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Chapter 1

Count Vincenzo di San Benedetto di Giave was a young man well
known to Florentine society and much liked in certain sections of
it, where – time, in these days, being of importance even in Italy
– he was commonly spoken of and addressed as Vincenzo Giave,
without further syllabic embellishment.

The son of a Sardinian landed proprietor of ancient lineage, he
was currently reported to be possessed of large means; and
although, as regarded the immediate present, this general
impression was an erroneous one, there could be no doubt that the
Sardinian acres must come to him eventually – a fact which did not
tend to lessen his popularity.

A singular circumstance in connection with this young man was
that, in spite of his being an only child, he had not set eyes on
his father for twenty years out of the five-and-twenty which had
elapsed since his birth; and what was perhaps even more singular
was that this estrangement had arisen out of no quarrel between the
father and son, but simply from the fact that neither of them had
ever expressed or felt the smallest desire to become acquainted
with the other.

As far as Vincenzo was concerned, such a lack of natural
affection was hardly blameworthy and certainly not surprising; for
his home from his earliest boyhood had been with an uncle and aunt,
who had nursed him through his childish ailments, educated him,
supplied him with such pocket money as he required, and treated him
in all respects like one of their own numerous family.

Naturally, therefore, he considered himself as belonging rather
to them than to the shadowy old person in Sardinia who wrote to him
on an average once in a twelve month, and whose letters on those
rare occasions were of the most formal and meagre description.

As for the old Count, the indifference which he manifested
towards his son might easily have been accounted for by those who
knew him, upon the ground of his absolute indifference to
everything that this world contains, save money alone.

With that single exception, the Count di San Benedetto di Giave
liked nothing and nobody; but, on the other hand, there were many
persons and things for whom and for which he felt a hearty dislike,
and prominent among these were children.

It is difficult to conjecture what, after his wife’s death,
would have been the fate of his own five years old offspring if the
Countess’s sister and her husband, the Cavalier Legnani, had not
written from Florence to beg that little Vincenzo might be
entrusted to their care. No doubt they were acquainted with their
brother-in-law’s peculiarities and were aware that their offer
would be accepted, if not with gratitude, at all events with
alacrity.

“Take him, my good friends,” wrote the old Count, without waste
of time, “take him with my blessing. He is a fine and amiable
child; he will be a credit to you and a loss to me. But take him. I
can give you no more convincing proof of my profound respect and
esteem”.



It is far from improbable that the worthy Legnani couple
received no aid from the old Count in the task they had undertaken
beyond that which the above mentioned benediction might be supposed
to supply, for he was not the man to offer money, nor were they
people who would be at all likely to ask for it.

Without being rich, they had yet enough to enable them to live
at their ease, to educate their children thoroughly, and to mix in
the artistic and literary society towards which their tastes
inclined them.

It was in these literary and artistic circles that Count
Vincenzo, when he became a man, was chiefly appreciated.



He grew up a handsome young fellow with a pale oval face, small
features, a pair of magnificent velvety brown eyes, and a somewhat
melancholy expression of countenance; which last did not, however,
indicate any inward dissatisfaction with his lot.

By education, and probably also by temperament, he was a
worshipper of all beautiful things, not to speak of beautiful
people; he was a first-rate judge of a picture, he knew a great
deal about old china, old enamels, old lace, and similar matters;
and besides all this he was very fond of dancing, in which art he
excelled.

With these qualifications it was natural that he should shine
most in the company of ladies; but his amiability and courteous
manners had won him many friends of his own sex as well. It had
never entered into the heads of those who were responsible for this
refined and pleasing, but entirely useless creature to put him into
any profession.

«What is the good of being a rich man’s son» the good natured
Cavaliere Legnani was wont to ask, «if you are to turn the talents
which you have received from Heaven into a mere means of supporting
existence? Most artists are obliged to do so, and that cannot be
helped, though it is a pity that they should be so cramped.
Vincenzo is free to devote his life to art in the highest sense of
the word: he will never need to earn his bread, or to trouble
himself about pleasing the public. My brother-in-law is an old man,
and my nephew will assuredly be a very wealthy one before many
years are past».



Vincenzo, however, was not an artist; and the
Cavaliere, in reasoning thus, had omitted to take into
account the chapter of accidents. An accident happened to him one
day to which all of us are liable, yet few expect, namely, he fell
sick of a dangerous disease and succumbed to it.

The death of the head of a family, which in England often means
the break-up of a home, almost invariably means that upon the
Continent. When Signor Legnani’s fortune had been divided between
his widow and his children, of whom three were already married men,
one of the pleasantest houses in Florence was closed for ever, and
a collection of bric-a-brac was thrown upon the market of
which Vincenzo Giave would have been the first to profit if he had
not been too sad at heart to think at that time of gratifying his
usual innocent greed for pretty things.

There was [...]


