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6 DEDIECATION.

the sense of brotherhood and duty which changes one, from a blind
dweller in caves, to an inmate of the real world of storms and sun-
shine and serene night and exhilarating moming. And, if miracles
were still wrought nowadays, as in those times when great sinners
(as in Calderon’s play) were warned by plucking the hood off their
own dead face, there would have been no waste of the supernatural
in teaching my Madame Krasinska that poor crazy paupers and
herself were after all exchangeable quantities.

Of my three frivolous women, another performed the miracle
herself, and abandoned freely the service of the great Goddess
Vanitas. While the third . . . and there is the utter pity of the
thing, that frivolous living means not merely waste, but in many
cases martyrdom.

That fact, though it had come more than once before my eyes,
would perhaps never have been clear to my mind, but for our long
talks together about what people are and might be. A certain in-
dignation verging on hatred might have made these stories of mine
utterly false and useless, but for the love of all creatures who may
suffer with which you lit up the subject. And for this reason the
proof sheets of my little book must go first to that old bishop’s villa
on the lowest Apennine spur, where the chestnuts are dropping,
with a sound of rustling silk, on to the sere leaves below, and the
autumn rain storms are rushing by, veiling the plain with inky
crape, blotting out that distant white shimmer, which, in the sun-
light, was Florence a moment ago.

VERNON LEE.

CHELSEA, Oitoéer, 1891.
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12 VANITAS.

and cupola of St. George, the rigging of ships, and
stretched a shimmering band of lagoon.

He had come to give himself a complete holiday
here, after the grind of furnishing a three-volume
novel for Blackwood (Why did he write so much?
he asked himself; he had enough of his own, and to
spare, for a dainty but frugal bachelor)gand already
vague notions of new stories began to arrive in his
mind. He determined to make a note of them and
dismiss them for the time. He had determined to be
idle; and he was a very methodical man, valuing
above everything (even above his consciousness of
being a man of the world) his steady health, steady,
slightly depressed spirits, and steady, monotonous,
but not unmanly nor unenjoyable reutine of exist-
ence.

Jervase Marion was thinking of this, and the ne-
cessity of giving himself a complete rest, not letting
himself be dragged off into new studies of man-
kind and womankind; and listening, at the same
time, half-unconsciously, to the scraps of conver-
sation which came from the other little balconies,
where a lot of heads were grouped, dark in the
moonlight.

“I do hope it will turn out well—at least not too
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16 VANITAS.

Miss Vanderwerf jumped up.

“ You aren’t surely going yet, dearest ? ” she cried
effusively. “ My darling child, it isn’t half-past ten
yet.”

“ I must go ; poor Gerty’s in bed with a cold, and I
must go and look after her.”

¢ Bother Gerty ! ”” ejaculated one of the well turned
out @sthetic young men.

The tall young woman gave him what Marion noted
as a shutting-up look.

“ Learn to respect my belongings,” she answered,
¢ I must really go back to my cousin.”

Jervase Marion had immediately identified her as
the owner of that rather masculine voice with the
falsetto tone ; and apart from the voice, he would
have identified her as the lady who had bullied the
poor young man in distress about his sideboard. She
was very tall, straight, and strongly built, the sort of
woman whom you instinctively think of as dazzlingly
fine in a ball frock ; but at the same time active and
stalwart, suggestive of long rides and drives and
walks. She had handsome aquiline features, just a
trifle wooden in their statuesque fineness, abundant
fair hair, and a complexion, pure pink and white,
which told of superb health. Marion knew the type
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18 VANITAS.

young woman into the outer drawing-room, through
the hall, to the head of the great flight of open-air
stairs.

Marion had mechanically followed the noisy, squab-
bling, laughing crew. The departure of this lady
suggestéd to him that he would slip away to his
inn.

“Do let me have the pleasure of accompanying
you,” cried one young man after another.

“ Do take Clarence or Kennedy or Piccinillo, dar-
ling,” implored Mrs. Wanderwerf. “You can’t really
walk home alone.”

“ It’s not three steps from here,” answered the tall
one. “And I'm sure it's much more proper for a
matron of ever so many years standing to go home
alone than accompanied by a lot of fascinating young
creatures.”

¢ But, dear, you really don’t know Venice; suppose
you were spoken to! Just think.”

“Well, beloved friend, I know enough Italian to be
able to answer.”

The tall lady raised one beautifully pencilled eye-
brow, slightly, with a contemptuous little look. ¢ Be-
.sides, I’m big enough to defend myself, and see, here’s

an umbrella with a silver knob, or what passes for
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20 VANITAS.

watching the tall figure pass beneath the gate and into
the moonlit square.

“Well now,” said Miss Vanderwerf, settling herself
on her ottoman again, and fanning herself after her
exertions in the drawing-room, ¢ there is no denying
that she’s a strange creature, dear thing.”

“A fine figure-head cut out of oak, with a good,
solid, wooden heart,” said the Roumanian Princess.

“ No, no,” exclaimed the lady of the house. “She’s
just as good as gold,—poor Lady Tal |”
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22 VANITAS.

saying that you’re not rea/ psychological, Jervase.
Now 4o tell what made you think of such a thing.”

“I don’t know, I’'m sure,” answered Marion, sup-
pressing a yawn. He hated people who pried into
his novelist consciousness, all the more so that he
couldn’t in the least explain its contents. * Some-
thing about her—or nothing about her—a mere guess,
a stupid random shot that happens to have hit
right.”

“Why, that’s just the thing, that you haven’t hit
quite right. That is, it’s right in one way, and wrong
in another. Oh, my! how difficult it is just to ex-
plain, when one isn't a clever creature like you ?
Well, Lady Tal isn’t separated from her husband, but

bk

it’s just the same as if she were

“] see. Mad? Poor thing!” exclaimed Marion
with that air of concern which always left you in
doubt whether it was utterly conventional, or might
not contain a gréin of sympathy after all.

“No, he’s not mad. He’s dead—been dead ever
so long. She’s one and thirty, you know—doesn’t
look it, does she >—and was married at eighteen.
But she can’t marry again, for all that, because if she
marries all his money goes elsewhere, and she’s not

a penny to bless herself with.”
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rather sympathised with this old Walkenshaw, who-
ever Walkenshaw might have been, who had just
served a mercenary young lady as was right.

“T don’t see that it’s so hard, aunt,” said Miss Vander-
werf’s niece, who was deeply in love with Bill Nettle,
a penniless etcher. “Lady Tall might marry again
if she’d learn to do without all that money.”

“If she would be satisfied with only a little less,”
interrupted the sharp-featured Parisian-American whom
Mrs. Vanderwerf wanted for a nephew-in-law. ¢« Why,
there are dozens of men with plenty of money who
have been wanting to marry her. There was Sir
Titus Farrinder, only last year. He mayn’t have had
as much as old Walkenshaw, but he had a jolly bit
of money, certainly.”

“ Besides, after all,” put in the millionaire in dis-
traction about the sideboard, “why should Lady Tal
want to marry again? She’s got a lovely house at
Rome.”

“Oh, come, come, Clarence!” interrupted Kennedy
horrified ; “why, it’s nothing but Japanese leather
paper and Chinese fans.”

“] don’t know,” said Clarence, crestfallen. “Per-
haps it isn’t lovely. I thought it 7atker pretty—don't
you really think it »a#ker nice, Miss Vanderwerf ? ”
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dead, either. I thought he must be somewhere in
India.”

“ Gerald Burne was Lady Tal’s half-brother—her
mother had married a Colonel Burne before her
marriage with Lord Ossian. He got a spear-wound
or something out in Afghanistan,” explained one of
the company.

“ I thought it was his horse,” interrupted another.

“ Anyhow,” resumed Miss Vanderwerf, “poor Ger-
ald was crippled for life—a sort of spinal disease,
you know. That was just after old Sir Thomas
Walkenshaw departed, so Tal and he lived together
and went travelling from one place to another, con-
sulting doctors, and that sort of thing, until they
settled in Rome. And now poor Gerald is dead—he
died two years ago—Tal’s all alone in the world,
for Lord Ossian’s a wretched, tipsy, bankrupt old
creature, and the other sisters are married. Gerald was
just an angel, and you’ve no idea how devoted poor
Tal was to him—he was just her life, I do believe.”

The young man called Ted looked contemptuously
at his optimistic hostess.

“ Well,” he said, “ I don’t know whether Lady Tal
cared much for her brother while he was alive. My

belief is she never cared a jackstraw for anyone. Any-
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“ Why, yes ; avaricious. With all those thousands,
that woman manages to spend barely more than a few
hundreds.”

“ Well, but if she’s got simple tastes ?” suggested
Marion.

“ She hasn’t. No woman was ever further from it.
And of course it’s so evident what her game is | She
just wants to feather her nest against a rainy day.
She’s putting by five-sixths of old Walkenshaw's
money, so as to make herself a nice little 4o#, to marry
someone else upon one of these days.”

“ A judicious young lady ! ” observed Marion.

“ Well, really, Mr. Kennedy,” exclaimed the Rou-
manian Princess, “ you are ingenious and ingenu-
ous! Do you suppose that our dear Tal is putting
by money in order to marry some starving genius, to
do love in a cottage with ? Why, if she’s not married
yet, it’s merely because she’s not met a sufficient pars:.
She wants something very grand—a Pezzo Grosso, as
they say here.”

“ She couldn’t marry as long as she had Gerald to
look after,” said Miss Vanderwerf, fanning herself in
the moonlight. “ She was too fond of Gerald.”

“ She was afraid of Gerald, that’s my belief, too,”

corrected the niece. “ Those big creatures are
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night, dear Miss Vanderwerf—good-night, Miss Bessy.
It’s all settled about dining at the Lido, I hope. And
you’ll come, too, I hope, Mr. Marion.”

“I’ll come with pleasure, particularly if you ask the
enigmatic Lady Tal.”

“ Much good it is to live in Venice,” thought Jer-
vase Marion, looking out of his window on to the
canal, “if one spends two hours discussing a young
woman six foot high looking out for a duke.”
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40 VANITAS.

Iv.

JErvase MarioN fixed his eyes, the eyes of the spirit
particularly, upon Lady Tal, as he sat opposite her,
the next day, at the round dinner table, in Palazzo -
Bragadin.

He was trying to make out how on earth this
woman had come to write the novel he had been
reading. That Lady Tal should possess considerable
knowledge of the world, and of men and women, did
not surprise him in the least. He had recognised, in
the course of various conversations, that this young
lady formed an exception to the rule that splendid
big creatures with regular features and superb com-
plexions are invariably idiots.

That Lady Tal should even have a certain talent
—about as cultivated as that of the little boys who
draw horses on their copy books—for plot and
dialogue, was not astonishing at all, any more than

that her sentences invariably consisted either of three
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70 VANITAS

VIIL

“I HAVE been wondering of late why I liked you ? ”
said Lady Tal one morning at lunch, addressing the
remark to Marion, and cut short in her speech by a
burst of laughter from that odious tomboy of a cousin
of hers (how could she endure that girl? Marion
reflected) who exclaimed, with an affectation of
milkmaid archness :

“Oh, Tal! how can you be so rude to the genz/e-
man? You oughtn’t to say to people you wonder
why you like them. Ought she, Mr. Marion ? ”

Marion was silent. He felt a weak worm for dis-
liking this big blond girl with the atrocious manners,
who insisted on pronouncing his name Mary Anne,
with unfailing relish of the joke. Lady Tal did not
heed the interruption, but repeated pensively, lean-
ing her handsome cleft chin on her hand, and hack-
ing at a peach with her knife: “I have been
wondering why I like you, Mr. Marion (I usedn’t to,
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142 VANITAS.

“ There's Greenleaf—go with him some morning,”
said Colonel Dunstan, regaining his temper; “but,
bless me! Why haven't you had any more straw-

berries, Miss Val ?”
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154 VANITAS.

all points and bows of lace, was looking straight into
space, as one overcome by great astonishment.

Greenleaf sickened with shame at his vehemence.

“ You will let me show you the Etruscan things some
day ?” he cried, as the hansom rolled off.

Ah, could he never, never learn to restrain himself ?
What business had he to talk of such things to such
a woman. To let the holy of holies become, most
likely, a subject of mere idle curiosity and idle
talk ?
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A -WORLDLY WOMAN. 177

That night Greenleaf saw in his dreams his father’s
rectory among the south country pines, the garden
and paddock, the big library and loft full of books ;
and among it all there wandered about, rather dim in
features, but unhesitatingly recognised, that imaginary
sister, the violinist Emily.
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188 . VANITAS.

satisfaction, despite his better reason, which protested
against everything abnormal, and which - explained a
great deal by premature experience of the world’s
ugliness—he felt a satisfaction at Miss Flodden’s
aversion to marriage. He could not have explained -
why, but he knew in a positive manner that this girl
never kad been, and never would be, in love; that
this young woman of a frivolous and fast lot, was a
sort of female Hippolytus, but without a male Diana;
and he held tight to the knowledge as to a treasure.
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A WORLDLY WOMAN. 213

had sat next to him—she of the punt, diamond garter
and -coach adventures — occasionally practised on
the new inmates of what she technically called

“ houses.”
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222; VANITAS.

cushions, and fantastic umbrellas. Some of the ladies
were scrambling from one of the skiffs into the punt,
which was pinned into its place by the long pole held
upright in the green, glassy water, reflecting the pink,
green, lilac, and white, the red cushions, and the shim-
mering greyness of the big willows. There was much
laughter and some little shrieks, and the twang of a
banjo; and it looked altogether like some modern
Watteau’s version of a latter-day embarkation for the
island of Venus. And, in the little heap of bright
colours, Greenleaf recognised, over the side of a skiff,
the parasol, white, incredibly white, of the former Val
Flodden.



THE LEGEND OF MADAME KRASINSKA.
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236 VANITAS.

“Thank you so much,” answered Madame Kra-
sinska, slipping the drawing into her muff ; “ it is very
good of you to give me sucha . . ... such a very in-
teresting sketch,” and she pressed his big, brown
fingers in her little grey-gloved hand.

“ Poor Sora Lena!” exclaimed Cecchino, when
there remained of the visit only a faint perfume of
exquisiteness ; and he thought of the hideous old
draggle-tailed mad woman, reposing, rolled up in
effigy, in the delicious daintiness of that delicate grey
muff.
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THE LEGEND OF MADAME KRASINSKA. 241

crinoline. The feet dabbed along in the broken pru-
nella boots ; the mangy rabbit-skin muff bobbed loosely
with the shambling gait; and then, under the big
chandelier, there came a sudden pause, and the thing
looked slowly round, a gaping, mooning, blear-eyed
stare. «

It was the Sora Lena.

There was a perfect storm of applause.
16
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244 VANITAS.

tinued blowing at it all the same. He could see in
his mind’s eye a tall, slender figure, draped in silvery
plush and silvery furs, standing by the side of an
open portfolio, and holding a drawing in her tiny
hand, with the slender, solitary gold bangle over the
grey glove.
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156 VANITAS.

But Madame Krasinska passed her hand over her
brow and heaved a great sigh. Then she took a
cigarette off a cloisonné tray, dipped a spill in the fire

and remarked,

“ Would you like to have the brougham to go to
see your friend at the Sacré Ceeur, Aunt Thérése? I
have promised to wait in for Molly Wolkonsky and
Bice Forteguerra. We are going to dine at Doney’s
with young Pomfret.”



www.libtool.com.cn



258 VANITAS.

affirmed with horror, she had stopped in front of a
certain cheap eating-house, and looked in at the bun-
dles of asparagus, at the uncooked chops displayed
in the window. And then, added the footman, she
had turned round to him slowly and said,

“They have good food in there.”

And meanwhile, Madame Krasinska went to dinners
and parties, and gave them, and organised picnics,
as much as was decently possible in Lent, and indeed
a great deal more.

She no longer complairied of the blues; she assured
everyone that she had completely got rid of them,
that she had never been in such spirits in all her life.
She said it so often, and in so excited a way, that
judicious people declared that now that lover must
really have jilted her, or gambling on the Stock Ex-
change have brought her to the verge of ruin.

Nay, Madame Krasinska’s spirits became so ob-
streperous as to change her in sundry ways. Although
living in the fastest set, Madame Krasinska had never
been a fast woman. There was something childlike
in her nature which made her modest and decorous.
She had never learned to talk slang, or to take up
vulgar attitudes, or to tell impossible stories; and

she had never lost a silly habit of blushing at expres-



www.libtool.com.cn



www.libtool.com.cn



www.libtool.com.cn



www.libtool.com.cn



THE LEGEND OF MADAME KRASINSKA. 263

was afraid of being late for that train, and had to
dawdle so long in the muddy streets. Of course one
could look in at the pretty shops. But the little boys
were so rude. Oh, no, no, not that—anything rather
than be shut up in an hospital. The poor old woman
did no one any harm—why shut her up ?

“ Faites votre jeu, messieurs,”’ cried Madame Kra-
sinska, raking up the counters with the little rake she
had had made of tortoise-shell, with a gold dragon’s
head for a handle—* Rien ne va plus—uvingt-trois—

Rouge, impair et mangque.”



264 VANITAS.

VII.

How did she come to know about this woman?
She had never been inside that house over the tobac-
conist’s, up three pairs of stairs to the left ; and yet
she knew exactly the pattern of the wall-paper. It
was green, with a pinkish trellis-work, in the grand
sitting-room, the one which was opened only on
Sunday evenings, when the friends used to drop in
and discuss the news, and have a game of #resette.
You passed through the dining-room to get through
it. The dining-room had no window, and was lit
from a skylight ; there was always a little smell of
dinner in it, but that was appetising. The boys’ rooms
were to the back. There was a plaster Joan of Arc
in the hall, close to the clothes-peg. She was painted
to look like silver, and one of the boys had broken
her arm, so that it looked like a gas-pipe. It was
Momino who had done it, jumping on to the table
when they were playing. Momino was always the

scapegrace ; he wore out so many pairs of trousers
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emphasis, “ but I should like to have someone to
show me all the sights. . . .”

“ Countess,” and the black beard of the creature
bent over her—close to her neck—* how strange—I
also feel a great longing to see Sicily once more, but
not alone—those lovely, lonely valleys. . . .”

Ah |—there was one of the creatures who had sat
up in her bed and was singing, singing “ Casta Diva !”
“ No, not alone ”—she went on hurriedly, a sort of
fury of satisfaction, of the satisfaction of destroying
something, destroying her own fame, her own life,
filling her as she felt the man’s hand on her arm—
“not alone, Prince—with someone to explain things
—someone who knows all about it—and in this
lovely spring weather. You see, I am a bad traveller
—and I am afraid . . . of being alone . . .” The
last words came out of her throat loud, hoarse, and
yet cracked and shrill—and just as the Prince’s arm
was going to clasp her, she rushed wildly into the
room, exclaiming—

“ Ah, I am she—I am she—I am mad!” )

For in that sudden voice, so different from her own,
Madame Krasinska had recognised the voice that
~ should have issued from the cardboard mask she had

once worn, the voice of Sora Lena.
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struck him suddenly as he watched her pass under a
double arch and into a kind of large court, not
unlike that of a castle, between the frowning tall
houses of the old Jews’ quarter; houses escutcheoned
and stanchioned, once the abode of Ghibelline nobles,
now given over to rag-pickers, scavengers and un-
speakable trades.

As soon as he recognised her he stopped, and was
about to turn: what business has a man following
a lady, prying into her doings when she goes out
at twilight, with carriage and footman left several
streets back, quite alone through unlikely streets?
And Cecchino, who by this time was on the point of
returning to the Maremma, and had come to the con-
clusion that civilisation was a boring and loathsome
thing, reflected upon the errands which French novels
described ladies as performing, when they left their
carriage and footman round the corner . . . But the
thought was disgraceful to Cecchino, and unjust
to this lady—no, no! And at this moment he
stopped, for the lady had stopped a few paces before
him, and was staring fixedly into the grey evening
sky. There was something strange in that stare; it
was not that of a woman who is hiding disgraceful

proceedings. And in staring round she must have
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of the extraordinary tangle of abs?rdities which had
all of a sudden filled his mind, he fumbled in his
pocket for a silver coin, and said hurriedly to the
man with the cooking brazier,

“ See here, that house, I’m sure, isn’t well inhabited.
That lady has gone there for a charity—but—but one
doesn’t know that she mayn’t be annoyed in there.
Here’s fifty centimes for your trouble, If that lady
doesn’t come out again in three-quarters of an hour
—there | it’s striking seven—just you go round to the
stone posts — you’ll find her carriage there — black
horses and grey liveries—and tell the footman to run
upstairs to his mistress—understand ? ¥ And Cecchino
Bandini fled, overwhelmed at the thought of the indis-
cretion he was committing, but seeing, as he turned
round, those rags waving an ominous salute from the
black, gaunt house with its irregular roof against the
wet, twilight sky.
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X.

WHEN the man from the cook-shop under the arch-
way and the footman entered the room, it was pitch
dark. Madame Krasinska was lying in the middle of
the floor, by the side of an overturned chair, and under
a hook in the rafter whence hung her Russian girdle.
When she awoke from her swoon, she looked slowly
round the room; then rose, fastened her collar and
murmured, crossing herself, “O God, thy mercy is
infinite.” The men said that she smiled.

Such is the legend of Madame Krasinska, known as
Mother Antoinette Marie among the Little Sisters of
the Poor.
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