaves lay still. The earth was hurrying towards darkness, and the shadows of those trees over Windy Corner…
“Hey, Lucy! There’s still enough light for another set if you two hurry up.”
“Mr. Emerson had to leave.”
“That’s a bummer! That messes up the four. Cecil, play, please! There’s a good guy. It’s Floyd’s last day. Just play tennis with us, just this once.”
Cecil’s voice came: “My dear Freddy, I’m no athlete. As you pointed out this very morning, ‘There are some guys who are good for nothing but books’; I confess, I’m one of those guys, and I won’t burden you with my presence.”
Suddenly, it clicked for Lucy. How had she even tolerated Cecil for a moment? He was totally unbearable, and that same evening, she broke off their engagement.
Chapter 17

He was totally thrown. He had nothing to say. He wasn’t even mad, just standing there with a glass of whiskey in his hands, trying to figure out what had led her to that conclusion.
She’d picked the moment right before bed, when, like they always did, she’s serve drinks to the guys. Freddy and Mr. Floyd were sure to head to bed with their glasses, while Cecil would always linger, sipping his while she locked up the sideboard.
“I’m really sorry about this,” she said. “I’ve thought things over a lot. We’re just too different. I need you to let me go, and try to forget I ever was such a silly girl.”
It sounded like a good speech, but she was more angry than sorry, and her voice showed it.
“Different—how—how—?”
“I didn’t get a really good education, for one thing,” she continued, still kneeling by the sideboard. “My trip to Italy came too late, and I’m forgetting everything I learned there. I’ll never be able to talk to your friends, or act like a wife of yours should.”
“I don’t get you. You’re not yourself. You’re tired, Lucy.”
“Tired?” she snapped, instantly getting defensive. “That’s exactly like you. You always think women don’t mean what they say.”
“Well, you sound tired, like something’s been bothering you.”
“Okay, maybe I am. But that doesn’t stop me from seeing the truth. I can’t marry you, and you’ll thank me for saying so someday.”
“You had that bad headache yesterday—Okay”—because she’s exclaimed indignantly: “I see it’s more than headaches. But give me a sec.” He closed his eyes. “You gotta excuse me if I say dumb things, but my brain is fried. Part of it’s living three minutes back, when I was sure you loved me, and the other part—I’m having a hard time—I’m probably going to say the wrong thing.”
It struck her that he wasn’t acting that badly, and her irritation grew. She wanted a fight, not a discussion. To push things to a breaking point, she said:
“There are times when you just see things clearly, and this is one of them. Things have to come to a head eventually, and it’s happening today. If you want to know, something pretty small decided me to talk to you—when you wouldn’t play tennis with Freddy.”
“I never play tennis,” said Cecil, totally confused. “I’m terrible at it. I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”
“You can play well enough to make up a four. I thought it was really selfish of you.”
“No, I can’t—well, forget the tennis. Why couldn’t you—why couldn’t you have warned me if you were feeling this way? You were talking about our wedding at lunch—well, you let me talk, anyway.”
“I knew you wouldn’t understand,” said Lucy, sounding annoyed. “I should have known there would be all these explanations. It’s not about the tennis—that was just the last straw for everything I’d been feeling for weeks. I thought it was better not to say anything until I was sure.” She elaborated on this. “I’ve often wondered if I was fit to be your wife—like, in London, for example—and are you fit to be my husband? I don’t think so. You don’t like Freddy, or my mom. There was always a lot working against our engagement, Cecil, but everyone seemed happy, and we saw each other so much, and it wasn’t a good time to mention it until—well, until everything came to a head. That’s today. I’m seeing things clearly. I need to say it. That’s all.”
“I don’t think you’re right,” said Cecil gently. “I can’t explain why, but even though everything you’re saying sounds true, I feel like you’re not treating me fairly. It’s all so awful.”
“What’s the point of a scene?”
“Nothing. But shouldn’t I get to hear a little more?”
He put down his glass and opened the window. From where she knelt, jangling her keys, she could see a sliver of darkness, and, peering into it, as if it would tell him that “little more,” his long, thoughtful face.
 “Don’t open the window; and you’d better draw the curtain, too—Freddy or anyone could be out there.” He did what she said. “I really think we should just go to bed, if you’re okay with it. I’m just gonna end up saying stuff I’m gonna regret later. You said it was all too horrible, and talking about it isn’t helping.”
But to Cecil, now that he was about to lose her, she seemed totally different. He looked at her, really looked at her, for the first time since they got engaged. She wasn’t just a Leonardo painting anymore; she was a living, breathing woman, full of secrets and her own kind of power, with qualities that even art couldn't capture. He shook off the shock, and in a burst of real emotion, he said: “But I love you, and I really thought you loved me!”
“I didn’t,” she said. “I thought I did at first. I’m sorry, and I should have told you sooner.”
He started pacing the room, and she got more and more annoyed by his calm, collected behavior. She’d been hoping he’d be petty. It would have made things easier for her. But ironically, he was showing the best parts of his personality.
“You don’t love me, clearly. I guess you’re right not to. But it would sting a little less if I knew why.”
“Because”—the words came to her—“you’re the type who can’t really know anyone.”
A horrified look crossed his face.
“I don’t mean it exactly like that. But you’re always questioning me, even though I’m asking you not to, and I have to say something. It’s kind of like that. When we were just friends, you let me be myself, but now you’re always trying to protect me.” Her voice got louder. “I don’t want to be protected. I’m going to choose what’s ladylike and right for myself. Shielding me is an insult! Can’t you trust me to face the truth? Do I have to get it second-hand through you? A woman’s place!”—she stood up—“You look down on my mom because she’s conventional and worries about pudding; but, oh my gosh!”—she rose to her feet—“You’re conventional, Cecil! You might appreciate beautiful things, but you don’t know how to use them. You wrap yourself up in art and books and music, and you’re trying to wrap me up in it, too. I won’t be stifled, not even by the most amazing music, because people are even more amazing, and you’re hiding them from me. That’s why I’m calling off the engagement. You were cool as long as you stuck to things, but when you came to people—" She stopped.
There was a pause. Then Cecil said, filled with emotion:
“It’s true.”
“Mostly true,” she corrected, feeling a little embarrassed.
“True, every word. It’s a revelation. It is—me.”
“Anyhow, those are my reasons for not being your wife.”
He repeated: “‘The sort who can’t really know anyone.’ It’s true. I totally fell apart the first day we got engaged. I acted like a jerk to Beebe and to your brother. You’re even better than I thought.” She took a step back. “I’m not going to stress you out. You’re way too good to me. I’m never going to forget your insight; and, honestly, I only blame you for this: you could have warned me earlier, before you felt like you weren’t going to marry me, so I could have had a chance to improve. I haven’t really known you until tonight. I’ve just been using you as a way to figure out what I thought a woman should be. But tonight, you’re a different person: new thoughts—even a new voice—"
“What do you mean by a new voice?” she asked, suddenly furious.
“I mean a different person seems to be talking through you,” he said.
Then she lost her cool. She cried: “If you think I’d be with someone else, you’re way off.”
“Of course not. You’re not like that.”
“Oh, yes, you do think it. It’s your old idea, the idea that’s held Europe back—I mean the idea that women are always thinking about men. If a girl breaks off her engagement, everyone says: ‘Oh, she must have someone else in mind; she’s hoping to get someone else.’ It’s disgusting, brutal! As if a girl can’t break it off for the sake of freedom.”
 He answered, really touched: “I might have said that before. I won’t ever say it again. You’re teaching me better.”
She started to blush, pretending to check out the windows.
“Seriously, there’s no question of ‘someone else’ here, no getting dumped, or anything like that. I’m so sorry if my words made it sound like there was. I just meant there’s a side of you I didn’t know about until now.”
“Okay, Cecil, that’s enough. Don’t apologize to me. It was my bad.”
“It’s a conflict between our beliefs, our pure, abstract ideas—and yours are the better ones. I was stuck in old, messed-up ways of thinking, and all the while you were amazing and new.” His voice cracked. “I actually have to thank you for what you’ve done—for showing me what I really am. Seriously, I thank you for showing me a real woman. Will you shake hands?”
“Of course,” said Lucy, twisting her other hand in the curtains. “Goodnight, Cecil. Goodbye. It's all good. I’m sorry about everything. Thank you so much for being so understanding.”
“Let me light your candle, okay?”
They went into the hallway.
“Thank you. Goodnight again. God bless you, Lucy!”
“Goodbye, Cecil.”
She watched him head upstairs, while the shadows from three staircases passed over her face like the beat of wings. On the landing he paused, strong in his decision to let go, and gave her a look she’d never forget. Even with all his sophistication, Cecil was a deeply spiritual person, and nothing about his love shone through like the moment he decided to let it go.
She could never get married. That was solid in her heart. Cecil believed in her; she had to eventually believe in herself. She had to be one of the women she’s praised so much, who care about freedom and not about guys; she had to forget that George loved her, that George had seen through her and given her this honorable release, that George had gone away into—what was it?—the darkness.
She turned off the lamp.
It wasn’t helpful to think, or even to feel. She stopped trying to figure herself out and joined the massive group of people who are lost, who follow neither their hearts nor their brains, and march towards their fate using trendy phrases. The group is full of nice and religious people. But they’ve given in to the only enemy that matters—the enemy within. They’ve messed up with passion and truth, and it’s going to be useless for them to strive for goodness. As the years pass, they’re judged. Their pleasantness and their religion show cracks, their humor turns cynical, their selflessness becomes hypocrisy; they make everyone uncomfortable wherever they go. They’ve messed up with Eros and with Pallas Athene, and not by any divine intervention, but by the natural course of things, those allied deities will get their revenge.
Lucy joined this group when she pretended to George that she didn’t love him, and pretended to Cecil that she loved no one. The night received her, just as it had received Miss Bartlett thirty years before.
Chapter 18

Lying to Mr. Beebe, Mrs. Honeychurch, Freddy, and the Servants.
Windy Corner wasn't right at the top of the ridge, but a few hundred feet down the southern slope, nestled against one of the big supports holding up the hill. On either side were shallow valleys filled with ferns and pine trees, and down the left-hand ravine ran the highway into the Weald.
Whenever Mr. Beebe rode over the ridge and saw the landscape, and Windy Corner right in the middle of it, he’s gotta laugh. The whole situation was just so gorgeous, and the house? Totally basic, not to say kinda rude. Mr. Honeychurch had gone for a cube because he got the most bang for his buck, and his widow only added a small turret shaped like a rhino’s horn where she could sit and watch the carts go by when the weather was bad. So rude—but the house worked, because it was home to people who genuinely loved their surroundings. Other houses in the area had been designed by fancy architects, and their owners always seemed to be stressing out, but they all felt temporary. Windy Corner, though? It felt as inevitable as an ugly bit of nature. You could laugh at the house, but you’d never feel creeped out. Mr. Beebe was biking over that Monday afternoon with some gossip. He'd heard it from the Miss Alans. These amazing ladies, since they couldn't go to Cissie Villa, changed their plans. They were going to Greece instead.
“Florence did my poor sister so much good,” wrote Miss Catharine, “we don’t see why we shouldn’t try Athens this winter. Of course, Athens is a big commitment, and the doctor ordered her special digestive bread, but, honestly, we can bring that with us, and it’s just getting on a steamer and then a train. But is there an English Church?” The letter went on: “I don’t expect we’ll go any further than Athens, but if you knew of a really comfy pension in Constantinople, we’d be so grateful.”
Lucy would love this letter, and the smile Mr. Beebe gave Windy Corner was partly for her. She’d get the humor of it, and see some of its beauty, because she had to see some beauty. Even though she was hopeless about art, and even though she dressed so badly—seriously, that cerise dress at church yesterday!—she had to see some beauty in life, or she couldn’t play the piano the way she did. He had a theory that musicians are super complicated, and actually know less than other artists about what they want or what they’re doing. They stress themselves out and their friends out, too. Their psychology is a new thing, and nobody’s really figured it out yet. If he’d known it, this theory might have just been proven. Unaware of what happened yesterday, he was just riding over to get some tea, to see his niece, and to see if Miss Honeychurch thought those two old ladies’ desire to visit Athens was beautiful.
A carriage was pulled up outside Windy Corner, and just as he spotted the house, it started, bounced up the drive, and stopped abruptly when it reached the main road. So, the horse expected everyone to walk up the hill if they got tired. The door opened obediently, and two guys came out, whom Mr. Beebe recognized as Cecil and Freddy. They were an odd couple to be driving together, but he saw a trunk next to the coachman’s legs. Cecil, who wore a bowler, must be leaving, while Freddy (with a cap)—was seeing him off at the station. They walked quickly, taking the shortcuts, and reached the top of the hill while the carriage was still winding its way up the road.
They shook hands with the clergyman, but didn’t say anything.
“So you’re heading out for a bit, Mr. Vyse?” he asked.
Cecil said, “Yeah,” while Freddy started to move away.
 “I was just about to show you this awesome letter from those friends of Miss Honeychurch.” He quoted from it. “Isn't it wild? Isn't it, like, so romantic? They’re totally going to Constantinople. They’re caught in a situation they can’t escape. They’re gonna travel the world!”
Cecil listened politely and said he was sure Lucy would find it amusing and interesting.
“Isn’t romance unpredictable! I never see it in you young people; you just play tennis and say romance is dead, while the Miss Alans are fighting against it with all their rules. ‘A really comfy pension at Constantinople!’ That’s what they say to be polite, but deep down, they want a pension with magical windows overlooking crazy, dangerous seas in a faraway, dreamy place! No ordinary view will do for the Miss Alans. They want the Pension Keats.”
“Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Beebe,” said Freddy, “but do you have any matches?”
“Yeah,” said Cecil, and Mr. Beebe noticed he was being really nice to the kid.
“You haven’t met these Miss Alans, have you, Mr. Vyse?”
“Never.”
“Then you don’t get how amazing this trip to Greece is. I’m not going myself, and I don’t think any of my friends are going either. It's just too much for our little group. Don’t you think? Italy’s about as much as we can handle. Italy is cool, but Greece is, like, divine or totally chaotic—I’m not sure, and either way, it’s way beyond our suburban life. Okay, Freddy—I’m not trying to be clever, honestly—I got the idea from someone else; and give me those matches when you’re done.” He lit a cigarette and kept talking to the two young men. “I was saying, if our poor little Londoners need a backdrop, let it be Italy. Big enough to be impressive. The Sistine Chapel ceiling for me. That’s a contrast I can really feel. But not the Parthenon, not the frieze of Phidias, no way; and here comes the car.”
“You’re totally right,” said Cecil. “Greece is too much for our little group”; and he got in. Freddy followed, nodding to the clergyman, who he hoped wasn’t messing with him. And before they'd gone a dozen yards, he jumped out and ran back for Vyse’s matchbox, which hadn’t been returned. As he took it, he said, “I’m so glad you only talked about books. Cecil’s a mess. Lucy isn’t marrying him. If you’d gone on about her, like you did about them, he might have cracked.”
“But when—”
“Late last night. I gotta go.”
“Maybe they won’t want me down there.”
“Nah—go on. Bye.”
“Thank goodness!” exclaimed Mr. Beebe to himself, and patted the seat of his bicycle approvingly, “It was the dumbest thing she ever did. Oh, what a relief!” And, after a moment of thought, he sped down the hill, feeling lighter than air. The house was again as it should be—cut off forever from Cecil’s pretentious world.
He’s find Miss Minnie in the garden.
In the living room, Lucy was playing a Mozart sonata. He hesitated a moment, but went down the garden as requested. There he found a gloomy crowd. It was a blustery day, and the wind had ripped apart the dahlias. Mrs. Honeychurch, who looked upset, was tying them up, while Miss Bartlett, dressed inappropriately, was getting in the way with offers of help. A little way off stood Minnie and the “garden-child,” a tiny visitor, each holding an end of a long piece of bass.
“Oh, hi, Mr. Beebe! Gracious, what a disaster everything is! Look at my scarlet pompoms, and the wind blowing your skirts about, and the ground so hard that nothing will stick in, and then the carriage having to go out, when I was counting on having Powell, who—give everyone their due—does tie up dahlias properly.”
Clearly, Mrs. Honeychurch was completely overwhelmed.
 “How’s it going?” Miss Bartlett asked, giving a pointed look, like she was hinting at more than just broken flowers from the wind.
“Hey, Lennie, look, a bass,” Mrs. Honeychurch called out. The kid, who had no clue what a bass was, just froze on the path, totally freaked out. Minnie ran over to her uncle and whispered that everyone was being super grumpy today, and it wasn’t her fault that dahlia strings were ripping all over the place.
“Wanna go for a walk with me?” he asked her. “You’re stressing them out as much as they can handle. Mrs. Honeychurch, I just stopped by. I’m gonna take her up for tea at the Beehive Tavern, if that’s okay.”
“Ugh, do you have to? Yeah, go ahead. —Not the scissors, thanks, Charlotte, I’m already carrying so much—I’m pretty sure that orange cactus is toast before I can even get to it.”
Mr. Beebe, who was a pro at diffusing tense situations, invited Miss Bartlett to join them for this low-key hangout.
“Yeah, Charlotte, you don’t need to come—go on, there’s nothing to hold back for, either inside or out.”
Miss Bartlett said her duty was with the dahlias, but after annoying everyone except Minnie by saying no, she turned around and annoyed Minnie by saying yes. As they walked through the garden, the orange cactus went down, and Mr. Beebe’s last view was of the kid hugging it like it was his soulmate, his head buried in a pile of blooms.
“It’s a total disaster, all this flower carnage,” he commented.
“It’s always a bummer when months of work just get destroyed in a second,” Miss Bartlett declared.
“Maybe we should send Miss Honeychurch down to her mom. Or will she come with us?”
“I think we should just leave Lucy to herself, and to whatever she’s doing.”
“They’re mad at Miss Honeychurch because she was late for breakfast,” Minnie whispered, “and Floyd’s gone, and Mr. Vyse is gone, and Freddy won’t play with me. Seriously, Uncle Arthur, the house is not the same as it was yesterday.”
“Don’t be a downer,” her Uncle Arthur said. “Go put on your boots.”
He walked into the drawing-room, where Lucy was still totally into Mozart’s Sonatas. She stopped when he came in.
“How’s it going? Miss Bartlett and Minnie are coming with me for tea at the Beehive. Wanna come too?”
“Nah, I think I’ll pass, thanks.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think you’d be that into it.”
Lucy turned to the piano and played a few chords.
“Those Sonatas are so delicate!” Mr. Beebe said, even though he secretly thought they were kinda cheesy.
Lucy switched to Schumann.
“Miss Honeychurch!”
“Yeah?”
“I saw them on the hill. Your brother told me.”
“Oh, he did?” She sounded annoyed. Mr. Beebe felt a little hurt, because he thought she’d be happy to hear it.
“You don’t have to worry, it won’t go any further.”
“Mother, Charlotte, Cecil, Freddy, you,” Lucy said, playing a note for each person who knew, and then playing a sixth note.
“If I’m allowed to say so, I’m really glad, and I’m sure you’re doing the right thing.”
“That’s what I was hoping people would think, but they don’t seem to.”
“I could tell Miss Bartlett thought it was a bad idea.”
“So does Mom. Mom’s stressing out, big time.”
“I’m really sorry to hear that,” Mr. Beebe said with feeling.
Mrs. Honeychurch, who hated any kind of change, was definitely not happy, but not nearly as much as her daughter was pretending, and only for a minute. It was really Lucy’s way of justifying her sadness—a trick she wasn't even aware of, because she was fighting for the dark side.
“And Freddy’s upset too.”
“Still, Freddy and Vyse never really clicked, did they? I got the vibe that he didn’t like the engagement, and felt like it would keep him from you.”
“Boys are so weird.”
 Minnie could be heard arguing with Miss Bartlett through the floor. Apparently, tea at the Beehive involved a total wardrobe change. Mr. Beebe noticed that Lucy—totally appropriately—didn't want to talk about what she's done, so after offering a sincere "sorry to hear it," he said, “I got this crazy letter from Miss Alan. That’s actually what brought me over. I figured it might be a laugh for you all.”
“That’s so fun!” Lucy said, sounding bored.
Just to have something to do, he started reading her the letter. After a few words, her eyes lit up, and soon she interrupted him with “Going abroad? When are they leaving?”
“Next week, I think.”
“Did Freddy say whether he was driving straight back?”
“Nah, he didn’t.”
“Because I really hope he doesn’t go around spilling the tea.”
So, she did want to talk about her broken engagement. Always agreeable, he put the letter away. But she immediately exclaimed in a high voice, “Oh, tell me everything about the Miss Alans! That’s seriously awesome that they’re going abroad!”
“I want them to start from Venice and go on a cargo ship down the Illyrian coast!”
She laughed. “Oh, that’s so fun! I wish they’d take me.”
“Is Italy giving you the travel bug? Maybe George Emerson is right. He says that ‘Italy is just a fancy word for Fate.’”
“Oh, not Italy, but Constantinople. I’ve always wanted to go to Constantinople. Constantinople is practically Asia, right?”
Mr. Beebe reminded her that Constantinople was still unlikely, and that the Miss Alans were only planning on going to Athens, “with Delphi, maybe, if the roads are safe.” But that didn’t make a difference to her excitement. She’s always wanted to go to Greece even more, it seemed. He was surprised to see that she was actually serious.
“I didn’t realize you and the Miss Alans were still friends after Cissie Villa.”
“Oh, that’s nothing; I promise you Cissie Villa isn't a big deal to me. I’d give anything to go with them.”
“Would your mom let you go again so soon? You’ve barely been home three months.”
“She has to let me!” Lucy cried, getting more worked up. “I just have to go away. I need to.” She ran her fingers through her hair, totally stressed. “Don’t you see that I have to go? I didn’t realize it at the time—and, of course, I really want to see Constantinople.”
“You mean that since you broke off your engagement, you feel—”
“Yeah, yeah. I knew you’d get it.”
Mr. Beebe didn't quite understand. Why couldn’t Miss Honeychurch just chill with her family? Cecil had obviously taken the high road and wasn’t going to bother her. Then it hit him—maybe her family was annoying. He hinted at this, and she jumped on it.
“Yeah, totally; to go to Constantinople until they’re used to the idea and everything’s calmed down.”
“I’m sorry this has been a hassle,” he said gently.
“Nah, it’s not a big deal. Cecil was really nice, actually; only—I should probably tell you the whole truth, since you’ve heard a little—it’s that he’s so controlling. I realized he wouldn’t let me do my own thing. He’d try to fix me in places where I don’t even need fixing. Cecil won’t let a woman decide for herself—he’s honestly scared to. What am I even saying? But that’s the kind of thing.”
“That’s what I picked up on from my own observations of Mr. Vyse; it’s what I gather from everything I know about you. I totally sympathize and agree. I agree so much that I have to make one little criticism: Is rushing off to Greece really worth it?”
 “But I have to go somewhere!” she cried. “I’m stressing all morning, and this is exactly what I needed.” She pounded her knees, practically yelling, “I have to! And all the time I’m going to spend with Mom, and everything she bought me last spring. You guys think way too much of me. I wish you weren’t so sweet.” Just then, Miss Bartlett walked in, and she got even more anxious. “I need to get away, seriously far. I need to figure out what I want and where I want to go.”
“Come on, let’s grab tea, tea, tea,” said Mr. Beebe, ushering his guests out the front door. He was moving so fast, he totally forgot his hat. When he went back for it, he was relieved and surprised to hear a Mozart sonata playing.
“She’s playing again,” he said to Miss Bartlett.
“Lucy can always play,” she replied, dripping with sarcasm.
“It’s really good she has that talent. She’s clearly super worried, like she should be. I know what’s going on. The wedding was so close, it must have been a huge struggle for her to even bring it up.”
Miss Bartlett shifted uncomfortably, and he braced himself for a long conversation. He’s never really understood Miss Bartlett. As he’s thought to himself in Florence, “she might still surprise you, even if it’s not in a meaningful way.” But she’s so unfeeling, she must be reliable. He assumed that, and he had no problem discussing Lucy with her. Minnie was luckily collecting ferns.
She started the conversation with: “We should probably drop the whole thing.”
“I’ve been thinking about it.”
“It’s really important that there’s no gossip on Summer Street. Talking about Mr. Vyse getting fired right now would be a disaster.”
Mr. Beebe raised his eyebrows. Disaster is a strong word—a little too dramatic, don’t you think? There’s no tragedy here. He said: “Of course, Miss Honeychurch will tell everyone in her own time, when she feels ready. Freddy just told me because he knew she wouldn’t mind.”
“I know,” said Miss Bartlett politely. “But Freddy shouldn’t have told you, even. You have to be really careful.”
“Totally.”
“I’m begging you to keep it totally secret. Just one careless word to a gossipy friend, and—”
“Exactly.” He was used to nervous old maids and the way they blow up small things. A rector lives in a web of little secrets, confidences, and warnings, and the smarter he gets, the less he pays attention to them. He changed the subject, saying cheerfully: “Have you heard from any of the Bertolini people lately? I think you keep in touch with Miss Lavish. It’s crazy how all of us from that pension—seemed like such a random group—have been weaving our way into each other’s lives. Two, three, four, six of us—no, eight; I forgot the Emersons—have stayed in touch. We should really give the Signora a testimonial.”
And, Miss Bartlett not being into the idea, they walked up the hill in silence, broken only by Mr. Beebe naming some ferns. At the top, they paused. The sky had gotten wilder since he was there an hour ago, giving the landscape a rare, tragic beauty. Grey clouds were charging across patches of white, stretching and tearing slowly until hints of disappearing blue peeked through the final layers. Summer was fading. The wind roared, the trees groaned, but even the noise felt inadequate for what was happening up in the heavens. The weather was breaking apart, breaking, broken, and it’s a feeling of the moment, rather than something supernatural, that equips these crises with a sense of powerful, angelic forces. Mr. Beebe’s eyes rested on Windy Corner, where Lucy was practicing Mozart. No smile came to his lips, and, changing the subject again, he said: “We’re not going to get rain, but we’re going to get dark, so let’s hurry. The darkness last night was seriously creepy.”
 They got to the Beehive Tavern around five o’clock. The place was super chill, with a porch where the young and impulsive loved to hang out, while older folks preferred a cozy room with tea at a table. Mr. Beebe noticed Miss Bartlett would get cold outside, and Minnie would be bored inside, so he suggested splitting up. They’d pass the kid her food through the window. That way, he could also chat about Lucy’s situation.
“I’ve been thinking, Miss Bartlett,” he said, “and, if you're okay with it, I’d like to revisit this.” She nodded politely. “Nothing about the past. I don't know much and honestly, I don't care; I’m totally convinced it was the right thing for your cousin. She handled it with grace and humility, saying we were giving her too much credit. But the future—seriously, what do you think about this Greek plan?” He pulled out the letter again. “You probably heard, but she wants to join the Miss Alans in their wild scheme. It’s all—I can’s really explain—it feels wrong.”
Miss Bartlett read the letter quietly, put it down, seemed to pause, then read it again.
“I don’t really see the point.”
To his surprise, she replied, “I totally disagree with you there. I see Lucy’s escape in it.”
“Really? Why?”
“She wanted to get away from Windy Corner.”
“I know—but it seems so random, so unlike her, so—I was going to say—selfish.”
“It’s natural, though, surely—after all those tough times—that she’s craving a change.”
Here was one of those moments where the male brain just misses the point. Mr. Beebe exclaimed, “So she says, and another lady agrees with her, so I’m partly convinced. Maybe she needs a change. I don’t have any sisters—and I don’t understand these things. But why go all the way to Greece?”
“You’ve got a point there,” replied Miss Bartlett, who seemed genuinely interested and had almost dropped her usual evasive tone. “Why Greece? (What is it, Minnie dear—jam?) Why not Tunbridge Wells? Oh, Mr. Beebe! I had a long and really frustrating conversation with dear Lucy this morning. I can’t help her. I won’t say any more. I’ve probably said too much already. I’m not supposed to talk. I wanted her to spend six months with me at Tunbridge Wells, and she said no.”
Mr. Beebe fiddled with a crumb with his knife.
“But my feelings don’t really matter. I know I get on Lucy’s nerves. Our trip was a disaster. She wanted to leave Florence, and when we got to Rome she didn’t want to be there, and the whole time I felt like I was spending her mom’s money—.”
“Let’s focus on the future, though,” interrupted Mr. Beebe. “I need your advice.”
“Okay,” said Charlotte, with a sudden, awkward bluntness that was new to him, though familiar to Lucy. “I’m totally helping her go to Greece. Will you?”
Mr. Beebe thought about it.
“It’s absolutely necessary,” she continued, lowering her veil and whispering through it with a passion and intensity that surprised him. “I know—I know.” The darkness was coming on, and he felt like this odd woman really did know. “She can’t stay here another minute, and we have to be quiet until she leaves. I hope the staff doesn’t know anything. Afterwards—but I might have said too much already. Just, Lucy and I are helpless against Mrs. Honeychurch alone. If you help, we might succeed. Otherwise——”
“Otherwise—?”
“Otherwise,” she repeated, as if the word held all the weight in the world.
“Yes, I’ll help her,” said the clergyman, setting his jaw. “Come on, let’s go back now and sort everything out.”
 Miss Bartlett was seriously gushing with gratitude. The tavern sign—a beehive buzzing with bees—creaked in the wind outside as she thanked him. Mr. Beebe wasn't quite following what was going on; but honestly, he didn’t really want to understand, or jump to the conclusions that would have crossed a less thoughtful mind. He just sensed that Miss Bartlett knew about some vague issue that the girl wanted to escape, something that might even be taking a physical form. That uncertainty just sparked something heroic in him. His belief in celibacy, usually quiet and carefully hidden behind his tolerance and cultured demeanor, suddenly surfaced and expanded like a delicate flower. “Marriage is good, but choosing to remain single is even better,” he believed, and he always felt a little pleased when an engagement fell apart. In Lucy’s case, that feeling was amplified by his dislike of Cecil, and he was willing to go further—to keep her safe until she could confirm her commitment to staying pure. It was a subtle, totally non-judgmental feeling, and he never shared it with anyone else involved in this mess. But it existed, and it alone explains his actions later, and his influence on what everyone else did. The agreement he made with Miss Bartlett in the tavern was to help not only Lucy, but religion too.
They hurried home through a gloomy, grey world. He chatted about random stuff: the Emersons needing a housekeeper; finding good servants; specifically, Italian servants; novels about Italy; novels with a message; could literature actually affect real life? Windy Corner shimmered in the distance. In the garden, Mrs. Honeychurch, now helped by Freddy, was still battling with her flowers.
“It’s getting too dark,” she said, sounding defeated. “This is what happens when you put things off. We should have known the weather would turn bad soon; and now Lucy wants to go to Greece. I don’t even know what the world’s coming to.”
“Mrs. Honeychurch,” he said, “she has to go to Greece. Come up to the house and let’s talk it over. First things first, are you okay with her breaking things off with Vyse?”
“Mr. Beebe, I’m just…relieved—seriously relieved.”
“Me too,” said Freddy.
“Good. Now come up to the house.”
They talked in the dining room for about half an hour.
Lucy would never have pulled off the Greek scheme on her own. It was expensive and dramatic—both things her mother hated. Nor would Charlotte have succeeded. The credit for the day rested with Mr. Beebe. Through his tact and common sense, and his influence as a clergyman—a clergyman who wasn’t a fool really swayed Mrs. Honeychurch—he convinced her to go along with their plan. “I don’t see why Greece is necessary,” she said; “but if you guys think it’s okay, I guess it’s all right. It’s probably something I just don’t get. Lucy! Let’s tell her. Lucy!”
“She’s playing the piano,” Mr. Beebe said. He opened the door and heard the words of a song:
“Don’t look at beauty’s charm.”
“I didn’t know Miss Honeychurch sang, too.”
“Sit thou still when kings are arming, Don’t taste when the wine cup sparkles——”
“It’s a song Cecil gave her. Girls are so weird!”
“What’s that?” called Lucy, stopping abruptly.
“It’s all good, dear,” said Mrs. Honeychurch kindly. Mr. Beebe heard her kiss Lucy and say: “I’m sorry I was so grumpy about Greece, but it was just on top of the dahlias.”
A somewhat sharp voice said: “Thanks, Mom; that doesn’t matter at all.”
“And you’re right—Greece will be fine; you can go if the Miss Alans will take you.”
“Oh, awesome! Oh, thank you!”
 Mr. Beebe followed. Lucy was still at the piano, her hands resting on the keys. She seemed happy, but he’s gotta admit he was expecting more of a vibe. Her mom was leaning over her. Freddy, who she's been singing to, was chilling on the floor with his head against her, and an unlit pipe hanging from his lips. It was a really beautiful scene, honestly. Mr. Beebe, who’s into classic art, was reminded of a favorite thing, the Santa Conversazione—basically, paintings of people who genuinely care about each other, chatting about important stuff—nothing scandalous or overly dramatic, so it’s kind of overlooked by modern art. Why would Lucy even want to get married or travel when she’s got friends like these right here?
“Don’t drink when the wine looks good, don’t speak when everyone’s listening,”
she continued.
“Here’s Mr. Beebe.”
“Mr. Beebe knows I’m a little rough around the edges.”
“That’s a beautiful song and a wise one,” he said. “Keep going.”
“It’s not that great,” she said, sounding kind of bored. “I forget—something about harmony or whatever.”
“I figured it was a little… not super academic. But it’s so pretty.”
“The tune’s decent,” said Freddy, “but the lyrics are trash. Why throw in the towel?”
“You’re talking so stupid,” said his sister. The Santa Conversazione was over. Seriously, there was no reason for Lucy to be going on about Greece or thanking him for convincing her mom, so he said good-bye.
Freddy turned on his bike light for him on the porch, and with his usual way of putting things, said: “This has been a day and a half.”
“Plug your ears to the singer—”
“Wait a sec; she’s finishing.”
“Don’t touch the red gold; Empty heart, empty hands, empty eyes— Easy life and quiet death.”
“I love weather like this,” said Freddy.
Mr. Beebe stepped inside.
Two things were clear. She’d handled everything really well, and he’d helped her out. He couldn't expect to know all the details of such a big change in a girl’s life. If he was feeling a little off or confused, he just had to go with it; she was choosing the best path.
“Empty heart, empty hands, empty eyes—”
Maybe the song was stating “the best path” a little too strongly. He kinda thought the soaring music—which he could still hear over the wind—actually agreed with Freddy, and was gently criticizing the words it was supporting:
“Empty heart, empty hands, empty eyes Easy life and quiet death.”
But, for the fourth time, Windy Corner was below him—now like a guiding light in the crazy, dark storm.
Chapter 19

Lying to Mr. Emerson.
The Miss Alans were at their favorite temperance hotel near Bloomsbury—a super clean, but kinda stuffy place that a lot of people from the countryside loved. They always stopped there before heading across the ocean, and for a couple of weeks would stress over clothes, guidebooks, waterproof jackets, digestive biscuits, and all the other things you needed for Europe. It never even crossed their minds that you could buy stuff abroad, even in Athens, because they thought traveling was like going to war—you had to be totally prepared from the Haymarket Stores. Miss Honeychurch, they figured, would make sure she was properly stocked. Quinine came in tablets now, which was a huge improvement, and paper soap made freshening up on the train way easier. Lucy promised, feeling a little bummed.
“But, of course, you know all about this stuff, and you’ve got Mr. Vyse to help you. A guy like that is a lifesaver.”
Mrs. Honeychurch, who had come up to London with her daughter, started drumming her fingers on her card holder.
“We think it’s really good of Mr. Vyse to let you go,” Miss Catharine continued. “Not every young man would be so selfless. But maybe he’ll come out and join you later.”
“Or is his job keeping him in London?” said Miss Teresa, the sharper and less friendly of the two sisters.
“Well, we’re sure we’ll see him when he drops you off. I’m dying to see him.”
“Nobody’s seeing Lucy off,” Mrs. Honeychurch chimed in. “She hates it.”
“Ugh, I totally hate goodbyes,” said Lucy.
“Really? That’s so funny! I would have thought that in this case—”
“Oh, Mrs. Honeychurch, are you not coming? It’s been so nice to meet you!”
They bolted, and Lucy sighed with relief: “Phew, that’s over.”
But her mom was annoyed. “Seriously, you should have told me I was being insensitive. But I don’t get why you didn’t just tell your friends about Cecil and be done with it. We were sitting there, practically lying, and getting exposed, which is so awkward.”
Lucy had a lot to say in response. She described the Miss Alans’ personalities: they were total gossips, and if you told them something, it would be everywhere in a flash.
“But why shouldn’t it be everywhere in a flash?”
“Because I agreed with Cecil not to announce it until I left England. I’ll tell them then. It’s way more chill. It’s pouring! Let’s duck in here.”
“Here” was the British Museum. Mrs. Honeychurch said no way. If they had to take shelter, it had to be in a shop. Lucy rolled her eyes—she was obsessed with Greek sculptures and had already borrowed a mythology dictionary from Mr. Beebe to learn the names of all the gods and goddesses.
“Fine, let’s go to a shop then. Let’s go to Mudie’s. I’ll grab a guidebook.”
“You know, Lucy, you, Charlotte, and Mr. Beebe all make me feel so clueless, so I guess I am, but I’m never going to understand this hush-hush stuff. You’ve ditched Cecil—good, I’m glad he’s gone, though I was a little mad at first. But why not announce it? Why all the sneaking around?”
“It’s just for a few days.”
“But why at all?”
Lucy was quiet. She was drifting away from her mom. It was easy to say, “Because George Emerson has been bugging me, and if he hears I’ve moved on, Cecil might start up again”—easy, and it was even true. But she couldn’t say it. She hated sharing personal stuff, because it might lead to self-reflection and that ultimate fear—exposure. Ever since that last night in Florence, she’s decided it was best to keep things to herself.
Mrs. Honeychurch was also quiet. She was thinking, “My daughter isn’t answering me; she’s rather be with those old maids than with Freddy and me. Anything will do if she can just get away from home.” And because her thoughts always came out eventually, she blurted out: “You’re tired of Windy Corner.”
 That was totally true. Lucy had hoped to head back to Windy Corner when she got away from Cecil, but she found out her home was gone. It might exist for Freddy, who was still thinking straight, but not for someone who had intentionally messed with their brain. She didn't admit her brain was messed up, because your brain has to acknowledge that itself, and she was messing with the very things that kept her going. She just felt, “I don’t love George; I broke off my engagement because I didn’t love George; I have to go to Greece because I don’t love George; it’s more important to look up gods in the dictionary than to help my mom; everyone else is acting crazy.” She just felt annoyed and bratty, and eager to do what people weren't expecting her to do, and with that attitude, she continued the conversation.
“Oh, Mom, that’s ridiculous! Of course I’m not tired of Windy Corner.”
“Then why don’t you just say it instead of dragging it out for half an hour?”
She laughed softly, “Half a minute would be closer.”
“Maybe you’d want to stay away from home altogether?”
“Shush, Mom! People will hear you”; because they had walked into Mudie’s. She bought a Baedeker, and then said, “Of course I want to live at home, but while we’re talking about it, I’m going to be away more than I have been. You see, I’ll be getting my money next year.”
Tears welled up in her mom’s eyes.
Driven by a weird feeling, by what older people call “eccentricity,” Lucy decided to make this point clear. “I’ve seen so little of the world—I felt so out of the loop in Italy. I’m still figuring out life; I should spend more time in London—not just a cheap trip like today, but actually stay. I could even share a flat with another girl for a bit.”
“And deal with typewriters and spare keys,” Mrs. Honeychurch blurted out. “And stir things up and freak out, and get hauled off by the cops kicking and screaming. And call it a Mission—when nobody wants you! And call it Duty—when it means you can’t stand your own home! And call it Work—when thousands of guys are struggling with competition as it is! And then to prepare, find two doddering old ladies, and go abroad with them.”
“I want more independence,” Lucy mumbled; she knew she wanted something, and independence is a handy excuse. She tried to remember her feelings in Florence: those had been genuine and intense, and had suggested beauty instead of short skirts and spare keys. But independence was definitely her line.
“Fine. Take your independence and go. Run around and all over the world, and come back as skinny as a pencil with all the bad food. Despise the house your dad built and the garden he planted, and our amazing view—and then share a flat with another girl.”
Lucy pursed her lips and said, “Maybe I spoke too soon.”
“Oh, for goodness sake!” her mom snapped. “You remind me so much of Charlotte Bartlett!”
“Charlotte?” Lucy flashed back, finally feeling a sharp pang of hurt.
“More every moment.”
“I don’t know what you mean, Mom; Charlotte and I aren’t even remotely alike.”
“Well, I see the resemblance. The same constant worrying, the same taking back of words. You and Charlotte trying to divide two apples among three people last night could be sisters.”
“That’s ridiculous! And if you dislike Charlotte so much, it’s kind of a bummer you asked her to stay. I warned you; I begged you, pleaded with you not to, but of course, nobody listened.”
“There you go.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Charlotte again, dear; that’s all; her very words.”
Lucy clenched her teeth. “My point is that you shouldn’t have asked Charlotte to stay. I wish you would stick to the point.” And the conversation fizzled out into an argument.
 She and her mom shopped in silence, barely spoke on the train, and hardly said a word in the car that picked them up at Dorking Station. It had rained all day, and as they drove through the deep Surrey lanes, showers of water dripped from the beech trees and rattled on the car's roof. Lucy complained that the roof was stuffy. Leaning forward, she looked out into the misty dusk, watching the car's headlight sweep over the mud and leaves, revealing nothing pretty. “It’s gonna be a total mess when Charlotte gets here,” she said. They were picking up Miss Bartlett at Summer Street, where she’s been dropped off to pay a visit to Mr. Beebe’s elderly mom. “We’re gonna have to squeeze three across because the trees are dropping stuff, even though it’s not really raining. Ugh, I need some air!” Then she listened to the horse’s hooves— “He hasn’t told...he hasn’t told.” That melody was blurred by the smooth road. “Can we put the roof down?” she demanded, and her mom, suddenly gentle, said, “Okay, old lady, stop the car.” And the car stopped, and Lucy and Powell struggled with the roof, spraying water down Mrs. Honeychurch’s neck. But now that the roof was down, she actually noticed something she would have missed—there were no lights on in Cissie Villa, and around the garden gate, she thought she saw a padlock.
“Is that place for rent again, Powell?” she called.
“Yeah, miss,” he replied.
“Did they leave?”
“It’s too far from town for the young gentleman, and his dad’s arthritis has flared up, so he can’t stay on his own, so they’re trying to let it furnished,” was the answer.
“They’re gone, then?”
“Yeah, miss, they’re gone.”
Lucy sank back. The car stopped at the Rectory. She got out to call for Miss Bartlett. So the Emersons were gone, and all that fuss about Greece was totally unnecessary. Waste! That word felt like it summed up everything. Wasted plans, wasted money, wasted love, and she’s hurt her mom. Could she have messed things up? Totally possible. Other people have. When the maid opened the door, she couldn’t speak, just stared blankly into the hallway.
Miss Bartlett immediately stepped forward and after a long intro, asked for a huge favor: could she go to church? Mr. Beebe and his mom had already gone, but she refused to leave until she got her hostess’s full approval, because it would mean making the horse wait another ten minutes.
“Sure,” said the hostess wearily. “I totally forgot it was Friday. Let’s all go. Powell can head to the stables.”
“Lucy dearest—”
“No church for me, thanks.”
A sigh, and they left. The church was hidden, but up in the darkness to the left, there was a hint of color. It was a stained-glass window, with some faint light shining through it, and when the door opened, Lucy heard Mr. Beebe’s voice reciting the litany to a tiny group of people. Even their church, built cleverly on the hillside with its beautiful raised side section and its spire covered in silvery shingles—even their church had lost its appeal; and the thing nobody ever talked about—religion—was fading like everything else.
She followed the maid into the Rectory.
Would she mind sitting in Mr. Beebe’s study? There was only one fireplace.
She didn’t mind.
Someone was already there, because Lucy heard the words, “A lady to wait, sir.”
Old Mr. Emerson was sitting by the fire, with his foot on a gout stool.
“Oh, Miss Honeychurch, you came!” he quavered; and Lucy noticed a change in him since last Sunday.
Not a word came to her lips. George, she’d faced him, and could face him again, but she’d forgotten how to deal with his dad.
“Miss Honeychurch, dear, we’re so sorry! George is so sorry! He thought he had a right to try. I can’t blame my boy, and yet I wish he’s told me first. He shouldn’t have tried. I knew nothing about it at all.”
 If only she could remember how to act!
He held up his hand. “But you really shouldn’t scold him.”
Lucy turned away and started looking at Mr. Beebe’s books.
“I taught him,” he said, his voice shaky, “to trust in love. I told him, ‘When love comes, that's the real deal.’ I said, ‘Passion doesn’t cloud your judgment. Nope. Passion is sanity, and the woman you love, she’s the only person you’ll ever truly understand.’” He sighed: “It’s true, always true, even though my time is over, and there's been a fallout. Poor boy! He’s so sorry! He said he knew it was crazy when you brought your cousin in; that whatever you felt, you didn’t mean it.” Then his voice strengthened: he spoke clearly to make sure she understood, “Miss Honeychurch, do you remember Italy?”
Lucy picked up a book—a volume of Old Testament commentaries. Holding it up to her eyes, she said, “I don’t want to talk about Italy or anything connected to your son.”
“But you do remember it?”
“He’s been acting out from the start.”
“I just heard he was in love with you last Sunday. I’m never good at judging behavior. I—I guess he has.”
Feeling a bit calmer, she put the book back and turned to him. His face was droopy and swollen, but his eyes, though deep-set, sparkled with a kid's courage.
“He’s acted terribly,” she said. “I’m glad he’s sorry. Do you know what he did?”
“Not ‘terribly,’” he corrected gently. “He just tried when he shouldn’t have. You’ve got everything you want, Miss Honeychurch: you’re marrying the man you love. Don’t leave George’s life saying he’s terrible.”
“No, of course,” said Lucy, feeling embarrassed about mentioning Cecil. “‘Terrible’ is too much. I’m sorry I said that about your son. I think I’ve got to go to church, after all. My mom and my cousin have already gone. I won’t be too late—”
“Especially since he’s checked out,” he said quietly.
“What was that?”
“Just...given up.” He clapped his hands together silently; his head fell onto his chest.
“I don’t get it.”
“Like his mom did.”
“But, Mr. Emerson—Mr. Emerson—what are you talking about?”
“When I wouldn’t let George get baptized,” he said.
Lucy was scared.
“And she agreed that baptism wasn’t a big deal, but he got that fever when he was twelve and she flipped out. She thought it was a punishment.” He shuddered. “Oh, it was horrible, when we’d finally moved on from that kind of thing and broken away from his parents. Oh, horrible—worse than anything—worse than death, when you’ve made a little clearing in the wilderness, planted your little garden, let in your sunlight, and then the weeds creep back in! A punishment! And our boy had typhoid because no priest had sprinkled water on him in church! Is that even possible, Miss Honeychurch? Are we going to slip back into the darkness forever?”
“I don’t know,” she gasped. “I don’t understand this stuff. I wasn’t meant to understand it.”
“But Mr. Eager—he came when I was out, and acted according to his beliefs. I don’t blame him or anyone... but by the time George was better, she was sick. He made her think about sin, and she just gave up thinking about it.”
That’s how Mr. Emerson had basically destroyed his wife in front of God.
“Oh, that’s awful!” said Lucy, forgetting her own problems for a moment.
“He wasn’t baptized,” said the old man. “I stood firm.” And he looked at the rows of books with unwavering eyes, as if—at what cost!—he’s won a victory over them. “My boy will go back to the earth untouched.”
She asked if young Mr. Emerson was ill.
“Oh—last Sunday.” He snapped back to the present. “George last Sunday—no, not sick: just checked out. He’s never really sick. But he’s his mother’s son. Her eyes were his, and she had that forehead I think is so beautiful, and he won’t think it’s worth living. It was always touch and go. He’ll live; but he won’t think it’s worth living. He’ll never think anything’s worth living.” You remember that church at Florence?”
 Lucy did remember, and how she’s suggested that George should collect postage stamps.
“After you left Florence—it was rough. Then we got this house here, and he started going swimming with your brother, and got better. You saw him swimming?”
“I’m so sorry, but it’s pointless to even talk about it. I’m genuinely sorry.”
“Then there was something about a novel. I didn’t really follow it; I had to hear so much, and he wasn't really telling me—he thinks I’m too old. Ah, well, everyone has their failures. George is coming down tomorrow and taking me up to his London rooms. He can’t stand being here, and I have to be where he is.”
“Mr. Emerson,” cried the girl, “don’t leave, at least not because of me. I’m going to Greece. Don’t leave your chill house.”
It was the first time her voice had been nice, and he smiled. “Everyone’s so sweet! And look at Mr. Beebe letting me crash—came over this morning and heard I was leaving! I’m so comfortable here with a fire.”
“Yeah, but you’re not going back to London. It’s ridiculous.”
“I have to be with George; I have to make him want to live, and he can’t down here. He says the thought of seeing you and hearing about you—I’m not trying to defend him: I’m just saying what happened.”
“Oh, Mr. Emerson”—she grabbed his hand—“you can’t. I’ve caused enough trouble for everyone already. I can’t have you moving out of your place when you like it and maybe losing money because of it—all because of me. You have to stop! I’m just going to Greece.”
“All the way to Greece?”
Her vibe changed.
“To Greece?”
“So you have to stop. You aren’t going to talk about this mess, I know. I can trust you both.”
“Absolutely. We’re either in your lives, or you’re living the life you’ve chosen.”
“I wouldn’t want—”
“I suppose Mr. Vyse is really mad at George? No, it was wrong of George to even try. We’re pushing our beliefs too far. I think we deserve some heartache.”
She looked at the books again—black, brown, and that weird, intense theological blue. They were everywhere; piled on the tables, practically touching the ceiling. To Lucy, who couldn’t see that Mr. Emerson was super religious and just differed from Mr. Beebe by acknowledging his feelings—it seemed awful that the old man would retreat to such a place when he was unhappy, and be reliant on the kindness of a priest.
More sure than ever that she was tired, he offered her his chair.
“Nah, please sit still. I think I’ll sit in the carriage.”
“Miss Honeychurch, you sound exhausted.”
“Not at all,” said Lucy, her voice shaking a little.
“But you are, and you’re giving off a total George vibe. And what were you saying about going abroad?”
She was quiet.
“Greece”—and she saw he was thinking the word over—“Greece; but you were supposed to be getting married this year, right?”
“Not till January, actually,” said Lucy, clasping her hands. Would she tell a lie when it really mattered?
“I guess Mr. Vyse is going with you. I hope—it’s not because George said something that you’re both going?”
“No.”
“I hope you enjoy Greece with Mr. Vyse.”
“Thanks.”
Just then, Mr. Beebe came back from church. His robe was soaked from the rain. “All good,” he said kindly. “I figured you two would keep each other company. It’s pouring again. The entire congregation—your cousin, your mom, and my mom—is waiting in the church, till the carriage gets them. Did Powell go around?”
“I think so; I’ll check.”
“Nah, I got it. How are the Miss Alans doing?”
“They’re good, thanks.”
“Did you tell Mr. Emerson about Greece?”
“I—I did.”
“Don’t you think it’s brave of her to take on the two Miss Alans? Now, Miss Honeychurch, go back—keep warm. I think three is such a courageous number to go traveling.” And he hurried off to the stables.
 “He’s not going,” she said, her voice shaky. “I messed up. Mr. Vyse is staying in England.”
It was impossible to pull one over on this old man. She’d lie to George, to Cecil—she probably still would—but he seemed so close to the end, so calm about what was coming, so gentle considering all he's been through, that a sense of respect—not the outdated chivalry about men and women, but the real kind of respect you owe to older people—hit her. No matter the risk, she told him Cecil wasn’t her travel buddy to Greece. She was so serious that it felt like a done deal, and he looked up, saying, “You’re leaving him? You’re leaving the guy you love?”
“I—I had to.”
“Why, Miss Honeychurch, why?”
Panic washed over her, and she lied again. She launched into the long, convincing speech she’d given to Mr. Beebe, the one she planned to tell the world when she announced her engagement was off. He listened in silence, then said, “My dear, I’m worried about you. It seems to me”—dreamily, she wasn’t even scared—“that you’re in a total mess.”
She shook her head.
“Trust an old man; there’s nothing worse than being in a mess. It’s easy to face Death and Fate, and all the scary stuff. I look back on my own messes with horror—the things I could have avoided. We can’t really help each other that much. I used to think I could teach young people everything about life, but I was wrong. All my advice to George boils down to this: avoid messes. Do you remember in that church, when you pretended to be annoyed with me when you weren’t? Do you remember before, when you turned down the room with the view? Those were little messes—but they felt important—and I’m afraid you’re in one now.” He paused. “Don’t trust me, Miss Honeychurch. Even though life is amazing, it’s complicated.” He was silent again. “‘Life’ a friend of mine wrote, ‘is like playing the violin in public—you learn as you go.’ I think he nailed it. We have to figure out how to use our abilities as we go—especially when it comes to love.” Then he blurted out excitedly, “That’s it! That’s what I mean. You’re in love with George!” And after his long intro, those three words hit Lucy like waves crashing in.
“But you are,” he continued, not waiting for a denial. “You love the boy, body and soul, just as he loves you, and that’s the only way to describe it. You won’t marry the other guy because of him.”
“How dare you!” Lucy gasped, feeling like she was drowning. “Oh, how typical of a man!—I mean, assuming a woman is always thinking about a man.”
“But you are.”
She made a disgusted face.
“You’re shocked, but I’m trying to shock you. It’s the only way I can get through to you. You need to get married, or you’re wasting your life. You’ve come too far to turn back. I don’t have time for tenderness, friendship, poetry, and all the things that really matter, and what you marry for. I know you’ll find them with George, and that you’re in love with him. So, be his wife. He’s already a part of you. Even if you run off to Greece and never see him again, or even forget his name, George will be in your thoughts until you die. It’s not possible to love and then split up. You’ll wish it were. You can change love, ignore it, mess it up, but you can’t get rid of it. I’m speaking from experience: the poets are right, love is forever.”
Lucy started to cry out of anger, and even though her anger faded quickly, her tears lingered.
 “I just wish poets would say this too: love comes from the body—it’s not about the body itself, but of the body. Ugh, the heartbreak we could avoid if we just admitted that! Seriously, a little honesty would set your soul free! Your soul, dear Lucy! I hate that word now, because of all the weird, superstitious stuff wrapped around it. But we have souls, you know? I don’t know where they come from or where they go, but we have them, and I see you wrecking yours. I can’t stand it. It’s that darkness creeping back in—it’s like hell.” Then he stopped himself. “What am I even saying—so abstract and distant! And I made you cry! Sweetheart, forgive me for being so awkward; marry my boy. When I think about life and how rarely love is returned—Marry him; it's one of those moments the world was made for.”
She couldn’t quite follow him; the words felt so far away. But as he spoke, the darkness started to fade, layer by layer, and she saw the truth of her own soul.
“Then, Lucy—”
“You’re freaking me out,” she moaned. “Cecil—Mr. Beebe—the ticket’s bought—everything’s done.” She burst into tears, collapsing into the chair. “I’m stuck in this mess. I have to suffer and grow old without him. I can’t just bail on everyone for his sake. They trusted me.”
A car pulled up to the front door.
“Give George my love—just once. Tell him ‘muddle.’” Then she smoothed her veil, while tears streamed down her face.
“Lucy—”
“No—they’re in the hall—oh, please not, Mr. Emerson—they trusted me—”
“But why should they, when you’ve been deceiving them?”
Mr. Beebe opened the door, saying: “Here’s my mom.”
“You’re not worthy of their trust.”
“What’s that?” said Mr. Beebe sharply.
“I was saying, why should they trust you when you’ve deceived them?”
“One minute, mom.” He came in and shut the door.
“I don’t follow you, Mr. Emerson. Who are you even talking about? Trust whom?”
“I mean she pretended to you that she didn’t love George. They’ve been in love all along.”
Mr. Beebe looked at the sobbing girl. He seemed totally frozen, his face pale with red whiskers, like something inhuman. A tall, dark shadow, he stood and waited for her answer.
“I’m not going to marry him,” she stammered.
A look of disgust came over him, and he asked, “Why not?”
“Mr. Beebe—I’ve misled you—I’ve misled myself—”
“Oh, please,” he scoffed.
“It’s not a joke!” said the old man hotly. “It’s about the part of people you don’t understand.”
Mr. Beebe put his hand on the old man’s shoulder gently.
“Lucy! Lucy!” voices called from the car.
“Mr. Beebe, can you help me?”
He looked stunned by the request, and said in a low, serious voice: “I’m more upset than I can say. It’s awful, really awful—unbelievable.”
“What’s wrong with the boy?” the other fired up again.
“Nothing, Mr. Emerson, except that he doesn’t interest me anymore. Marry George, Miss Honeychurch. He’s perfectly fine.”
He walked out, leaving them. They heard him helping his mother up the stairs.
“Lucy!” voices called again.
She turned to Mr. Emerson in despair. But his face gave her hope. It was the face of someone who understood.
“Now it all feels dark. Now, Beauty and Passion seem like they never existed. I know. But remember the mountains over Florence and the view. Oh, sweetheart, if I were George, and gave you one kiss, it would give you courage. You have to go into a battle that needs warmth, out into the mess you’ve made; and your mom and all your friends will hate you, oh, my darling, and they’re probably right to if it's ever right to hate. George still dark, all the struggle and the sadness without a word from him. Am I being fair?” Tears welled in his own eyes. “Yes, because we fight for more than Love or Pleasure; there’s Truth. Truth matters, Truth really matters.”
“You kiss me,” said the girl. “You kiss me. I’ll try.”
 He gave her this feeling, like the universe finally made sense. It was this sense that, by being with the guy she loved, she’s somehow leveling up everything for everyone. Even the drive home—it was rough—his greeting stuck with her. He’s taken away the grossness, the world’s mean comments—they just didn't sting anymore. He’s shown her that wanting something is totally okay. “I honestly don’t even know,” she’d say later, “how he made me feel so strong. It was like he just showed me the whole picture, all at once.”
Chapter 20

The Miss Alans went to Greece, but they went solo. They were the only ones from our group who’d double Malea and navigate the waters of the Saronic gulf. They were the only ones visiting Athens and Delphi, both epic centers of intellectual life—one on the Acropolis, surrounded by blue seas; the other under Parnassus, where eagles build and a bronze charioteer drives relentlessly toward forever. Nervous, anxious, and weighed down by tons of bread, they headed to Constantinople, essentially going around the world. The rest of us were settling for a decent, but less intense, destination: Italy! We’re heading back to Pension Bertolini.
George said it was his old room.
“Nah, it’s not,” Lucy said. “Because it’s the room I had, and I had your dad’s room. I don’t even remember why—Charlotte messed things up, for some reason.”
He knelt on the tiled floor and rested his face in her lap.
“George, you big baby, get up.”
“Why can’t I be a baby?” George mumbled.
Unable to answer, she put down his sock, which she was trying to mend, and stared out the window. It was evening, and spring was back.
“Ugh, Charlotte,” she said thoughtfully. “What are people like that even made of?”
“The same stuff as preachers.”
“That’s ridiculous!”
“Totally. It’s absurd.”
“Now get off the cold floor, or you’re gonna get arthritis next, and stop laughing and being so silly.”
“Why shouldn’t I laugh?” he asked, pinning her with his elbows and moving his face closer to hers. “What’s there to cry about? Kiss me here.” He pointed to the spot where a kiss would be welcome.
He was still a kid. When it came down to it, she was the one who remembered the past, the one whose soul had been hardened, the one who knew whose room this had been last year. It was strangely endearing that he was sometimes wrong.
“Any letters?” he asked.
“Just a quick note from Freddy.”
“Now kiss me here; then here.”
Then, threatened with arthritis again, he strolled to the window, opened it—like a true Brit—and leaned out. There was the parapet, the river, and to the left, the beginnings of the hills. The cab driver, who instantly saluted him with a hissing sound, might have been the very Phaethon who had set this happiness in motion a year ago. A wave of gratitude—all feelings grow into passions in the South—washed over the husband, and he blessed the people and things who had gone to so much trouble for a young fool. He's helped himself, it’s true, but how cluelessly!
All the real fighting had been done by others—by Italy, by his father, by his wife.
“Lucy, come look at the cypresses; and the church, whatever its name is, still shows.”
“San Miniato. I’m just finishing your sock.”
“Signorino, domani faremo uno giro,” called the cabman, with confident certainty.
George told him he was mistaken; they didn't have any money to waste on a ride.
And the people who hadn’t meant to help—the Miss Lavishes, the Cecils, the Miss Bartletts! Always prone to overestimating Fate, George counted up the forces that had swept him into this contentment.
“Anything good in Freddy’s letter?”
“Not yet.”
His own happiness was complete, but hers was tinged with bitterness: the Honeychurches hadn’t forgiven them; they were disgusted at her past hypocrisy; she had alienated Windy Corner, maybe forever.
“What does he say?”
“Silly boy! He thinks he’s being dignified. He knew we should go off in the spring—he’s known it for six months—that if Mom wouldn’t give her consent, we’d take matters into our own hands. They had a heads-up, and now he calls it an elopement. Seriously ridiculous—”
“Signorino, domani faremo uno giro—”
 “But it’s all gonna be okay in the end. He has to rebuild us both from scratch. I wish, though, that Cecil hadn’t gotten so cynical about women. He’s totally changed, like, for the second time. Why do guys always have theories about women? I don’t have any about guys. I wish, too, that Mr. Beebe—”
“You definitely wish that.”
“He’s never gonna forgive us—I mean, he’s never gonna be interested in us again. I wish he didn’t influence them so much at Windy Corner. I wish he hadn’t—But if we’re honest, the people who really love us are bound to come back around eventually.”
“Maybe.” Then he said more gently: “Well, I was honest—the only thing I actually did—and you came back to me. So, you probably know.” He went back into the room. “Seriously, ditch that sock.” He carried her to the window, so she could see the view, too. They knelt down, hoping they were hidden from the road, and started whispering each other's names. Oh my gosh, it was worth it! It was the amazing feeling they’d been hoping for, and so many little joys they’d never even imagined. They were silent.
“Signorino, tomorrow we’ll—”
“Ugh, whatever with that guy!”
But Lucy remembered the photographer and said, “No, don’t be rude to him.” Then, catching her breath, she murmured, “Mr. Eager and Charlotte, that whole frozen Charlotte thing. How brutal she would be to a guy like that!”
“Look at the lights over the bridge.”
“But this room reminds me of Charlotte. It’s terrifying to grow old like Charlotte! To think about that evening at the rectory when she didn’t hear your dad was in the house. She would have stopped me from going in, and he was the only person alive who could have made me see sense. You couldn’t have. When I’m super happy”—she kissed him—“I remember how little everything really hangs on. If Charlotte had only known, she would have stopped me from going in, and I would have gone off to silly Greece, and become a completely different person forever.”
“But she did know,” said George; “she did see your dad, right? He said so.”
“Oh, no, she didn’t see him. She was upstairs with old Mrs. Beebe, don’t you remember, and then went straight to the church. She said so.”
George was being stubborn again. “My dad,” said he, “saw her, and I’m going with his word. He was dozing by the study fire, and he opened his eyes, and there was Miss Bartlett. Just a few minutes before you came in. She was turning to go as he woke up. He didn’t speak to her.”
Then they talked about other things—the random stuff you talk about when you’ve been fighting to find each other, and your reward is just to rest quietly in each other's arms. It was a while before they got back to Miss Bartlett, but when they did, her behavior seemed way more interesting. George, who hated anything dark, said: “It’s obvious she knew. So, why did she risk the meeting? She knew he was there, and yet she went to church.”
They tried to figure it out.
As they talked, an unbelievable solution popped into Lucy’s mind. She rejected it, and said, “How like Charlotte to mess up her own work with a last-minute, total fail.” But something in the dying evening, in the roar of the river, in their very embrace warned them that her words fell short of life, and George whispered, “Or did she mean it?”
“Mean what?”
“Signorino, domani faremo uno giro—”
Lucy leaned forward and said gently: “Lascia, prego, lascia. Siamo sposati.”
“Scusi tanto, signora,” he replied in tones as gentle as he whipped up his horse.
“Buona sera—e grazie.”
“Niente.”
The cabman drove away singing.
“Mean what, George?”
 “Is this real?” he whispered. “Is this even happening? I’ve got something crazy to tell you. Your cousin—she's always hoped for this. Seriously, from the moment we met, she’s been secretly hoping, way deep down. She fought it, of course, pretended she didn’t want it. But she was hoping. I can’s figure her out any other way. Think about it—she kept me alive in you all summer long. She totally stressed you out, didn't let you have any peace. Month after month, she got more weird and unpredictable. Seeing us together? It was clearly messing with her—otherwise, why would she have described us like she did to her friend? There were details… it was intense. I read the book later. She's not frozen, Lucy, she's not totally dried up. She tried to break us up twice, but that night at the rectory, she got one last chance to make us happy. We'll never be able to thank her or be friends with her. But I really believe that, deep down, way below the surface, she's actually glad.”
“No way,” Lucy murmured, then, remembering how she felt, she said, “Actually… yeah, it’s possible.”
They were totally caught up in the moment; it felt like the soundtrack to a rom-com—Phaethon’s song celebrating love finally happening. But they knew this was something way deeper than that. The music faded out, and they could hear the river rushing, carrying winter snows all the way to the Mediterranean.
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She saw the world and chose herself.






