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If it is profit that a man is after, he should become a merchant, and if he does the job of a bookseller then he should renounce the name of poet. Christ forbid that the business followed by such creatures should furnish a man of spirit with his occupation.


Every year I spend a fortune, and so it would be a fine thing if I followed the example of the gambler who placed a bet of a hundred ducats and then beat his wife for not filling the lamps with the cheapest oil.


So print my letters carefully, on good parchment, and that’s the only recompense I want. In this way bit by bit you will be the heir to all my talent may produce.


ARETINO


from a letter dated 22nd June 1537, sent from Venice


























Oh quante sono incantatrici, oh quanti


Incantator tra noi, che non si sanno!


ARIOSTO


What strange enchanters in our time abound


What strange enchantresses alike are found!


ARIOSTO
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THE WONDERFUL MISTRESS


THE LADY WITH THE SPANIEL





“UPON MY SOUL,” thought young Herr Andreas von Ferschengelder on the 17th September 1778, his boatman having unloaded his trunk on the stone steps and pushed off again. “What next? The fellow leaves me standing here, there isn’t such a thing as a coach in Venice, that I know, and as for a porter, why should one come this way? It’s as desolate a spot as you’d find in a day’s journey. You might as well turn a man out of the diligence on the Rossauerlände or under the Weissgärbern at six in the morning when he doesn’t know his way about Vienna. I can speak their language—what good is that? They’ll do what they like with me all the same. How does one address utter strangers asleep in their beds? Do I knock and say ‘My good sir’? He knew he would do nothing of the kind; meanwhile, steps were ringing sharp and clear in the morning stillness on the stone pavement: they took a long time to come near, then a masked man emerged from an alley, caught his cloak about him with both hands, and made straight across the square. Andreas advanced a step and bowed. The man raised his hat, and with it the half-mask that was fixed on the inside. He was a man of trustworthy appearance and, to judge from his movements and manners, belonging to the best society. Andreas was anxious to hurry, he thought it ill-mannered to detain for long a gentleman on his way home at such an hour: he said quickly that he was a foreigner just arrived from Vienna by way of Villach and Gorizia. He felt at once that he need not have mentioned this, fell into confusion, and stood stammering Italian.


The stranger approached with a most civil gesture, saying that he was entirely at Andreas’s service. With this movement, his cloak had fallen apart in front, and Andreas could see that the courteous gentleman, under his cloak, had nothing on but his bare shirt, shoes without buckles, and knee-hose hanging down, leaving his calves half bare. He hurriedly begged the stranger not to remain standing in the chilly morning air—he would soon find somebody to direct him to an inn or lodging-house. The man wrapped his cloak tighter about his hips and assured Andreas that he was in no hurry. Andreas was deeply mortified by the thought that the other now knew he had seen his strange déshabillé: his silly remark about the chilly morning air and his embarrassment made him feel hot all over, so that he too, without thinking, threw his travelling cloak open, while the Venetian most obligingly assured him that he was particularly glad to be of service to a subject of the Queen-Empress Maria Theresa, the more so as he had already been on terms of great friendship with several Austrians, for instance, Baron Reischach, Colonel of the Imperial Pandours, and Count Esterhazy. These well-known names, pronounced with such familiarity by the stranger in front of him, inspired Andreas with the utmost confidence. It was true that he knew such great gentlemen by name only, or at most by sight, for he belonged to the minor, or bagatelle, nobility.


When the mask declared that he had what the foreign cavalier needed, and quite close at hand, Andreas was incapable of declining. To his question, put casually when they were already on their way, as to what part of the town they were in, he received the answer: “San Samuele.” And the family to which he was being taken was that of a patrician, a count, who happened to have his elder daughter’s room to let, for she had been living away from home for some time. Meanwhile, they had arrived in a very narrow lane in front of a very high house, which looked distinguished enough, but very dilapidated, for the windows had no glass in them and were all boarded up. The masked man knocked at the door and called several names; an old woman looked down from a high storey and asked what they wanted, and there was a rapid parley between the two. The Count himself had already gone out, the mask explained to Andreas. He always went out at this early hour to buy what was needed in the kitchen. But the Countess was at home, so they could settle about the room and then send for the luggage which had been left behind.


The bolt on the door was withdrawn, they entered a small courtyard, full of washing out to dry, and mounted a steep flight of stone stairs, with steps hollowed out like dishes with age. Andreas did not like the look of the house, and it seemed odd that the Count should be out so early buying provisions, but the thought that he was being introduced by a friend of the Freiherrs von Reischach and Esterhazy cast a bright light over everything and left no room for despondency.


At the top the staircase abutted on to a fairly large room, with the fireplace at one end and an alcove at the other. At the single window a half-grown girl was sitting on a low chair, while a woman, no longer young but still handsome, was endeavouring to build up the child’s beautiful hair into a highly elaborate head dress. When Andreas and his guide entered the room, the child, with a scream, darted into the inner room, showing Andreas a thin face, with dark, beautifully traced eyebrows, while the mask turned to the Countess, whom he addressed as cousin, and introduced his young friend and protégé.


There was a short colloquy, the lady named a price for the room, which Andreas agreed to without further discussion. He would have dearly liked to know whether the room looked on to the street or the courtyard, for he felt it would be a dismal prospect to spend his time in Venice in such a room, whether the house was in the town itself or on the outskirts. But he found no moment for his question, the conversation between the other two showed no signs of coming to an end, while the young creature who had vanished swung the door to and fro and cried with spirit that Zorzi must be made to get up at once, for he was lying upstairs in bed with the colic. Then the Countess told the gentlemen just to go up, the boys would soon turn the useless creature out. He would move out at once, and make room for the newcomer’s luggage to be taken up. She apologized for not taking the gentlemen up herself, she had her hands full: she had to get Zustina ready to pay lottery visits with her. All the patrons on the list had to be visited that very day in the course of the morning and afternoon.


Andreas would again have liked to know what was the meaning of all this about the patrons and the lottery, but as his guide, with an energetic and approving nod, seemed to take the matter for granted, he found no convenient opportunity for his question, and they followed two half-grown boys, who were clearly twins, up the steep wooden staircase to Signorina Nina’s room.


At the door the boys halted, and when a faint groan was heard, looked at each other with their nimble squirrel’s eyes and seemed highly pleased. The curtains of the bed were drawn back; on it lay a pale young man. A wooden table by the wall and a chair were covered with dirty brushes and pots of paint, a palette hung on the wall. Opposite to it hung a bright, very pretty mirror, otherwise the place was empty.


“Are you better?” asked the boys.


“Better,” groaned the man in the bed.


“So we can take away the stone?”


“Yes, take it away.”


“When you have the colic you must lay a stone on your stomach, then you get better,” announced one of the boys, while the one nearest to the sick man rolled away a stone which they could hardly have lifted with their full combined strength.


Andreas could hardly bear to see a sick man thus  turned out of bed on his account. He stepped to the window and threw wide the half-open shutter: there was water below, sunny ripples were lapping round the brightly painted steps of a very big building opposite, and on a wall a mesh of light-rings was dancing. He leaned out; there was another house, then another, then the lane opened into a big, broad canal lying full in the sunshine. A balcony projected from the corner house, with an oleander on it, its branches swaying in the wind: on the other side cloths and rugs were hanging from airy windows. Opposite, beyond the great waterway, stood a palace with fine stone figures in niches.


He stepped back into the room; the man in the domino had vanished, the young man was standing superintending the boys, who were busy clearing away paint-pots and bundles of dirty brushes from the only table and chair in the room. He was pale and a little unkempt, but well made; there was nothing ill-favoured in his face save for a wry underlip, drawn to one side, which gave him a crafty look.


“Did you notice”—he turned to Andreas—“that he had nothing on under his domino but his shirt? He’s like that once a month. I suppose you know what that means? He’s a gamester. What else could it mean? You should have seen him yesterday. He had an embroidered coat, a flowered waistcoat, two watches with trinkets, a snuff-box, rings on every finger, fine silver shoe-buckles. The scoundrel!” He laughed, but his laughter was not pleasant. “You’ll have a comfortable room here. If you need anything else, call on me. I can show you a coffee-house close by where you’ll be well served if I introduce you. You can write your letters there and make appointments and settle your business—all but what you generally deal with behind locked doors.”


Here he laughed again, and the two boys found the joke excellent, laughing out loud as they struggled with all their might to drag the heavy stone out of the room, with a look on their faces of their sister downstairs.


“If you have any business that needs an honest man,” went on the artist, “I shall be honoured if you trust me with it. If I am not at hand, see that you get a Friuli man; they’re the only safe messengers. You’ll find some of them on the Rialto and in any of the big squares. You can tell them by their country costume. They are trusty and close, they remember names, and can even recognize a mask by his walk and his shoe-buckles. If you want anything from over there, ask me. I am the scene-painter there and can go about the place as I like.”


Andreas understood that he was referring to the grey building opposite, with the brightly coloured stone steps leading down to the water, which had looked too big for an ordinary house and too mean for a palace.


“I mean the San Samuele theatre. I thought you knew that long ago. As I said, I am the scene-painter, your landlady is one of the attendants, and the old man is a candle-snuffer.”


“Who?”


“Count Prampero, who owns this house. Who else should it be? First the daughter was an actress, she got them all in—not the girl you saw—the elder, Nina. She’s worthwhile. I’ll take you to her this afternoon. The little one is coming out next carnival. The boys run errands. But now I must go and look for your luggage.”


Andreas, left alone, threw back the shutters and fixed them. The hasp of one was broken: he made up his mind to have it seen to at once. Then he put all the remaining paint-pots and brushes outside the door and, with a linen rag he found lying under the bed, scoured the paint spots off his table till it shone clean. Then he carried the paint-stained rag out of the room, looked for a corner to hide it in, and discovered a twig broom, with which he swept out his room. When he had finished he put the pretty little mirror straight, drew the bed-curtains, and sat down on the single chair at the foot of the bed, his face towards the window. The kindly breeze came in, stroking his young face with a faint smell of seaweed and sea freshness.


He thought of his parents and of the letter he would have to write to them in the coffee-house. He resolved to write something in this fashion:




My kind and honoured parents,


I have safely arrived in Venice. I have taken a cheerful, very clean and airy room with a noble family who happen to have it to let. The room looks on to the street, but instead of the earth, there is water below, and the people go about in gondolas, or, if they are poor, in great barges rather like the Danube ferry-boats. These boats take the place of porters, so that I shall be very quiet. There is no cracking of whips or shouting.





He thought he would mention too that there were messengers in Venice so clever that they could recognize a mask by his gait and shoe-buckles. That would please his father, who was very eager to collect the peculiarities and oddities of foreign lands and customs. He was in doubt whether to say that he was living quite close to a theatre. In Vienna that had been his dearest wish. Many years ago, when he was ten or twelve years old, he had two friends who lived in the Blaue Freihaus in the Wieden, on the same staircase in that fourth courtyard where the theatre was set up in a shed. He remembered how wonderful it was to be visiting them towards evening, to see the scenery carried out—a canvas with a magic garden, a bit of a tavern inside, the candle-snuffer, the murmur of the crowd, the mandoletti sellers.


More poignant than all the rest, the confused hum of the instruments tuning up—to this day it went to his heart to think of it. The floor of the stage was uneven, the curtain too short in places. Jackboots came and went. Between the neck of a bass fiddle and the head of a fiddler a sky-blue shoe, embroidered with tinsel, once appeared. The sky-blue shoe was more wonderful than all the rest. Later a being stood there with this shoe on—it belonged to her, was one with her blue and silver gown: she was a princess, dangers surrounded her, an enchanted wood closed round her, voices sounded from the branches, monkeys came rolling fruit along, from which lovely children sprang, shining. All that was beautiful, but it was not the two-edged sword which had pierced his soul, from the tenderest delight and unutterable longing to tears, awe, and ecstasy, when the blue shoe lay alone beneath the curtain.


He made up his mind not to mention that the theatre was so near, nor even the strange costume of the gentleman who had brought him to the house. He would have had to say that the man was a gambler who had played away everything, down to his shirt, or else go out of his way to conceal that detail. He would not, of course, be able to tell about Esterhazy, and that would have pleased his mother. He was quite willing to mention the rent, two sequins a month—it was not much, considering his means. But what was the good of that, seeing that he had, in a single night, by a single act of folly, lost half his journey money? Never would he be able to confess that to his parents, so what was the good of boasting about his thrift? He was ashamed in his own sight and did not want to think of the three disastrous days in Carinthia, but the face of the rascally servant already stood before him, and, whether he would or no, he had to recall it all minutely and from the very beginning: every day, morning or evening, it would all come back to him.





ONCE MORE he was in the inn Zum Schwert in Villach after a hard day’s travelling, and was just going up to bed when, on the very staircase, a man stood offering himself as servant or courier. He: he needed nobody, was travelling alone, looked after his horse himself during the day, and the ostler would do so at night. The other would not leave him, went sidling upstairs with him, step by step, as far as his room, then stepped into the doorway, standing square in it, so that Andreas could not shut the door: it was not fitting for a young gentleman of quality to travel without a servant: it would look paltry down in Italy, they were infernally nice on that point. And how he had done little else all his life but ride abroad with young gentlemen—his last was Freiherr Edmund von Petzenstein, and before that the canon, Count Lodron—Herr von Ferschengelder must know them. How he had ridden ahead as travelling courier, ordered everything, arranged everything, till the count was speechless with amazement, “he had never travelled so cheap,” and their quarters were of the best. How he spoke Flemish and Romansch and Italian, of course, as fluently as you please, and knew all about the money, and the tricks of inn-keepers and postilions—nobody could beat him there; all they could say was: “There’s no coming at your gentleman. He’s in safe hands.” And how he knew all about buying a horse, so that he could get the better of any horse-dealer, even the Hungarians, and they were the best, let alone the Germans or Walloons. And as for personal service, he was valet and barber and perruquier, coachman and huntsman, beater and loader, knew all about hounds and guns, correspondence, casting accounts, reading aloud, writing billets in all languages, and could serve as interpreter or, as the Turks say, dragoman. It was a marvel that a man like him was free, and indeed the Freiherr von Petzenstein had wanted his brother to have him à tout prix, but he had taken it into his head to be servant to Herr von Ferschengelder—not for the wages—that was of no matter to him. But it would just suit him to be of assistance to a young gentleman making his first tour, and to win his affection and esteem. It was confidence he had set his heart on, that was the reward that a servant like him looked for. What he wanted was friendship and trust, not money. That was why he had not been able to hold out in the Imperial Cavalry, where there was nothing but tale-bearing and the stick—no trust. Here he passed his tongue over his moist, thick lip like a cat.


At this point Andreas stopped him, saying that he thanked him for his obliging offer, but did not mean to hire a servant then. Later, perhaps, in Venice, a paid lackey—and here he made as if to shut the door, but the last sentence was already too much; that little flourish—for he had never thought of hiring a footman in Venice—took its revenge. For now the other, feeling in the uncertainty of his tone who was the real master in the dispute, blocked the door with his foot, and Andreas could never make out later how it was that the ruffian forthwith, as if the matter were already settled between them, spoke of his mount—there would be a bargain that day the like of which would never come again. That very night a horse-dealer was passing that way: he knew him from his time with the canon—not a Turk, for once. The man had a little Hungarian horse to sell which might have been made for him. Once he got that between his legs, he would make a high-stepper of it inside of a week. The bay was priced, he thought, at ninety gulden for any one else, but at seventy for him. That was because of the big horse-deal he had put through for the canon, but he would have to clinch the bargain that very day before midnight, for the dealer got up early. So please would his honour give him the money at once, out of his waist-belt, or should he go down and bring up his portmanteau or his saddle, for he would have his capital sewn up there—a gentleman like him would only carry the bare necessary on him?


When the wretch spoke of money, his face took on a loathsome look; under the impudent, dirty blue eyes little wrinkles twitched like ripples on water. He came close up to Andreas, and over the protruding, moist, thick lips floated a smell of brandy. Then Andreas pushed him out over the threshold, and the fellow, feeling the young man’s strength, said no more. But again Andreas said a word too much, for he felt too rough handling the intruder thus ungently. Count Lodron would never have been so rough, he thought, or laid his hands on him. So he added, partly by way of dismissal, that he was too tired today, they could think about it next morning. In any case, nothing had been settled between them for the moment.


He meant to leave without further discussion next morning as early as possible. But in that way he merely twisted the rope for his own neck, for in the morning, before it was even light and Andreas was awake, there was the fellow already standing at the door, saying that he had already saved five gulden cash for his honour, had bought the horse—a beauty—it was standing down in the courtyard, and every gulden Herr von Ferschengelder should lose when he got rid of the horse in Venice was to be struck off his own wages.


Andreas, looking out of the window, drunk with sleep, saw a lean but spirited little horse standing down in the courtyard. Then the conceit seized him that it would be, after all, a very different matter to ride into towns and inns with a servant riding behind him. He could lose nothing on the horse—it was certainly a bargain. The bull-necked, freckled fellow looked burly and sharp-witted, nothing worse, and if Freiherr von Petzenstein and Count Lodron had had him in their service, there must be something in him. For in his parents’ house in the Spiegelgasse, Andreas had breathed in with the air of Vienna a boundless awe of persons for rank, and what happened in that higher world was gospel.


So there was Andreas with his servant riding behind him, carrying his portmanteau, before he even knew or wanted it. The first day everything went well, and yet it seemed ugly and dreary to Andreas as it passed, and he would have preferred not to live through it again. But it was no use wishing.


Andreas had intended to ride to Spittal, and then through the Tyrol, but the servant talked him into turning left and staying in the province of Carinthia. The roads, he declared, were much better there, and the inns without their like, and life far merrier than among those blockheads in the Tyrol. The Carinthian maids and millers’ daughters had a way with them, and the roundest, firmest bosoms in all Germany—there was a saying about them, and many a song. Didn’t Herr von Ferschengelder know that?


Andreas made no answer; he shuddered hot and cold beside the fellow, who was not so much older than he—five years at most. If he had known that Andreas had never seen, let alone touched, a woman without her clothes, some shameless jeer would have been forthcoming, or talk such as Andreas could not even imagine, but then he would have torn him from his horse and set upon him in a fury—he felt it, and the blood throbbed in his eyes.


They rode in silence through a wide valley; it was a rainy day, grassy hill-slopes rose right and left, here and there a farm, a hayrick, and woods high above on which the clouds lay sluggishly. After dinner Gotthilff grew talkative—had the young master taken a look at the landlady? She was nothing much now, but in ’69—that was nine years ago, when he was sixteen years old—he had had that woman every night for a month. Then it had been well worthwhile. She had had black hair down to below the hollows of her knees. And he urged on his little horse and rode quite close to Andreas, till Andreas had to warn him not to ride him foul—his chestnut could not stand it. In the end she got something to remember him by, it had served her right. At the time he had been with a countess’s waiting-woman, as pretty as a picture, and the landlady had smelt a rat and gone quite thin with jealousy, and as hollow-eyed as a sick dog. At that time he had been courier to Count Porzia—it was his first place, and a fine surprise it had been for all Carinthia that the Count had made him his huntsman at sixteen, and confidential servant into the bargain.


But the Count knew very well what he was doing, and whom he could trust, and he had good need of somebody who could keep his mouth shut, for the Count had more love-affairs than teeth in his head, and many a married man had sworn to kill him, gentlemen and farmers too, and millers and huntsmen. Just then the Count was carrying on with the young Pomberg Countess—she was like a vixen in love, but she was no more in love with the Count than her maid was in love with him, Gotthilff. And when her husband had had the shoot in Pomberg the Countess had stolen to Count Porzia’s stand—crawling along on all fours, and meanwhile the Count had given him his piece and told him to shoot for him, so that nobody should notice, and nobody had noticed, for he was just as good a shot as the Count. And once, he had brought down a fine deer at somewhere about forty paces, through undergrowth: he had caught a glimpse of its shoulder in the dusk. Then the animal had collapsed under his fire, but at the same time a woeful cry had come out of the thicket—it sounded like a woman, but directly afterwards all was still again, as though the wounded woman had held her mouth shut with her own hand. Of course, he could not leave his stand then, but the next day he had paid a visit to the landlady and had found her in bed with wound-fever. And he had been smart enough to find out that she had been driven into the wood by jealousy, because she thought the waiting-woman was out with him and that she would find them in the undergrowth together. He had split his sides with laughing, to think she had got something to remember him by, and from his own hand, and all the same couldn’t upbraid him with it, but had to listen to his jeers, and sharp ones too, and hold her tongue to everybody, and lie herself out of it by saying that she had fallen on the scythe and cut herself over the knee.


Andreas pressed on, the other too; his face, close behind Andreas’s, was red with wild, shameless lust, like a fox in rut. Andreas asked whether the Countess was still alive. Oh, she? She had made many a man happy, and still looked no more than twenty-five, and for that matter the ladies in the big houses here, if you only knew how to take them, where a countrywoman would only give her finger, would give their whole hand, and all the rest with it. Now he was riding close behind Andreas, but Andreas paid no heed. The wretch was as loathsome to him as a spider, yet he was but twenty-two, and his young blood was afire with the talk, and his thoughts were wandering elsewhere. He might, he thought, be arriving himself at Pomberg Castle that evening, an expected guest along with other guests. It is evening—the shoot is over, he was the best shot: wherever he fired something fell. The lovely Countess was at his side as he fired, her eyes playing with him as he with the life of the wild creatures. Now they are alone—an utterly solitary room, he alone with the Countess, walls a fathom thick, in deathly silence. He is appalled to find her a woman, no longer a Countess and young cavalier—nothing gallant nor fine about it all, nor beautiful either, but a frenzy, a murdering in the dark. The ruffian is beside him, emptying his gun on a woman who has crept to him in her nightdress. He has started back to the dining-room with the Countess, his thoughts dragging him back to the lighthearted decency there—then he felt that he had pulled up, and at the same moment his servant’s nag stumbled. The man cursed and swore, as if the rider ahead were not his master, but someone he had fed swine with all his life. Andreas let it pass. He felt a great lassitude, the broad valley looked endless under the sagging clouds. He wished it were all over, that he were older and had children of his own, and that it was his son who was riding to Venice, but a different man from him, a fine fellow, and that the world was clean and kindly, like Sunday morning with the bells ringing.


The next day the road mounted. The valley narrowed, steeper slopes, from time to time a church on a height, far below them rushing water. The clouds were on the move, now and then a shaft of sunlight shot down to the river, where, among willows and hazels, the stones gleamed livid, the water green. Then gloom again, and gentle rain. A hundred paces further the new-bought horse fell lame, its eyes were glazed, its head looked aged, the whole beast changed. Gotthilff broke out that it was small wonder, when the horses were tired in the legs and a man pulled up his beast on the road in the twilight, without a by your leave, so that the man behind could not help stumbling. He had never seen such manners; in the cavalry he would have been put in irons for it.


Again Andreas let it pass; the fellow knows something about horses, he said to himself, he thinks he’s responsible for the horse, that’s what maddens him. But he wouldn’t have taken that tone with the Freiherr von Petzenstein. It serves me right. There’s something about a great gentleman that a lackey respects. There’s nothing of the kind about me: if I tried to put it on it wouldn’t suit me. I’ll take him along with me till Saturday, then I shall sell the horse, though I lose half the money, and pay him off; a man like that will find ten places for one he loses, but he needs a firmer hand than mine.


Soon they were riding at a foot-pace; the horse’s head looked thin and jaded, and Gotthilff’s face bloated and furious. He pointed to a big farm in front of them, to the side of the road—there they would stop: “I’m not going to ride a dead-lame beast a step further.”





THE HOMESTEAD was more than substantial. A square of stone wall ran round the whole, with a stout turret at each corner; the gate was framed in stone, with a coat of arms above. Andreas thought it must be a gentleman’s house. They dismounted, Gotthilff took the two horses—he had to pull rather than lead the bay through the gate. The courtyard was empty save for a fine big cock on a dunghill, surrounded by hens; on the other side a little stream of water flowed from the fountain, and made its way out under the wall, among nettles and briars: ducklings were swimming on it. There was a tiny chapel, with flowers against it growing on trellises, and all this was within the wall. The path leading across the farmyard was flagged, the horses’ hoofs clattered on it. The path led straight through the house under a huge vaulted archway. The stables must be behind the house.


Then farm-hands appeared, with a young maid, followed by the farmer himself, a tall man, not much over forty, and slim and handsome. A stable was allotted to the strangers, Andreas was shown to a pleasant room in the upper storey. Everything gave the impression of a well-to-do house where nobody is put out by the arrival of even unexpected guests. The farmer glanced at the little bay, went up and looked at the horse between its forelegs, but said nothing. The two strangers were bidden to table at once.


The room was massively arched, on the wall a huge crucifix, in one corner the table, with the meal already standing on it. The men and maids sat spoon in hand, at the head of the table the farmer’s wife, a big woman with an open face, but not so handsome and cheerful as her husband; beside her the daughter, as tall as her mother, yet still a child, with her mother’s regular features, though all lighting up with pleasure at every breath, like her father’s.


With the memory of the meal that followed Andreas struggled as with some mouthful of horror that he must get down his throat, whether he would or no. The farmer and his family so kind, so trustful, everybody so frank and mannerly, so unsuspicious, the grace pleasantly spoken by the farmer, the wife attentive to her guest, as if he had been her son, the men and maids neither bold nor bashful, and between master and man the same frank kindliness. But there sat Gotthilff, like a bull in the young corn, insolent and patronizing with his master, lewd and overbearing with the servants, guzzling, showing off, bragging. It gripped Andreas’s throat to see the lengths to which the ruffian could go, and still laugh: it pierced him tenfold to see how unabashed he was in his shameless silliness. He felt as though his soul enfolded every one of the servants, and the farmer and his wife as well. The farmer’s brow seemed to grow so still, and his wife’s face stern and hard—he longed to get up and give Gotthilff what he deserved, beating his face with his fists till he should collapse, bleeding, and have to be carried out feet foremost.


At last the meal came to an end, grace was said—at any rate he ordered the ruffian at once to the stable to see to the sick horse, and in so peremptory a tone that the man looked at him amazed, and, although with a grimace and a scowl, immediately betook himself out of the room. Andreas went upstairs—thought he would go and have a look at the horse—thought better of it, to avoid seeing Gotthilff—was standing in the archway—a door was ajar in it—the girl Romana appeared and asked him where he was going. He: he didn’t know how to kill the time; besides, he ought to have a look at the horse so as to find out whether they would be able to leave the next day. She: do you have to kill it? It passes quickly enough for me. It often frightens me. Had he been in the village? The church was really beautiful; she would show it to him. Then, when they came back, he could have a look at the horse; his man had been poulticing it with fresh cow-dung.


Then they went out at the back of the farmyard; between the byre and the wall was a path, and beside one of the corner turrets a little gate led into the open. On the narrow footpath up through the fields they talked freely; she asked whether his parents were still alive—whether he had brothers and sisters. She was sorry for him there, being so much alone. She had two brothers; there would have been nine of them if six had not died. They were all little innocents in Paradise. Her brothers were woodcutting up in the convent wood. It was a merry life in the woodcutters’ hut; they had a maid with them too. She was to go herself next year—her parents had promised.


Meanwhile they had reached the village. The church stood off the road, they entered, whispered. Romana showed him everything: a shrine with a knuckle of St. Radegunda in a gold casket, the pulpit with chubby-cheeked angels blowing silver trumpets, her seat, and her parents’ and brothers’, in the front pew, and, at the side of the pew, a metal shield, which bore the inscription Prerogative of the Finazzers. Then he knew her name.


They left the church on the other side and went into the churchyard. Romana moved about the graves as if she were at home. She led Andreas to a grave with a number of crosses on it, one behind the other. “Here lie my little sisters and brothers, God keep their souls,” she said, and bent to pull up a weed or two from among the lovely flowers. Then she took a little holy-water stoup from the foremost cross. “I must fill it again, the birds are always perching here and upsetting it.” Meanwhile Andreas was reading the names; there were the innocent boys Egidius, Achaz, and Romuald Finazzer, the innocent girl Sabina, and the innocent twins Mansuet and Bibiana. Andreas was moved with inward awe to think they had had to depart so young—not one had been on earth for even so much as a year, and one had lived only one summer and one autumn. He thought of the warm-blooded, jovial face of the father, and realized why the mother’s regular features were harder and paler. Then Romana came back from the church with the holy water in her hand, reverently careful not to spill a drop. Thus gravely intent she was indeed a child; but unconsciously, and in her beauty, grace, and stature, already a woman. “There’s none but my kin hereabout,” she said, and looked with shining eyes over the graves. She felt happy here, as she felt happy sitting between her father and mother at table, and lifting her spoon to her shapely mouth. She followed Andreas’s eyes: her look could be as steady as an animal’s, and, as it were, carry the look of another as it wandered.


Built into the church wall behind the Finazzer graves there was a big, reddish tombstone, with the figure of a knight on it, armed cap-à-pie, helm in arm, a little dog at his feet, with its paws touching a scutcheon. She showed him the little dog, the squirrel with the crown between its paws, and crowned itself, as a crest.


“That is our ancestor,” said Romana. “He was a knight, and came over from the Italian Tyrol.”


“So you are gentry, and the arms painted on the sundial are yours?” said Andreas.


“Why, yes,” said Romana with a nod. “It is all painted in the book at home that is called The Roll of Carinthian Nobles. It goes back to the time of Emperor Maximilian I. I can show it to you if you like.”


At home she showed him the book, and took a real child’s delight in all the handsome crests. The wings, leaping bucks, eagles, cocks, and a green man—nothing escaped her, but her own crest was the finest, the little squirrel with the crown in its paws—it was not the most beautiful, but she loved it best. She turned over the pages for him, leaving him time to look. “Look! Look!” she cried at each page. “That fish looks as fierce as a fresh-caught trout—what a hideous buck!”


Then she fetched another book: the pains of hell were pictured there, the tortures of the damned arranged under the seven deadly sins, all engraved on copper. She explained the pictures to Andreas, and how each punishment arose exactly from its sin. She knew everything and said everything, frankly and artlessly, and Andreas felt as if he were looking into a crystal holding the whole world, but it was innocent and pure.


They were sitting side by side in the big room on the window-seat running round the embrasure; then Romana stopped and listened, as if she could hear through the wall. “The goats are home. Come and look at them.” She took Andreas by the hand, the goatherd put down the milking-pail, the goats crowded round it, trying to get their swollen udders in. There were fifty of them; the goat-boy was quite beleaguered. Romana knew them all. She pointed out the most vicious and the quietest, the one with the longest hair and the best milker. The goats knew her too, and came running to her. Over by the wall there was a grassy spot. Hardly had the girl lain nimbly down when a goat was standing over her to let her drink, and struggled to stay there till she had sucked, but Romana sprang behind a barrow, drawing Andreas by the hand. The goat could not find the way, and bleated piteously after her.


Meanwhile Romana and Andreas climbed the spiral staircase of the turret looking towards the mountains. At its top there was a little round room, where an eagle was huddled on a perch. Across its stony face and lifeless eyes a light flashed, it raised its wings in faint joy, and hopped aside. Romana sat down beside it and laid her hand on its neck. Her grandfather had brought it home, she said, when it was barely fledged. For as to clearing out eyries, he had not his like for that. He never did much else, but often he would ride far away, climb about, track down the eyrie somewhere in the rocks, rouse the countryfolk, the cowherds, and huntsmen, and make them tie the longest ladders together or let him down on ropes almost out of sight. He was good at that, and at marrying handsome women. He had married four of them, and as each died took a still handsomer one, and every time a kinswoman, for he said there was nothing like Finazzer blood. When he had caught the eagle he was already fifty-four, and had hung for nine hours at the end of four church ladders over a most frightful precipice, but directly afterwards, he had gone courting his handsomest wife. She was a young cousin’s widow, and had never looked at any one but him, was almost glad when her husband was killed—by a runaway ox, that was—though she had a little girl by him and was far gone with child at the time. And so her father and mother were half-sister and half-brother, her mother a year older than her father, and that was why they were so dear to each other, because they were of one blood and had been brought up together. When her father rode away to Spittal or over into the Tyrol to buy cattle, even if it were only for a night or two, her mother could hardly let him go; she cried every single time, clung to him, kissed his mouth and hands, and could not stop waving, and looking after him, and calling blessings on him. And that was how she was going to live with her husband—she would not have it any other way.


Meanwhile they had crossed the yard. Beside the gate, inside the wall, there was a wooden bench; she drew him towards it and told him to sit down beside her. Andreas marvelled how the girl told him everything, as frankly as if he had been her brother. Meanwhile evening had drawn in—on the one hand, the clouds had sunk down over the mountains, on the other there was a piercing clearness and purity, with a few golden clouds scattered over the sky, the whole sky in movement, the puddle with the quacking ducks a spray of fire and gold, the ivy on the chapel wall like emerald; a tit or robin glided out of the green gloom, and wheeled with a sweet sound in the shimmering air. Romana’s lips were loveliest of all: they were shining, transparent crimson, and her eager, innocent talk flowed between them like fiery air carrying her soul, while from the brown eyes came a flash at every word.


Suddenly, over in the house, Andreas saw her mother standing in an embrasure in the upper storey and looking down at them. He pointed her out to Romana. Through the leaded window the woman’s face looked sad and stern; he thought they ought to get up and go into the house, her mother might need her, or she did not like them sitting there together. Romana merely gave a frank and happy nod, drew him by the hand. He was to stay where he was. The mother nodded back and went away. Andreas could hardly understand this; the only attitude he knew towards parents and elders was constraint and fear: he could not imagine that the mother could find such freedom anything but displeasing, even though she might not say so. He did not sit down again, but said he must have a look at the horse.


When they entered the stable the young maid was crouching by the fire, her hair hanging in wisps over her flushed face, the servant more on than beside her. She seemed to be brewing something in an iron pot.


“Shall I go for more saltpetre, Mr Sergeant?” asked the slut, tittering as if it were some great secret. When the ruffian saw Andreas with Romana behind him he scrambled into a more decent posture. Andreas ordered him to take the portmanteau, which was still lying in the straw, up to his room, and the valise, too.


“All in good time,” said Gotthilff. “I’ve got to get finished here first. That’s a draught to make a sick horse sound and a sound dog sick.” As he said this he turned to Andreas with a most insolent look.


“What’s the matter with the horse?” said Andreas, and stepped towards the stall, but he halted before the second step because he realised that he knew nothing about it, and the bay looked the picture of misery.


“What should be the matter? Tomorrow it will be all right. Then off we go,” replied the fellow, and turned back to the fire.


Andreas took the portmanteau, pretending he had forgotten his order to the servant. He pondered whether he was pretending to himself, to the fellow, or to Romana. She followed him upstairs. He left the door open behind him, threw the portmanteau down; the girl came in carrying the valise, and laid it down.
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