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Introduction

I read my first French short story at school in 1966. The story was Guy de
Maupassant’s “The Necklace” and [ revelled in its savagery, my pleasure
untouched by the least suspicion that I would still be thinking about the
French short story more than thirty years later. Like my younger self,
most readers of this collection are likely to have come across or heard the
names of some of the great French short story writers: Maupassant of
course, Mérimée perhaps, especially for his ‘Carmen’, the story which
was the inspiration for Bizet’s opera, or possibly Stendhal, Balzac, Zola,
or Flaubert. All these names are from the nineteenth century, rightly
acclaimed as a golden age of the French short story. Not only do those
stories retain their appeal for a twenty-first-century reader by virtue of
their imaginative power, their wit, and their virtuoso handling of the
form, but some have in addition made a re-entry into contemporary
culture through their reworking as films: thus, for example, the great
film director Jean Renoir adapted Maupassant’s "A Day in the Country’
in 1936 to produce a lyrical and much admired film, whilst Balzac’s “Le
Colonel Chabert” has had two film versions made of it to date. However,
the French short story by no means begins or ends with these famous
nanes of the nineteenth century, and one of the aims of this collection is
to introduce readers to a range of different voices and stories, writtenina
variety of places where French is spoken.

| The Shore Story in French Literature)

When does the French short story begin? Strong candidates for this
honour include 1456, when an anonymous coliection of short pieces of
fiction published under the title Les Cent Nouvelles Nouvelles (A Hundred
New Short Stories) appeared, presenting itself as importing the Italian
tradition of The Decameron into France. But both the oral character of
these stories and their brief form strongly recall the French medieval
fabliau’ and ‘lai’—the first a short, often earthy and comic narrative;
the second a lyric form of the troubadours. The tradition of short fiction
in France is thus a long one. In the seventeenth century the short form
tended to great complexity and length, making it difficult to recognize as
a short story for the modern reader. Towards the end of the eighteenth
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century the work of Florian and Sade brings it back to a more unified
form, closer to the genre’s origins: indeed, I chose the Marquis de Sade
story “The Husband Who Said Mass’ to open this collection not only
because it gets us off to a lively start, but also because its boisterous tone
and humour are reminiscent of the medieval tale.

The eighteenth century is also rich in short fiction which belongs in
this era to the separate tradition of the conte: Voltaire and Diderot, for
exammple, practised the philosophical conte, and in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries the genre also included the fairy tale, widely popu-
larized by Charles Perrault, and stories based on animals, such as the
Corntes of La Fontaine. Up until the end of the eighteenth century, the
French short story was thus proceeding along two different tracks—the
conte as just described, whose name foregrounds storytelling, and the
nouvelle, a term which originally implied that the story was about a
recent event. It is remarkable that neither French term includes the word
*short’, an indication perhaps of differing perspectives on what matters
about the ‘short’ story on different sides of the Channel. In so far as the
two traditions are separate, this collection follows the development of
the nowvelle rather than the conte; however, the distinction disappears in
the nineteenth century, when the traditions merged in the explosion of
the success of the genre. All the great writers of the age turned at one
time or another to short fiction: Hugo, Balzac, Gautier, Zola, Sand,
Daudet, Flaubert, and many more. However, it was Prosper Mérimée
and Guy de Maupassant who became the two most famous practitioners
of the genre. Mérimée, the pioneer and virtuoso of elegant ambiguity,
published only eighteen stories: he considered his “The Venus of Tle" (1837),
in which a statue is invested with mysterious supernatural powers, to be
his masterpiece. In contrast Maupassant, the undisputed master of the
form, wrote 300 stories on a great variety of subjects; his affinities with
the naturalist movement led him to observe milieux which famously
include the life of the Normandy peasantry, the world of the prostitute
and that of the petite bourgeoisie. In each case Maupassant ruthlessly
exposes the foibles and weaknesses of human beings, to the relish of his
reader. To mark his special position with regard to the French short
story, he is the only author in this collection represented by two stories.

The status of the short story in the nineteenth century is closely
associated with the development of the press. By 1900, almost the whole
of the adult French nation was literate, and the number of books pub-
lished rose from about 2,000 per year at the end of the eighteenth
century to 15,000 by the end of the nineteenth. A similar explosion took
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place in the newspaper press from the 1830s onwards as new printing
techniques brought down production costs; hundreds of short-lived
literary journals appeared, many carrying short fiction or serialized
novels. In the twentieth century popular demand for reading of this kind
slackened considerably; the number of newspapers and journals pub-
lished fell and the short story lost an important publication outlet. The
first half of the twentieth century is often described as a somewhat thin
era for the short story; nevertheless, collections by Colette, by Marcel
Arland, and Marcel Aymé—the last mentioned a gifted and often under-
rated short story writer—and by Jean-Paul Sartre remind us that the
genre was alive and well.

The second half of the century witnessed some exciting developments.
Camus’s Exile and the Kingdom (1957), the last work he published before
the accident in which he met his death, marks a haunting high point and
provides one of the best examples of the short story cycle—a collection
of stories designed as a whole in which the reading of each is affected by
the reading of the others. The title of Camus’s collection is not the title of
any of the individual stories, and the two terms of the title, “exile’ and
‘kingdom’, are implicit rather than explicit themes of most of the stories.
In “The Guest’, included here, the young French teacher at the centre of
the story struggles with a dilemma which leaves him feeling exiled in the
Algeria which he loves—yet he also catches a frustrating glimpse of a
possibility of human solidarity which might be thought of as a kingdom.
The story—and the collection—work through suggestion and symbol,
depending for their effect on making a striking impact on the reader’s
imagination.

The decision by those bastions of the French literary establishment,
the Académie Francaise and the Académie Goncourt, to attribute prizes
to the short story as well as to the novel marked a significant gain in
status for the short story in the closing decades of the twentieth century.
New prizewinning writers dedicated to the form, such as Christiane
Baroche and Annie Saumont, have contributed to the renewal of interest
in the genre; literary reviews dedicated to the short story have appeared;
and the range of distinct genres appearing under the umbrella of the
short story has widened to include, for example, the erotic short story,
the detective fiction short story, the science fiction short story, etc. There
is a self~awareness about the genre which makes it part of a postmodern
sensibility. One of the most striking examples of this is Frédéric
Fajardie’s story “The Underwear of the Woman Up Above’, published in
1983, a playful piece of writing which works on a number of levels. Tt
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makes a number of nods to the traditional detective story (the reader can
compare it to the Maigret story also in this collection}, most obviously
by placing the lone policeman at the centre of the story, but, far from
being a guardian of political and moral order, he turns out to be an
anarchist with a mildly masochistic fetish surrounding women’s under-
wear. Popular culture is brought into play not only through the whole
tradition of the detective story (known as the “polar’) which has such
a strong hold in France, but through the English and American pop
culture of the 1960s which the superintendent uses to lure his neighbour;
a reference to the links between film and the short story is effected via the
inspector’s admiration for the cult 1934 Jean Vigo film [’Afalante, and
the actress Juliette Dita Parlo who figured in it.

However, the most striking development of the later twentieth
century can perhaps be found in the way in which the short story form
has opened up to writing by women and by non-metropolitan writers.
The sudden surge in names of women writers parallels their increasing
place in novel writing in the second half of the twentieth century but,
interestingly, women have won more official recognition in the form of
prizes for the short story than they bave for the novel. Belgian, Swiss,
African, and French Canadian writers have increasingly been drawn into
the mainstream of the French short story and have found publishing
outlets in Paris and deservedly won critical attention. The difficulty for
different kinds of writers coming into the short story genre is amusingly
parodied by Annie Saumont in “The Finest Story in the World’. The title
is a reference to Rudyard Kipling: the central female character has
learned from Kipling’s story that woman is a barrier to the short story
not a potential creator. All she manages to write is a series of lists of tasks
to be achieved and which constantly intrude on her time and space for
writing, Yet, as the character remarks, “Women do write,” and Saumont
herself is an immensely successful short story writer with over twenty
published collections and a number of literary prizes. She specializes in
putting humble characters into her work, with humdrum lives and pop-
ular vocabularies, but they face emotional crises and everyday dilemmas
which Saumont delivers to us with wry humour.

Assia Dijebar, the Algerian writer, also foregrounds women’s explor-
ation of their identity in Women of Algiers in their Apartment (1980), but
here in relation to the family, to the male, and to the fact of exile in
France. Monique Proulx, a young French Canadian writer with the
shortest story collected here, demonstrates how six paragraphs can
suffice to set up a contemporary drama at a metro station in central
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Montreal, to deflate it and deliver a barbed approach to heroism and
media exploitation at the end of the twentieth century. The sharply
chiselled tales of the horrors of everyday life which make up her collec-
tion Montreal Dawns (1996} recall, in tone at least, the cruel tales of
Villiers de Plsle-Adam published a century earlier in a metropolitan
France which did not think of Quebec as part of mainstream French
culture. René Depestre, the Haitian writer in exile, offers a fable of racial
and sexual identity in his “The Negro with the White Shadow’, published
in 1973, Birago Diop, born in Senegal, bas published several volumes of
the folk tales and legends of French West Africa, in which the tale “An
Errand’ collected here features. The animals of tropical Africa have a
strong presence in Diop’s tales, and "An Errand’ is no exception. Finally,
the brief story by Hervé Guibert, a metropolitan writer who gained
iconic status in France when he wrote about AIDS, from which he died a
few days after his thirty-sixth birthda, in 1991, presents us with an appar-
ently insignificant incident—a child refuses to undress for a medical
check-up. The minuscule weight of the episode, however, is used as a
springboard to evoke a strong sense of the potency of the naked human
body, and the transfer of power which offering the body to the medical
gaze entails. The final line of the story strikes home in time-honoured
fashion. The short story may have changed in the twentieth century,
drawing different voices to it which contribute to its range and attract
new readers, but it has the same constraints and the same possibilities
to work with which its predecessors down the centuries have always
manipulated to great effect.

[Formal Matters]

Writers of the short story tend to be intensely conscious of questions
of form, and the French are no exception. I have already referred to the
perhaps surprising fact that the French terms for the genre do not
include any reference to shortness. Even a cursory glance at this volume
attests to the fact that the stories of the collection are by no means all
‘short’: they vary enormously in length, from Flaubert’s ‘A Simple Heart’
at one end of the spectrum, running to about 15,000 words and covering
decades in its main character’s life, to Monique Proulx’s ‘Public Transit’,
which comes in at well under 1,000. The early twentieth-century writer
André Gide turned this question round by thinking about the reader; like
Baudelaire and American short story writer Edgar Allan Poe before him,
Gide thought that the short story should be able to be read in a single
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sitting. Instead of being read like the novel in a series of irregular bursts,
interspersed by ordinary life, the short story thus has the power to take
hold of the reader’s imagination and bring an entire fictional construct
to fruition without interruption. But how long is a single sitting? Poe
thought an hour about right. Baudelaire, whose enthusiasm for Poe led
him to translate Poe’s stories and essays into French, effecting a rapid
transfer of ideas about the short story from America to France in the mid
to late nineteenth century, opined that a sitting might stretch to two
hours if the story were read aloud. Radio listeners today are used to hear-
ing short stories read aloud in much shorter sessions of thirty or even
fifteen minutes.

The key appears to be not the length itself but the intensity of effect on
the reader. Most short story writers strive for the utmost economy of
means, scaling down plot developments and stripping out all unneces-
sary detail. The intensity of the form derives from this challenge to the
writer to set up a situation and resolve it, to bring characters to life
and let them go, in the minimum of pages. The reading pause which
naturally occurs at the end of the story, however long or short the story
may be, is a rich and fertile space, often the goal towards which the whole
story is geared. The novel frequently reaches its climax before the end,
with the last few pages functioning as a gradual disengagement. The
short story, on the other hand, characteristically creates a surprise effect
at the very last moment, causing the reader to stop short, to
reconsider what has gone before or simply to laugh aloud. A paradoxical
situation results: the reader feels from the beginning that the author is in
charge and knows exactly where he or she is headed; on the other hand, a
great deal is of necessity left to the reader’s imagination and the mechan-
ism which forces us out of the story at the end and onto a terrain of
reflection creates a strong interaction between reader and writer, One
French critic has remarked that reading a short story always makes him
feel intelligent, and this result seems like too good an opportunity to
miss.

[The Drive to an Ending]

Many theorists of the short story have made strong narrative drive and
an unexpected ending crucial features of the genre. Both of these
elements can indeed be found in abundance in the stories which follow.
However, they are certainly not absolutely necessary features. In
Christiane Baroche’s ‘Do You Remember the Rue d’Orchampt?’ the pace
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of the story is slow, and the focus is above all on atmosphere, as the
narrator winds along a reflective path which follows the dictates of
memory. Eventually, the path leads to a moment of self-knowledge
which does assume the status of a minor epiphany, but the twist of the
closing lines remains enigmatic and place, as suggested by the title, is as
important to the story as plot. Another recent example is Hervé
Guibert’s "The Check-up’, which recounts only a brief scene in which a
child visits the doctor’s surgery: the impact of the story comes from the
intensity of the interaction between the two participants, an intensity
deftly and economically underlined in the final sentence. This type of
story, which has been termed the nouvelle-instant because of its focus on
a particular moment of individual significance rather than on a more
complex narrative of more general import, is more widespread in the
twentieth century than in earlier periods. Alphonse Daudet’s “The Last
Class’, written in the late nineteenth century, describes a period of time
hardly longer than that of Guibert’s story, since it covers only a single
class attended by a schoolboy in Alsace, but the class turns out to mark a
culturally significant moment of history, and the story raises issues of
language and culture which go well beyond individual experience and
indeed beyond its own time. Equally Joris-Karl Huysmans’ ‘Knapsack at
the Ready’, published in the 1880s, does not have a strong narrative drive
but it paints a broad canvas of the chaos of the Prussian War.

Nevertheless, many of the stories do make splendidly effective use of
plot, as we can see in the case of Mérimée’s “The Venus of [lle’, published
in the 1830s and generally acknowledged to be one of the finest of French
short stories. It sets up a thrilling mystery story which anticipates the
format of the detective story in its use of an outsider figure confronted
with a dramatic and mysterious set of events surrounding an antique
statue, Here the mystery is never fully elucidated, making the story part
of a strong nineteenth-century tradition of fantasy in the short story.
Mérimée was clear that what he was looking for in building a short story
was a truly fascinating and bizarre episode: ‘T've taken the most extrava-
gant and most atrocious subject that I could find,” he wrote to a corres-
pondent about one of his stories with evident glee. In a less atrocious
vein, Gautier’s “The Coffee Pot’, subtitled “conte fantastique’, in which
the majority of the characters step out of paintings, provides another
example of this tradition, creating an enjoyable mystery and exploiting
an essentially whimsical idea to both humorous and poignant effect.

The equally strong tradition of the realist or naturalist short story
often depends on a strong narrative with a final twist. Maupassant’s “The
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Necklace', a satirical account of the pretensions of the wife of a minor
civil servant, and an archetypal point of reference in the French short
story, brings its full ironic weight to bear in the whip of revelation of
its final sentence. Zola’s “Story of a Madman’ is also precisely socially
situated and creates an ironic narrative reversal reaching its climax in a
closing sentence of only three words. Sharing the same tradition of social
satire focused on relations within the married couple, Marcel Aymé’s
“The Walking Stick” {1934) takes us on an apparently innocent Sunday
afternoon family walk which proceeds through a tightly structured series
of power battles to the trivmph of the wife’s closing words. A supreme
example of a narrative which ruthlessly prepares its ending from its
beginning, stripping away the love objects of a humble servant until only
a moth-eaten parrot is left, will be recognizable to readers of Flaubert (or
Julian Barnes) as Flaubert’s ‘A Simple Heart’. Unlike the other stories
of social satire just mentioned, however, the narrative’s humour does
not prevent the reader from empathizing with the luckless Félicité. An
altogether different use is made of a final twist to a strong narrative in
Sartre’s “The Wall’. A group of prisoners sentenced to death who must
pass their last night together seems to provide a situation with only one
exit, but a grotesque joke takes an unexpected twist and the final surprise
of the story invites the reader to engage in philosophical reflection about
the meaning of death and life.

The predilection for the sting in the tail works against the short story
as a natural vehicle for happily concluded romance. Stendhal’s entranc-
ingly entitled “Vanina Vanin?’, set in Italy, starts out as the romantic tale
of a beautiful young aristocratic lady who falls for a handsome revo-
lutionary; he in turn loves her ‘as a man loves for the first time when he is
nineteen and Italian’. The numerous cross-dressings which occur in the
story heighten the tension and raise the gender identity stakes. However,
political and romantic intrigue soon begin interfering with each other’s
progress and the marriage which ends the story is indeed a sting rather
than the traditional seal on the romance plot. In a more recent example,
Michel Tournier’s “The Lily of the Valley Lay-by’ offers a promisingly
romantic construct as a young long-distance lorry driver develops a passion
for a country girl encountered on the motorway which looks set to equal
his passion for his gleaming vehicle. As he manocuvres his huge articu-
lated lorry down country lanes in pursuit of his love it seems that he must
be rewarded for negotiating the usual barriers with such determination
and intrepidity. Alas, disaster is once again looming. Baudelaire compared
the short story form to a stiff uphill climb, from the vantage-point
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of which one might contemplate the view spread at one’s feet. Happy
couples seem unlikely to be thickly populating the panorama.

[ Tellers of Tales]

Whether satirical or fantastic, realist or imaginative, humorous or philo-
sophical, the short story frequently accords a significant role to the teller
of the tale, thus emphasizing the short story’s connections with oral
storytelling and allowing for the introduction of a lively and informal
spoken style. There is scope for a complex web of tellers: there may be a
third person narrator who passes the baton to a first person speaker; a
first person narrator may tell their own story or a story they have heard
from a third party; occasionally they hand over to the third party who
continues the story and who may or may not hand it back at the end.
This last scenaric occurs in Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’s ‘Gloomy Tale,
Gloomier Teller” in which the emphasis of the story falls on a teller who
recounts his tale at a supper party attended by the first person narrator
and other playwrights. After setting the scene the narrator ostensibly
hands over to the teller, though this does not in fact prevent the narrator
from commenting on the teller’s demeanour throughout and the audi-
ence of playwrights reacts to the account as if listening to a potential
play. At the end of the teller’s account the narrator takes back the story to
tell us how he in turn recounted the tale he had heard to a friend who
comments: “That’s almost a short story! (. . .} Why don’t you write it!’
The version we are reading is thus presented as the third account: as
listeners we have been preceded not only by the other guests at the
supper party, including the narrator, but the narrator’s friend. The
tale—which might also have been a play—has become a short story by
virtue of being retold and, in moving between versions, the tale slips
intriguingly in status between the real and a variety of fictional forms.
The narrator also assumes considerable importance in Balzac’s “The
Message’, where the narrator becomes the double or substitute of the
young man at the centre of the narrative. The two men meet by chance
on a journey and discover themselves to be caught up in parallel love
affairs; a dramatic turn of fate then intervenes which leads the narrator
to visit the other man’s mistress and become the carrier of a terrible
message, before returning to his own mistress and carrying the message
to us as readers.

In these cases, the narrative situation is complex, and the person of
the narrator and/or storyteller foregrounded, but despite the complica-
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tions the narrative is presented as trustworthy. In two of the twentieth-
century stories in this collection, the reader is clearly invited to unpick
the delusions of the first person narrator. Renée Vivien issues this invita-
tion with humour and irony in her story “The Lady with the She-Wolf in
which a preening male narrator reveals the depths of his own foolishness
through his account of his meeting with the lady with the wolf. His asides
to the gentlemen in his audience, in which he draws on a supposedly
common culture of assumptions about women, are particularly enter-
taining. Much darker is Simone de Beauvoir's ‘Monologue’, in which a
woman who has driven her daughter to suicide finds herself alone on
New Year’s Eve. She fills her solitude with the construction of a mono-
logue in which she stars as a victimized and dutiful wife and mother—
her monologue is so plainly self-deluded as to be on the edge of madness.
The oral tradition of storytelling, so clearly elaborated in these examples,
also has a strong and differently inflected presence in Birago Diop’s
prizewinning collection Tules of Amadou Koumba, Here Diop presents
himself as the translator and recorder of the tales of Koumba, the ‘griot’
or teller whose task it is to keep the tradition of local storytelling alive in
his village in Senegal, where Diop first heard the tales as a child at night-
time from his grandmother. The three tellers—Diop, his grandmother,
and the ‘griot’—thus link together storytelling, family, and cultural
tradition.

[Translations and the Construction of an Anthology]

The reading of any one of the stories in this volume is the result of a
series of choices—the reader’s choice to select a particular story to read
next, the editor’s choices about which stories to include, translators’
choices about how to mediate between the original French text and
English-speaking readers at the turn of the century. Translators no longer
aim, if they ever did, for an unrealizable goal of exact equivalence but
instead try to find ways of introducing unfamiliar concepts and mean-
ings to readers eager to extend their own understanding of other cultures.
The Algerian-born French writer Hélene Cixous has described reading
as a process of crawling like an ant over a text, inspecting it up close, and
then crawling away from it back to the self, bringing back crumbs and
incorporating them into our own understanding of ourselves. What is
true of reading is even more true of translation—the translator has to
listen to the text and try to bring what he or she understands back to his
or her own culture, expressed in terms which preserve a degree of the

XX



Introduction

text's strangeness, which avoid flattening it into something that could
have been written in English in the first place, and yet which can stand
up as a fluent and creative text. Twelve of the stories included here have
been newly translated for this volume; six of them have been translated
for the first time into English. The translations thus range in age from
1949 (Lloyd Alexander’s translation of Sartre) to 2001, a range which pre-
sents its own interest. When we read a 1949 translation into English of a
1939 text, we are dealing with a number of cultural moments: the
moment of original composition, the moment of English translation
(much closer after all to the original than we are), and our reading today,
No translation is for all time, as the example of the translations of the
Bible shows. As readers, we are aware that in reading a translation we are
dealing with a version of a text, and we are all experienced in handling
versions, from the film version of a Jane Austen novel to remakes of old
films. As for the selection of the pieces to construct an anthology, all
sorts of versions of what constitutes the French short story would be
perfectly possible. In a virtual version it would be possible to start much
carlier than the end of the eighteenth century, and still not be limited to
only the best-known canonical pieces. | have tried to ensure that this
version is wide-ranging and engaging but, to be entirely scrupulous, I
can only offer one guarantee: every story in this collection rates in my
estimation as a good read. T hope you will agree.

xXxi
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THE MARQUIS DE SADE (1740-1814)

The Husband Who Said Mass
A Provencal Tale

Translated by David Coward

Between the town of Menerbe in the country of Avignon and Apt in
Provence, there stands a small, isolated Carmelite monastery, called
Saint-Hilaire, perched on the flank of a hill where even grazing goats
venture with difficutty. This modest place acts more or less as a dumping-
ground for all the Carmelite communities in the area, for to it each
consigns those Brothers who have brought dishonour to their calling. It
may easily be deduced that the company in such a house is far from
wholesome. Drunkards, womanizers, sodomites, and gamblers, such
broadly speaking are the noble elements of which it is composed: so
many recluses foregathered in scandalous retreat to offer up to God as
best they can hearts which the rest of the world does not want. One or
two chiteaux close by and the town of Menerbe, no more than a league
from Saint-Hilaire, form the entire social purview of these goodly monks
who, their cassocks and calling notwithstanding, do not find all doors
open to them in the surrounding district.

For some considerable time now, Father Gabriel, one of the saints
of this holy place, had coveted a certain woman of Menerbe whose
husband—one of life’s natural cuckolds—was called Monsieur Rodin.
Madame Rodin was a black-haired little thing of 28, with a pert eve, a
round bottom, and everything required of a dish to set before a monk.
As for Monsieur Rodin, he was a decent sort who went calmly about his
business. He had sold cloth for a living and served as Provost' and was
therefore what is called an honest burgher. Not altogether certain of the
virtue of his better half, he was enough of a philosopher to realize that
the best way of keeping the horns that sprout on a husband’s forehead to
reasonable proportions is to appear unaware that any have sprouted at
all. He had studied for the ministry, spoke Latin as well as Cicero, and
regularly played draughts with Father Gabriel who, sly and attentive
wooer that he was, knew that it is always important to decoy the husband
if you want to hook the wife. Among the sons of Elijah, Father Gabriel

' A municipal appointment equivalent to the office of local magistrate. [Author’s note]
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was a stallion. The mere sight of him was enough to give anyone every
confidence that the business of propagating the whole human race could
safely be left to him, for if ever there was a begetter of children, it was he.
With a solid pair of shoulders, a back a yard wide, swarthy, tanned
features and the brow of Jove, he stood six feet tall and was, people said,
as well endowed as the province’s finest mules (always a distinctive feature
of Carmelite friars). What woman would not be irresistibly attracted to
such a lusty brute? And he did indeed most marvellously appeal to
Madame Rodin who was anything but accustomed to encountering
appurtenances quite so sublime in the lord and master her parents had
picked out as a husband for her. Qutwardly, as we have said, Monsieur
Rodin appeared to notice nothing. But this does not mean he was not
jealous. He never said anything but he was always there, and he was often
there at times when he might have been wished elsewhere. But the apple
was ripe for plucking. The naive Madame Rodin had brazenly told her
lover that all she was waiting for was an opportunity to respond to
desires which seemed to her much too ardent to be resisted any longer,
while on his side Father Gabriel had given Madame Rodin to understand
that he was quite ready to accommodate her. In a brief instant snatched
when Rodin had been obliged to go out, Gabriel had even shown his
delicious mistress credentials calculated to make up the mind of any
woman who might still be inclined to hesitate. All that was needed now
was an opportunity.

One day Rodin called on his friend from Saint-Hilaire to invite him to
lunch, with a notion of suggesting they might go hunting together. The
two of them having emptied a few bottles of Lanerte wine, it struck
Gabriel that circumstances had conspired to favour his desires.

By God, Provost!” said the friar to his friend, ‘1 am very glad you're
here, You couldn’t have come at a better moment for my purposes.
There’s something I must attend to, most urgent, and you could be a
great help to me.”

“What is it, Father?

‘Do you know a man in town called Renoult?’

‘Renoult the hat-maker?’

“That’s him.”

“What about him?

‘Well, the rogue owes me a hundred écus and I have just heard that his
business is about to go to the wall: even as [ speak he might be clean away
and across the county boundary. ] must get away and sec him, but I can’t”

“What's stopping you?’
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My mass, for God’s sake, I have to say mass. If T had my hundred écus
in my pocket, mass could go to blazes!’

‘Isn’t there any way you could be excused?’

‘Excused! Out of the question! There are three of us here and if we
don’t spout out threec masses between us every day, the Superior who
never manages to say any at all would report us to Rome. But there is a
way you could help. Do you want to know what it is so you can think
about #t? It’s entively up to you, of course.

T'd be glad to help. What do you have in mind?

“There’s just myself here and the sexton. The first two masses have
been said and all the friars have gone out and about. No one would
know. The congregation won't be very big, just a handful of peasants and
that nice woman, very devout, who lives in the chiteau of just half
a league from here, an angelic creature who believes that by strict
observance she can make up for all the wild oats her husband keeps
sowing, I believe you once told me you studied for the priesthood?’

“That’s right.

‘So you must have learned how to say mass?

‘I can say mass like an archbishop!”

“Then, my dear old friend,” Gabriel went on, throwing his arms
around Rodin’s neck, “for God’s sake, slip my habit on, wait until it
strikes eleven—it is ten now—and when it does would you say my mass
for me? Please? The Brother who is the sexton is a good sort. He won't
give us away, If anyone says they did net think it was me, we'll say it was
a new Brother just arrived, and the rest needn’t be told anything. 'l get
to Renoult’s house, the rogue, as quick as I can, kill him or have my
money, and I'll be back here inside two hours. Wait for me. Put the sole
on the grill and the eggs in the pan and draw the wine. When I return we
shall sit down and eat, and then we'll go and hunt. O yes, we'll go hunt-
ing and I have a feeling that this time we might just bag something. I'm
told that a pair of antlers was spotted near here only just the other day.
By God! I'd love us to pot it, even if it meant saddling ourselves with
twenty lawsuits from the lord of the manor!”

“The plan is excellent,” said Rodin, ‘and I'd do absolutely anything I
could to help out. But wouldn't it be sinful?’

‘Sin doesn’t come into it. Perhaps it might if mass were said and said
badly. But if someone who is not qualified celebrates it, then whatever is
said would be the same as if nothing was said at all. Take it from me: Tam
a trained casuist and in this matter there is nothing which might be
described as a venial sin.’
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‘Would I have to say the words?’

‘And why ever not? The words mean something only when they are
said by us: the power is in us, not in them. Look here, 'd only have to say
those words over your wite’s belly for the tabernacle of your conjugal
devotions to be immediately transformed into the body of Christ. No,
only we have the power of transubstantiation. You could say the words
twenty thousand times and you would never persuade the Holy Spirit to
descend on anybody. And even with us it doesn’t always work. It's entirely
a matter of faith. With an ounce of faith a man can move mountains, you
know, Jesus Christ Himself said so. But a man who has no faith cannot
move anything. Take me, for instance. Sometimes when 'm giving mass,
my mind is more on the girls and the women in the congregation than
on that damned bit of wafer I wave about in my hand. How do vou think
I could manage to get anything to descend then? I’d be better off believ-
ing in the Koran than filling my head with that sort of thing. Which
means that your mass will be to all intents and purposes just as valid as
the ones I give. So don’t give it another thought. Go to it! Brace yourselfl’

By God!” said Rodin. ‘But haven’t I an appetite on me! And lunch
isn’t for another two hours yet!”

‘But what's to prevent you having a bite to eat? Here, we've plenty.

‘But what about the mass I'm supposed to say?’

‘God in heaven! What difference does it make? Do you think God is
more defiled if He fetches up in a full stomach than in an empty belly, or
if there’s food under Him or on top of Him? I'm damned i I can see it
makes the slightest difference! Listen, if [ had to go to Rome and make a
clean breast of things every time I broke my fast before saying mass, I'd
spend all my time on the road. Anyway, you aren’t a priest and the rules
don’t apply to you. All you'll be doing is making it look like mass, not
actually saying it. So you can do whatever you want before or after. You
could even pleasure your wife if she was there. Just do what I do, that’s
all. You won’t be celebrating mass or consummating the sacrifice.”

‘In that case, said Rodin, Tl do it. Don’t give it another thought.”

‘Good,” said Gabriel, making off and leaving his friend well recom-
mended to the sacristan. “You can depend on me. I'll be back inside two
hours and then I'm your man.’

Overjoyed, the friar hurried on his way.

With an expeditiousness which is only too easily imagined, he rushed
round to the house of the Provost’s wife. Surprised to see him there
when she believed he was with her husband, she asked what the reason
was for this unexpected visit.
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Let’s be quick, my sweet,” said the breathless friar. ‘Hurry! We have
only a few moments to ourselves. First a glass of wine and then to work!”

‘But my hushand?’

‘He’s saying mass.’

‘Saying what?’

‘Yes, by God, saying mass, my pretty,” replied the Carmelite as he
tumbled Madame Rodin on to her bed. “It’s true, light of my soul. I've
turned your husband into a priest and while the booby is celebrating a
mystery divine, let’s be quick and consummate a passion profane.”

The friar was strong and there were few arguments that could be put
up against him once he had come to grips with a woman. Anyway, the
case he made out being so conclusive, he quite won over Madame Rodin.
Since he did not find the business of convincing a pert little thing of 28
summers and a combustible Provengal disposition in any way irksome,
he put his case more than once.

‘Oooh, you angel man,’ said she at last, now perfectly convinced. ‘But
look at the time! We must part. If our revels are supposed to last as long
as it takes to say mass, then he must have got to the ite missa est long ago.’

‘Not at all, my sweet,” said the Carmelite, who still had one argument
left to put to Madame Rodin. ‘Come, dear heart, there’s plenty of time.
Just once more, my dear, my sweet, once more. Beginners like him don’t
rush it as we do. Believe me, just one more time. 'll wager that husband
of yours still hasn’t got to the part where God the Wafer has to be held
aloft.

But part they had to, though they did not separate without promising
to see each other again and agreeing several new strategies for doing so.
Then Gabriel went off to rejoin Rodin who had said mass as well as any
archbishop.

‘The only part I got slightly wrong,” he said, ‘was the quod aures. 1
started eating instead of drinking. But the sexton put me right. Now
what about your hundred écus, Father?”

‘In the bag, my son. The rogue tried to put up a fight. But I got hold of
a pitchfork and, by God, I gave it to him. On the head and all over.”

The meal came to an end and the two friends went hunting. When he
got home, Reodin told his wife all about the good turn he had done
Gabriel.

‘T said mass,” the great booby announced gleefully. ‘Said it like a
proper priest, by God, while our friend went off and took Renoult’s
measure with a pitchfork. He browbeat him, light of my life, what do you
say to that! Raised great bumps on his head! Ah! Dear heart, it’s so funny!
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Anyone who ends up with bumps on his head makes me laugh! Now
what about you, my dear, what were you doing while I was saying mass?’

‘O my sweet!’ said the Provost’s wife. ‘Heaven must surely have
inspired us both today! Don’t you see, we were both filled with the
celestial spirit and never knew it! While you were saying mass, | was
reciting the beautiful prayer which the Virgin offered up to the angel
Gabriel when he appeared unto her and announced that she would be
with child by the Holy Ghost. O my dear! We shall surely both remain on
the road to salvation as long as each of us, in our separate ways, goes on
performing such good works.”



STENDHAL (1783-1842)

Vanina Vanini,
Or
Particulars concerning the latest Cell of the Carbonari

to be eradicated in the Papal States

Translated by David Coward

It was a spring evening in the year 182*. All Rome seethed with excite-
ment. The famous banker, the Duke de B***, was giving a ball at his new
residence in the Place de Venise. All the splendour produced by the arts
of Italy and the luxury of Paris and London had been brought together
to embellish his palazzo. The throng was immense. The fair-haired,
demure beauties of noble England had fought for the honour of being
present at the ball: they arrived in large numbers. The handsomest ladies
of Rome vied with them in beauty. A young woman whose flashing eyes
and jet-black hair proclaimed her a daughter of Rome made her entrance
on her father’s arm: all eyes were on her. Her every movement radiated
uncommon pride.

As they went in, foreigners were seen to be forcibly struck by the
magnificence of the ball. ‘None of the festivities of any of the kings of
Europe’, they said, ‘come near to matching this.’

Kings do not have palaces designed by Roman architects and they
are also obliged to invite the great ladies of their courts. The Duke de
B*** never invited any save pretty women and that evening he had been
fortunate with his invitations. The men were dazzled. Among so many
striking women an argument arose as to which was the most beautiful.
The verdict remained unsettled for some time but eventually Princess
Vanina Vanini, she of the black hair and blazing eyes, was proclaimed
Queen of the Ball. At once the foreign gentlemen and the youth of Rome
forsook all other rooms and crowded into the salon where she was.

Her father, Prince Asdrubale Vanini, had insisted that she should
dance first with two or three of Germany’s royal sovereigns. She then
accepted invitations from several handsome, very aristocratic English-
men but their starched manners bored her. She scemed to find more
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enjoyment in teasing young Livio Savelli, who was visibly besotted with
her. He was the most brilliant young man in Rome and moreover he too
was a prince. But if you had offered him a novel to read, he would have
tassed it away after twenty pages saying that it made his head ache. That
was, in Vanina’s eves, not an advantage.

Around midnight, a ramour spread through the ball and produced a
considerable effect. A young carbonare who was being held captive in the
fortress of Sant’Angelo had escaped that very evening by means of a dis-
guise and, with a startling piece of romantic bravado, had reached the
outer guardroom where he had fallen on its occupants with a dagger. But
he himself had been wounded, the myrmidons of the law had chased him
through the streets and there was every chance that he would be retaken.

While this story was doing the rounds, Don Livio Savelli, dazzled by
the loveliness and sensational success of Vanina with whom he had just
danced, and almost maddened by love, asked her as he led her back to
her place:

“Tell me, I beg you, what sort of man could ever please you?’

“This young carbonare who has just escaped,’ replied Vanina. “At least
he has done more than simply go to the bother of getting himself born.”

Prince Asdrubale came up to his daughter. He was a rich man who for
twenty years had not discussed his finances with his steward, who lent
him back his own money at a very high rate of interest. If you met him in
the street, you would take him for an elderly actor. You would not notice
that his hands were primed with five or six enormous rings each set with
very large diamonds. Both his sons had become Jesuits and subsequently
died mad. He had forgotten them long ago but was exasperated by the
fact that his only daughter, Vanina, had no wish to marry. She was
already nineteen years of age and had refused proposals from the most
illustrious suitors. What was her reason for doing so? The same given by
Sylla for abdicating: contempt for the people of Rome.

The day after the ball, Vanina observed her father, normally the most
lax and casual of men who all his life had never bothered with keys, in the
process of cautiously locking the door to a small staircase which led to an
apartment situated on the third floor of the palazzo. This apartment had
windows which overlooked a terrace planted with orange trees. Vanina
went into Rome and paid a number of social calls. When she returned,
the main gate to the palazzo was blocked by the preparations for a fire-
work display so her carriage used a rear entrance. Vanina happened to
look up and to her surprise saw that one of the windows of the apart-
ment which her father had so carefully locked up was open. She dis-
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missed her companion, made her way up to the eaves of the house, and
after a thorough search succeeded in finding a small, barred window
which overlooked the terrace with the orange trees. The open window
which she had noticed was now only feet from her. Obviously the room
was occupied: but by whom? The next day, Vanina managed to get
hold of the key to a small door which admitted her to the orange-tree
terrace.

Furtively, she crept towards the window which was still open, her
approach hidden by a Venetian blind. Inside the room was a bed and
there was someone in it. Her first instinct was to go away, but then she
saw a woman’s dress on the back of a chair. Looking more closely at the
figure in the bed, she made out someone with fair hair who seemed very
young,. She had no doubt in her own mind that it was a woman. There
were blood stains on the dress draped over the chair. There was also
blood on a pair of women’s shoes which stood on a table. The figure
stirred and Vanina saw that she was wounded. A wide blood-stained
dressing covered her bosom. It was tied in place with ribbons and was
clearly not the work of a doctor,

Vanina observed that every day around four o’clock, her father locked
himself in his rooms and then went up to see this woman. He would
come down again soon afterwards, climb into his carriage, and drive off
to call on Countess Vitteleschi.

The moment he left, Vanina climbed up to the terrace from which she
could see the unknown occupant. Her sympathies were fervently roused
by the plight of the unfortunate young woman. She wondered what had
happened to her. The blood-stained dress thrown over the chair had slits
in it which seemed to have been made by a dagger. Vanina was able to
count them. One day, she had a clearer view of the woman: her blue eyes
were staring out at the sky and she seemed to be praying. Soon, the eyes
filled with tears. With difficulty, the Princess bit back an urge to speak to
her. The next day, Vanina was bolder and hid on the terrace before her
father arrived. She saw Don Asdrubale come in through the door. He
was carrying a small basket containing provisions. The Prince seemed
worried and said very little. He spoke in a whisper so that, although the
window was open, Vanina could not make out what he said. He left
again almost immediately.

‘Poor creature! She must have made terrible enemies,” she said to
herself, ‘to make my father, usually so easy-going by nature, reluctant to
confide in anyone and willing to climb a hundred and twenty steps every
day.’
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One evening, as Vanina was poking her head round the woman’s
window, she suddenly found herself staring into a pair of eyes and the
secret was let out of its bag. Vanina fell to her knees and cried out:

‘Tam your friend! I will do anything to help you!’

The unknown woman beckoned to her to come in.

‘T owe you a profound apology,” exclaimed Vanina. “You must be
thoroughly offended by my stupid curiosity. I swear to keep your secret
and, if you ask, 1 shall never come bere again.’

‘Whose heart would not rejoice to see you?” said the woman. ‘Do you
live here?

‘Of course,” said Vanina. ‘I see you do not know who I am. I am
Vanina, daughter of Don Asdrubale.’

The woman looked at her in amazement, blushed profusely, and
added:

‘May I hope that you will come to see me every day? But I would
prefer if the Prince knew nothing of your visits.”

Vanina’s heart raced. The woman’s manner seemed to her to breathe
refinement and distinction. No doubt the poor creature had offended
some powerful man. Perhaps she had killed her lover in a fit of jealousy!
Vanina could not believe that her predicament was due to some ordinary
cause. The woman told her she had received a wound in the shoulder
which had gone deep into her chest and caused her considerable pain.
She could often taste blood in her mouth.

‘And you have not been attended by a doctor!” exclaimed Vanina.

“You know that in Rome,” said the woman, ‘doctors must provide a
detailed report of any wounds they treat to the police. The Prince himself
was kind enough to bind up my wounds with the dressing that you see.”

The woman avoided dwelling on her injuries with infinite good grace
and tact. Vanina’s affection for her was unbounded. Yet one thing sur-
prised Vanina extremely: in the middle of what seemed a very earnest
conversation, the young woman clearly had great difficulty in suppress-
ing a sudden urge to laugh.

‘I should very much like’, said Vanina, ‘to know your name.’

‘My name is Clémentine.’

“Very well, dearest Clémentine, I shall come to see you tomorrow, at
five.

The next day, Vanina found her new friend feeling very ill.

‘Twant to send for a doctor for you,” said Vanina as she embraced her.

‘T'd rather die,” said the woman. ‘T have no wish to compromise those
who have helped me.
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“The doctor who attends Monsignor Savelli-Catanzara, the governor
of Rome, is the son of one of our servants,” Vanina continued eagerly.
‘He is absolutely devoted to us and, given his position, fears no one. My
father underestimates his loyalty. I shall go and send for him.

‘I refuse to see a doctor,’ said the woman with a brusqueness which
took Vanina aback. ‘Keep coming to see me. If it please God to call me to
him, I shall die happy in your arms.”

The next day, the woman’s condition had deteriorated further.

It you love me,” said Vanina as she left her, ‘vou will see a doctor.”

‘If one comes, my happiness will vanish.”

‘lam going to send for him,” said Vanina firmly.

Without speaking, the woman detained her and took her hand which
she covered with kisses. There was a long silence. There were tears in the
woman's eyes. Finally, she released Vanina’s hand and, looking as tragic
as though she were about to be led away to the scaffold, said:

‘I have an admission to make. The day before yesterday, I lied when |
told you my name was Clémentine. I am in fact a wretched carbonaro ..

Startled, Vanina pushed her chair back and stood up.

‘[ feel’, said the carbonare, ‘that my admission will snatch from me the
only good thing which binds me to life. But in deceiving you I dishonour
myself. My name is Pietro Missirilli and I am nineteen. My father is a
poor doctor at Sant’Angelo-in-Vado and I am a carbonaro. There was a
surprise attack on our organization. I was brought in chains from the
Romagna to Rome and was thrown into a cell where a lamp was
kept burning night and day: there I remained for thirteen months. A
charitable soul conceived a plan of escape for me. I was dressed in
women’s clothes. As I was leaving the prison and walking past the guards
at the last gate, one of them cursed the carbonari. I punched him. I assure
vou that it was no empty gesture of bravado, merely an unthinking
reflex. For my imprudence, I was chased in the dark through the streets
of Rome. Wounded by several bayonet thrusts and growing weak, 1
climbed the steps of a house whose door stood open. I could hear the
soldiers coming after me. I found my way into a garden and collapsed
several paces from a lady who was strolling there.’

‘Tt was Countess Vitteleschi, my father’s friend!” said Vanina.

‘How do you know this? Did she tell you? exclaimed Missirilli. ‘But
no matter. That lady, whose name must never be spoken, saved my life.
At the moment when the soldiers swept into her house to arrest me, your
father was driving me away from it in his carriage. I feel very ill. For
several days now the bayonet wound in my shoulder has been making it
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difficult for me to breathe. My days are numbered and I shall die in
despair because I shall see you no morel”

Vanina had listened with impatience. Then she rushed out of the
room. Missirilli had seen no pity in those lustrous eyes, merely the reflec-
tion of a haughty character which had just been offended.

Night had just fallen when a doctor appeared. He was alone. Missirilli
was in the depths of despair, for he feared he would never see Vanina
again. He plied the doctor with questions, but the man bled him and did
not reply. The same silence was observed in the days which followed.
Pietro’s eyes remained fixed on the terrace window through which Vanina
usually came. He felt very unhappy. Once, about midnight, he thought he
saw someone in the shadow which lay across the terrace. Was it Vanina?

Vanina came cach night and pressed her cheek against the young
carbonara’s window pane.

It speak to him,” she told herself, Tam lost! No! I must never see him
again!’

Now that this was decided, she remembered, against her better judge-
ment, the feelings of friendship she had conceived for the young man
when she had been foolish enough te believe he was a woman. They had
been so close, so easy together and yet now she would have to blot him
from her mind! In calmer mood, Vanina felt afraid of the change which
had come about in her ideas. Ever since Missirilli had identified himself,
everything that she normally thought had, so to speak, furred over and
become very distant,

Before a week had gone by, Vanina, pale and trembling, appeared in
the young carbonaro’s room with the doctor. She came to tell him that he
must try to persuade the Prince to allow a servant to take over his minis-
trations. She stayed for moments only. But a few days later, she returned
with the doctor, as part of her human duty. One evening, although
Missirilli was much better and Vanina could no longer use fears for his
life as her excuse, she was bold enough to come alone. When he saw her,
Missirilli was overjoyed but told himself he must hide his feelings; above
all, he knew that he should not depart from the dignity which so
becomes a man. Vanina, who had come to his room with her cheeks
flushed red, fearing he might speak of love, was quite disconcerted by the
noble, devoted but hardly tender declarations of friendship with which
he received her. She left. He made no attempt to detain her.

A few days later, when she returned, she met with the same behaviour,
the same assurance of respectful devotion and undying gratitude.
Far from having to think how she might apply a brake to the young
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carbonaro’s incandescent passion, Vanina wondered if she was the only
one to be in love. She who until that moment had been so proud, was
now all too bitterly aware of the extent of her infatuation. She feigned
cheerfulness, even cool indifference, came less often but could not bring
herself to stop secing her young patient altogether.

Missirilli, consumed by love but aware both of his undistinguished
birth and the urgings of his personal honour, had vowed he would not
stoop to speaking of love unless Vanina went a whole week without
coming to visit him. The young Princess’s pride fought him every inch of
the way.

‘So be it!’ she told herself in the end. ‘If I see him, it shall be for me, to
please myself. T shall never admit to his face what feelings he has aroused
in me.’

She paid Missirilli long visits. He spoke to her as he would have done
had there been a score of people present. One evening, after a day spent
hating him and vowing to be even colder and more unbending to him
than usual, she said she loved him. Soon, she was in no position to refuse
him anything.

If Vanina's folly was extreme, it must also be said that she was bliss-
tully happy. Missivilli stopped thinking of the dignity which so becomes
a man. He loved her as a man loves for the first time when he is nineteen
and Italian, Fe conscientiously observed the proper protocol of true love
even to the point of admitting to his proud Princess the stratagem he had
used to make her love him. He was amazed by how excessively happy he
was. Four months passed quickly.

One day the doctor declared that his patient was free to go.

‘What shall I do?’ thought Missirilli. ‘Shall I stay hiding in the house of
one of the most beautiful women in Rome? If I do, the vile tyrants who
kept me locked up for thirteen months and never let me once see the
light of day will think they have won! Italy, you are lost if your sons
desert you for such flimsy reasons!’

Vanina never doubted that Pietro’s greatest happiness was to remain
by her side for ever. Certainly he appeared blissfully happy. Yet some-
thing General Bonaparte once said reverberated unpleasantly in the
young man’s soul and dictated the way he behaved with women. In 1796,
as Bonaparte was leaving Brescia, the city fathers who escorted him to
the city gate told him that its inhabitants loved liberty more than all
other Italians.

‘Quite,” he replied, ‘they like nothing better than talking about it to
their mistresses.”
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Missirilli said to Vanina, in a somewhat strained voice:

*As soon as it's dark, I must leave.

“Take good care to be back before daybreak. I shall be waiting for you.’

‘At daybreak I shall be several miles from Rome.’

‘I see,” said Vanina. *And where will you be going?’

“To the Romagna, to avenge myself.”

‘Since I am so rich,” Vanina went on calily, ‘T trust you will at least
allow me to provide you with weapons and money.

Missirilli looked at her without blinking for several moments and
then, clasping her to him:

‘Soul of my life,” he cried, ‘when I am with you I forget all else, even
my duty. But heed your noble heart and you will understand me.’

Vanina wept copiously and it was agreed that he would not leave that
day, nor the next, but the day after.

‘Pietro,” she said on the morrow, ‘you have often told me that a man
in the public eye—a Roman prince let’s say—with vast wealth to com-
mand, would be well placed to render the greatest service to the cause of
liberty if ever the attention of Austria were to be deflected from us by
some great war elsewhere.”

“That is so,” said Pietro in surprise.

‘Well then! You are brave and all you lack is a high position. I offer
you my hand and an income of two hundred thousand livres. As to
persuading my father to give his consent, you may leave that to me.

Pietro fell at her knees. Vanina was radiant with joy.

‘Tlove you passionately,” said he. ‘But I am an unworthy servant of my
country. The more wretched Italy is, the more loyal T must be. To obtain
the consent of Don Asdrubale, | would be forced for years to play a
shabby role. Vanina, I refuse your proposal.’

Missirilli hastened to commit himself by these words, for he felt his
resolve melting away.

‘My tragedy,” he exclaimed, ‘is that I love you more than life and that
for me to leave Rome is the most agonizing of tortures. Oh! why has not
Ttaly been freed from the yoke of the barbarians? How happy I should be
if I could sail away with you and live in Americal’

An icy hand dutched at Vanina's heart. Hearing him refuse her
offer had shaken her pride. But soon she threw herself into Missirill’s
arms,

‘T never saw you more adorable than you are at this moment!” she
cried. ‘You are my little country doctor and [ am yours for ever. You
have the greatness of our ancient Romans!’
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All thoughts of the future, every dismal consideration urged by com-
mon sensc vanished: it was a moment of perfect love, When they became
rational again:

T shall reach the Romagna almost as soon as you,” said Vanina. Tshall
arrange to take the waters at Poretta. 1 will stay at the fortress we have at
San Nicolo, near Forli . ..

“There [ shall spend the whole of my life with you!” cried Missirilli,

‘Henceforth my fate shall be to flinch from nothing,” Vanina went on
with a sigh. ‘T shall be ruined on your account, but no matter . . . Could
vou love a woman who has lost her honour?’

‘Are you not my woman, my wife,” said Missirilli, ‘a wife who shall be
worshipped for all eternity? I will love you, I shall protect you.”

Vanina had social obligations which she could not neglect. As soon as
she had left him, Missirilli began to find his behaviour barbaric.

‘What is a man’s country?’ he asked himself. ‘It is not a person to
whom we owe a debt of gratitude for some benefit received, who might
feel disappointed and curse us if we fail to discharge it. A man’s country
and his freedom are like his coat, a thing useful to him which in truth he
must buy if his father has not bequeathed it to him. So [ love my country
and freedom because they are things which arve useful to me. If I care
nothing for them, or if they serve no more purpose than an overcoat in
August, what is gained by buying them, and at so high a price? Vanina is
so beautiful! She is a person of quite extraordinary spirit! Other men will
try to please her; she will forget me. What woman ever had just one
lover? All these Roman princes, whom I despise as citizens, have so many
advantages over me! How can they not be irresistible? Oh! If T leave now,
she will forget me and I shall lose her for ever!”

Vanina came to see him in the middle of the night. He told her about
the uncertainty into which he had been plunged and, because he loved
her, about the debate he had conducted on the great subject of ‘my
country’. Vanina was delighted.

‘If he had to make a simple choice, one way or the other, between his
country and me,” she told herself, ‘T would win.’

The clock of the nearby church struck three. The time had come for
the last farewell. Pietro tore himself from her loving arms and was
already going down the narrow staircase when Vanina, choking back her
tears, said with a smile:

‘If you’d been nursed by some poor country woman, would you leave
without some acknowledgement? Wouldn't you try to pay her? The
future is uncertain, you will be travelling through enemy country: give
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me three days as my recompense, as though I were that poor woman, to
repay me for my trouble.’

Missirilli stayed.

Eventually, he left Rome. Using a passport bought from a foreign
embassy, he returned to his family. He was greeted with joy, for he had
been given up for dead. His friends wanted to give him a rousing
welcome by shooting a couple of carabiniere (as officers of the law are
called in the Papal States).

‘We must avoid the unnecessary killing of any [talian who can use
a gun,’ said Missirilli, *Our country, unlike fortunate England, is not an
island. What we lack are soldiers to resist the encroachments of the kings
of Europe.’

A little while later, Missirilli, hard pressed by the carabiniere, killed
two of them with pistols which Vanina had given him. A price was put
on his head.

There was no sign of Vanina in the Romagna. Missirilli thought he
had been forgotten. His vanity was hurt. He began to give much thought
to the difference in rank which separated him from his mistress. In a
moment of tender regret for his past happiness, it entered his head to
return to Rome to see what Vanina was doing. This extravagant idea was
about to get the better of what he believed was his duty when one
evening the angelus rang from a mountain church in the oddest manner,
as though the bell-ringer’s mind was not on his task. It was the signal for
a meeting of the cell of the carbonari to which Missirilli had been affili-
ated when he had arrived back in the Romagna. That night, all its mem-
bers gathered in a certain hut in the woods occupied by two hermits
who, drowsy with opium, were quite unaware of the use to which their
little house was being put. When Missirilli arrived, feeling very dejected,
he learned that the cell’s leader had been arrested and that he, though a
young man just turned twenty, was about to be elected leader of a cell
which included men aged fifty and more who had been party to con-
spiracies ever since Murat’s expedition in 1815. When he received this
unexpected honour, Pietro felt his heart beat faster. The moment he was
alone, he made up his mind that he would think no more of the girl from
Rome who had forgotten him but devote his every thought to the task of
delivering Italy from the barbarian.'

Two days later, Missirilli discovered, in the list of arrivals and depart-
ures which was sent to him as leader of the cell, that Princess Vanina had

' Liberar Pltatia de’ barbari: a phrase first used by Petrarch in 1330 and subsequently
repeated by Jules If, Machiavelli, and Count Alfieri.
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just reached her fortress at San Nicolo. Reading her name aroused more
anxiety than pleasure in his heart. He tried in vain to convince himself
that his country came first by denying an urge to ride like the wind to the
fortress at San Nicolo that same evening, But the thought of Vanina,
whom he was neglecting, prevented him from carrying out his duties
efficiently and he saw her the next day: she loved him as she had loved
him in Rome. Her father, anxious to find a husband for her, had delayed
his departure. She had brought two thousand sequins for him. This
unexpected windfall proved extremely useful in raising Missirilli’s stand-
ing as the group’s new leader. Daggers were ordered from Corfu; a hold
was acquired over the private secretary of the Legate who was entrusted
with the task of hunting down the carbonari; a list was obtained of the
names of priests who spied for the government.

It was at this time that arrangements were completed for one of the
least absurd conspiracies ever mounted in strife-torn Italy. I shall not
enter into superfluous detail. I will limit myself to observing that had the
enterprise proved successful, Missirilli could have claimed, with every
justification, a large share of the glory. Through his work, several thou-
sand insurgents would have risen up when the signal was given and
would have waited, fully armed, for their most senior chiefs to arrive.
The decisive moment was drawing near when, as invariably happens, the
plot was halted by the arrest of its leaders.

Vanina had been in the Romagna for only a short time when she
thought it likely that love of country would make her inamorato forget
every other kind of love. Her pride was offended. She tried to reason with
herself, but to no avail. A black cloud of melancholy descended on her:
she was surprised to find herself cursing liberty. One day, when she had
come to Forli to see Missirilli, she was unable to control her feelings,
which until then her pride had kept well in check.

‘Be honest,” she told him, ‘you love me like a husband. That is not
what I deserve.”

Soon her tears were flowing, but they were tears of shame for allowing
herself to descend to the level of common fault-finding. Missirilli reacted
to them like a man who had more important things on his mind.
Suddenly it struck Vanina that she should leave him and return to Rome,
She felt a cruel pleasure in punishing herself for the weakness which had
prompted her to say what she had. After a brief silence, she saw clearly
what was to be done. She would be, in her own eyes, unworthy of
Missirilli if she did not leave him. She thought with pleasure how sur-
prised, how heart-broken he would be when he locked for her and could
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not find her. But then the realization that she had failed to win the love of
a man for whom she had committed so many follies filled her with
warmer feelings. She broke her silence and did her utmost to extract a
tender, loving word from him. He said a few affectionate things but his
thoughts were elsewhere and it was in an altogether more passionate
voice that he spoke of his political plans, exclaiming tragically:

‘Ah! If this present business fails, if the government gets wind of it again, |
shall give up the game!’

Vanina froze. For the past hour, she had believed she was seeing her
lover for the last time. What he had just said planted a fateful idea in her
mind. She told herself:

“The carbonari have got several thousand sequins out of me. No one
can doubt my enthusiasm for their plottings.”

Vanina cut short her musings and said to Pietro:

‘Would you like to spend twenty-four hours with me at the fortress at
San Nicolo? The meeting tonight does not call for you to be there. Then
tomorrow morning, at San Nicolo, we shall go for a long walk—it will
calm your mind and help you regain the composure you will need to see
you through this testing time.”

Pietro agreed.

Vanina left him to make the arrangements for the journey. As usual,
she locked the door of the room in which she had hidden him.

She hurried off to find one of her maids who had left her service to get
married and had opened a small shop at Forli. When she arrived, she
took a prayer-book she had got from her room and, in the margin, scrib-
bled down the exact location where the meeting of the carbonari was due
to be held that very night. She concluded her denunciation with these
words: “This cell has nineteen members. Their names and addresses are
as follows.” When she had written out the list, which was complete with
the exception of one name, that of Missirilli, which she omitted, she said
to the woman, whom she trusted completely:

“Take this book to the Cardinal-Legate. He is to read what is written in
it and then return it to you. Here are ten sequins. If he ever mentions
your name, you will surely die. But you will save my life if you persuade
the Legate to read the page | have just written.

Everything went smoothly. The Legate lived in a state of such terror
that he did not behave like the aristocrat that he was. He agreed to see the
common woman who asked to speak to him and allowed her to appear
with her face masked, but only on condition that her hands were tied.
In this state she was ushered into the presence of the great man, whom
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she found safely ensconced behind an immense table covered in green
baize.

The Legate read the page in the praver-book, holding it at arm’s
length, fearing that it might be the carrier of some subtle poison. He gave
it back to the woman and did not order her to be followed. In less than
forty minutes after leaving her lover, Vanina, who waited until her
former maid was safely returned, rejoined Missirilli believing that hence-
forth he was hers alone. She told him that there was great activity in the
town: patrols of carabiniere had been seen in streets where they never
normally went,

‘If you want my opinion,” she said, ‘we should leave for San Nicolo
without wasting another moment.’

Missirilli agreed. They set out on foot for the young Princess’s
carriage which, together with the lady who attended her, a discreet,
handsomely paid confidante, stood waiting for them bhalf a league out-
side the town.

On reaching the fortress of San Nicolo, Vanina, greatly troubled by
the unwonted step she had taken, became even more attentive and affec-
tionate. But even as she told him how much she loved him, she had the
feeling that she was acting a part in a play. The evening before, as she
betrayed him, she had felt no remorse. But now, as she folded her lover
in her arms, she thought:

“There is a word that someone might say to him, and once that word is
spoken, at that instant and for ever after, he will hate me.’

In the middle of the night, one of Vanina’s servants burst into her
room. The man was a carbonaro, although she had never suspected it:
clearly, there were things which Missirilli kept from her, even small
things like this. She trembled. The man had come to warn Missirilli
that during the night the houses of nineteen carbonari at Forli had
been surrounded and they had been arrested as they returned from
the meeting. Despite being ambushed, nine had escaped. The carabiniere
had marched the ten captives to the citadel’s prison. As they were
going in, one had leapt into the well, which was very deep, and had been
killed.

Vanina turned deathly pale. Fortunately, Pietro did not notice. Had
he done so, he would have seen the guilt in her eyes.

‘At present, the servant went on, ‘the garrison at Forli is lined up in
every street. Each soldier is close enough to the next man to be able to
speak to him. Nobody can cross from one pavement to the other except
at points where an officer has been posted.’
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When the man had gone, Pietro thought for a brief instant and then
said:

“There’s nothing to be done for the moment.”

Vanina thought she would die. She trembled every time her lover
looked at her.

‘What on earth has got into you?” he asked.

Then his thoughts reverted to other matters and he turned his eyes
away. At about noon, she ventured to say:

‘So that’s another cell that’s been discovered. I imagine you'll have to
lie low for some time.’

‘Oh, very low!” answered Missirilli with a smile which made her blood
run cold.

She went out to pay an unavoidable call on the priest of the village of

San Nicolo who was, perhaps, a Jesuit spy. When she got back for dinner
at seven, she found no one in the little room where her lover had been
hiding. Beside herself, she ran all over the house looking for him. He was
not there. She returned in despair to his room and it was only then that
she saw the note. It said:
[ am going to the Legate to give myself up. [ have lost hope in our cause: heaven
is against us. Who betrayed us? Probably the swine who threw himself down the
well. Since my life is of no use to hapless Italy, I do not want my comrades, when
they realize that I alone was not arrested, to think that T was the man who sold
them out. Farewell. If you love me, avenge me! Kill, exterminate the scoundrel
who betrayed us, even if the traitor should prove to be my father.

Vanina collapsed on to a chair, barely conscious and overcome by the
most terrible gloom. She could not speak. Her eyes were dry and
inflamed. Finally she fell to her knees:

‘Oh God on high,” she cried, ‘hear the vow 1 now make. Yes, I shall
punish the traitor, But first, Pietro must be freed!”

Within the hour, she was on her way to Rome. For some time, her
father had been urging her to return. He had arranged her marriage with
Prince Livio Savelli. The moment she got back, he broached the subject
nervously. To his amazement, she consented at once. That same evening,
in the house of Countess Vitteleschi, her father, in more or less official
terms, presented Don Livio to her. She conversed with him at length. He
was the most elegant young man and owned the finest horses. But
although he was generally credited with great wit, his character was
considered so frivolous that the government believed him to be quite
harmless. Vanina thought that if she first turned his head, she could
convert him into a useful pawn. Since he was the nephew of Monsignor
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Savelli-Catanzara, governor of Rome and Minister of Police, she assumed
that government spies would not dare watch his movements.

For several days, Vanina showered the amiable Don Livio with atten-
tions. Then she told him he would never be her husband. His mind, she
satd, was too frivolous.

‘If you were not such a boy,” she said, ‘vour uncle’s agents would have
no secrets from you. For instance, what is being done about the carbonari
who were arrested the other day at Forli¥’

Two days later, Don Livie called to inform her that all the carbonari
arrested at Forli had escaped. She fixed her large black eves on him,
treated him to a bitter smile of the deepest contempt, and would not
speak to him for the rest of the evening. Two days later, Don Livio
returned and blushingly admitted that he bad, at first, been misled:

‘But,” he said, I have managed to get hold of a key to my uncle’s study.
Among his papers I found one which said that a congregation, or com-
mittee, of the foremost cardinals and prelates is to meet in the greatest
secrecy to decide whether it would be better to try the carbonari in
Ravenna or Rome. The nine captured at Forli and their leader, a man
named Missirilli who was stupid enough to give himself up, are currently
being held in the fortress at San Leo.?

When she heard the word ‘stupid’, Vanina nipped him as hard as she
could.

‘T would very much like’, she said, “to see those official papers for
myself and break into your uncle’s study with vou. I expect you read
them wrongly.’

When he heard this, Don Livio quailed. What Vanina was asking
was virtually impossible. But her determined spirit gave wings to his
love. A few days later, Vanina, disguised as a man, wearing a becoming
suit in the livery of the Savelli houschold, spent half an hour reading
through the most secret papers of the Minister of Police. She felt a thrill
of joy when she came across the daily reports on the prisoner Pietro
Missirilli. Her hands shook as she held the paper and she felt a little faint.
As they left the palazzo of Rome’s governor, she allowed Don Livio to
kiss her.

“You have made a commendable start,” she told him, “on the tests I
have decided to set you.”

When he heard this, the young Prince would have burned down the
Vatican to please Vanina.

? Near Rimini in the Romagna. It was in this fortress that the famous Cagliostro died.
Local people clain that he was suffocated.
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That evening, there was a ball given by the French ambassador. She
danced a great deal and almost exclusively with him. Don Livio was
drunk with happiness. But he had to be prevented from thinking,

Really! My father sometimes behaves in the most infuriating way,’
she said to him one day. “This morning, he dismissed two of his servants.
They came to me in tears. One wanted me to find him a position in the
houschold of your uncle, the governor of Rome. The other, who used to
be an artileryman under the French, would like me to get him some-
thing at the fortress of Sant’Angelo.”

‘They can both enter my service,” the young Prince said eagerly.

‘Is that what I asked you?” Vanina answered haughtily. ‘Do I have to
repeat the exact request which those two poor men made to me? They
must have what they asked for, not some second best.”

It proved an impossible task. Monsignor Cantazara was anything but
careless and never allowed anyone he did not know personally to enter
his houschold.

Living a life apparently filled with every imaginable pleasure, Vanina,
gnawed by remorse, was very unhappy. She found the slow pace of
events worse than torture. Her father’s steward had produced money for
her. Should she leave home, travel to the Romagna, and try to find a way
of helping her lover to escape? Although the plan was quite irrational,
she was about to carry it out when chance smiled on her.

“The ten carbonari belonging to Missirilli’s cell are about to be trans-
ferred to Rome, but they are to be executed in the Romagna after
sentence is passed. My uncle received notification to that effect from the
Pope this very evening. Only you and I in all Rome know about this. Are
you satisfied?’

“You are growing up,’ replied Vanina. ‘You may give me a portrait of
yourself as a present.’

The day before Missirilli was due to arrive in Rome, Vanina found an
excuse for visiting Citta-Castellana. It is in this town’s gaol that carbonari
spend the night when they are being transferred from the Romagna to
Rome. She saw Missirilli the next morning as he was being led out of the
prison. He was in chains and rode by himself in an open cart. She
thought he looked pale but did not appear down-hearted. An old woman
threw him a bunch of violets. Missirilli smiled as he thanked her.

Now that Vanina had seen her lover again, her ideas quickened once
more and she was filled with renewed courage. Some considerable time
previously, she had succeeded in obtaining a handsome preferment for the
abbé Cari, now almoner at the fortress of Sant’Angelo where her lover
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was about to be locked up. She had taken this good priest as her confes-
sor. It is no small matter in Rome to act as confessor to a princess who
happens to be the governor’s niece.

The trial of the Forli carbonari did not last long. As revenge for their
presence in Rome, an affront they could not prevent, the extreme
conservative party arranged for the committee appointed to judge the
rebels to be packed with the most ambitious clerics. The committee was
chaired by the Minister of Police.

The law against the carbonari is unambiguous. The men from Forli
had nothing to hope for. Even so, they fought for their lives using every
possible line of defence. Their judges not only condemned them all to
death but several recommended they be put to the most appalling
torture, have a hand cut off and so forth. The Minister of Police, whose
fortune was already made (for when a man relinquishes that office a
cardinal’s hat awaits him), had no need of amputated hands. When he
conveyed the verdict to the Pope, he succeeded in having the sentence of
all the prisoners commuted to a few years in prison. Pietro Missirilli was
the only exception. The Minister considered this young man to be a
dangerous fanatic and, besides, he had also been given a death sentence
for the murder of the two carabiniere, as we have already mentioned.
Vanina read the verdict and the commuted sentence only moments after
the Minister had returned from seeing the Pope.

The next day, Monsignor Catanzara returned to his palazzo around
midnight. His valet was nowhere to be found. The Minister, very
puzzled, rang several times and eventually an aged, extremely stupid
servant appeared. The Minister, losing patience, decided he would
undress himself. He locked his door. As it was very warm, he took off his
coat and tossed it in a heap on a chair. The coat, thrown too vigorously,
sailed over the back of the chair and struck the muslin curtain at the
window where it revealed the outline of a man. The Minister sprang to
his bedside and reached for a pistol. As he was making his way back to
the window, a young man, wearing his livery, advanced towards him,
also holding a pistol. When he saw this, the Minister raised his pistol and
squinted down the barrel. He was about to fire when the young man
laughed and said:

‘Oh Monsignor! Don’t you recognize Vanina Vanini?’

‘What is the meaning of this tasteless jest?” replied the Minister
furiously.

“Let us think calmly,” the young woman said. “To begin with, your
pistol is not loaded.”
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The startded Minister checked and saw that it was so. Then he reached
for a dagger from a pocket of his waistcoat.”

With a firm but charming gesture, Vanina said:

*Shall we take a seat, Monsignor?’

She sat down calmly on a sofa.

‘May I take it you are alone?’

‘Quite alone, you have my word on it,” replied Vanina.

But the Minister insisted on secing for himsclf. He walked round the
room and looked everywhere. Then he sat down on a chair three paces
from Vanina.

‘What would I gain’, she said calmly and sweetly, by making an
attempt on the life of a moderate man who would only be replaced by
some weak-minded hothead quite capable of ruining himself and taking
others down with him?

‘So what is it you want? said the Minister tetchily. ‘T do not care for
this little drama and have no wish to prolong it.’

‘What [ am about to say’, Vanina went on imperiously, suddenly
forgetting her gracious manner, “concerns you more than it does me.
The life of the carbonaro Missirilli is to be spared. If he is executed, you
will survive him by no more than one week. I have no personal interest in
this matter. I have committed what you choose to call an act of folly first,
for my own amusement, and second, as a favour for a friend of mine,
a lady. What T wanted’, she went on, reverting to the drawing-room
manner, ‘was to lend a helping hand to an extremely able man who will
soon be my uncle and will in all likelihood carry the fortunes of his
family to the highest pinnacle.”

The Minister stopped looking angry. Vanina’s beauty was doubtless a
factor which contributed to this rapid change. Few in Rome were
unaware of Monsignor Catanzara’s liking for pretty women and, dis-
guised as a footman of the Savelli household, in smooth silk stockings,
red waistcoat, that short sky-blue coat with silver facings, and with a
pistol in her hand, Vanina was irresistible.

‘So you are to be my niece,” said the Minister, barely repressing a

* A Roman prelate would doubtless be unable to lead a body of troops with dash and flair,
as happened several times with a general who was Minister of Police in Paris at the time of
Mallet affair. But he would never let himself be so easily cornered in his own house. He would
be much too afraid of being the butt of his colleagues’ jokes. A Roman who knows that he is
hated never walks abroad without being well armed. It has not been thought necessary to
point out several other differences in the way people behave and speak in Paris and in Rome.
Far from wishing to minimize these differences, we have chosen to write them boldly. The
Romans who are sketched here do not have the honour of being French,
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laugh. *You realize that you are doing a very foolish thing—and I doubt
very much that it will be the last.”

‘1 hope that a man as wise as you', answered Vanina, ‘will keep my
guilty secret, especially from Don Livio. And to encourage you to do so,
dearest uncle, if you grant me the life of the man who so interests my
friend, I shall give you a kiss.”

By continuing to maintain the conversation on this level of semi-
serious banter, which Roman ladies adopt to further their gravest
interests, Vanina succeeded in giving the conversation, which she had
begun with a pistol in one hand, the tone of a social call paid by the
young Princess Savelli on her uncle, the governor of Rome.

Soon Monsignor Catanzara, imperiously dispelling any impression
that he could be forced to act through fear, began acquainting his niece
with all the difficulties he would face if he tried to save Missirilli’s life. As
he spoke, the Minister walked around his study with Vanina. He reached
for a carafe of lemonade which stood on the mantelpiece and filled a
crystal glass. As he was about to raise it to his lips, Vanina took it from
him and, after toying with it for some time, dropped it, accidentally it
seemed, into the garden. A moment later, the Minister chose a chocolate
drop from a box. Vanina snatched it out of his hand and said with a
laugh:

“You should take more care. Everything is poisoned here. For there
are people who want you dead. But I have arranged for the life of my
future uncle to be spared so that I do not have to enter the Savelli family
absolutely empty-handed.

Monsignor Catanzara, startled out of his wits, thanked his niece and
held out high hopes of Missirilli’s continuing existence.

“Then our business is concluded!” exclaimed Vanina. ‘And to seal it,
here is your reward,” she said and she kissed him.

The Minister accepted his reward.

‘But let me make one thing clear, Vanina, my dear,” he added. ‘T hate
bloodshed. Besides, I am still young though I probably seem very old to
you and I live in times when blood that is spilt today may leave stains
which will appear tomorrow.”

Two o’clock was striking when Monsignor Catanzara escorted Vanina
to a side-gate of his garden.

Two days later, as the Minister, feeling none too sure of how to frame
the request he was about to make, was being shown into the presence of
the Pope, His Holiness said:

‘Before we begin, I have a favour to ask of you. One of the carbonari
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from Forli has been sentenced to death. The thought of it is preventing
me from sleeping. The man’s life must be spared.”

The Minister, seeing that the Pontiffs mind was made up, raised
many objections but in the end drafted a decree, or motu proprio, which
the Pope signed, although it was contrary to custom.

Vanina had thought that she might obtain a pardon for her lover but
feared that someone would try to poison him. The previous evening, the
abbé Cari had brought Missirilli several packets of ship’s biscuit with
instructions that he was not to touch any food provided by the State.

Vanina subsequently learned that the Forli carbonari were to be trans-
ferred to the fortress at San Leo and wanted to see Missirilli as he passed
through Citta-Castellana. She reached the town twenty-four hours
before the prisoners. There she found the abbé Cari who had arrived
several days previously. He had persuaded the gaoler to allow Missirilli
to attend muass, at midnight, in the prison chapel. But he obtained even
more: provided Missirilli allowed his arms and legs to be chained, the
gaoler would withdraw to the chapel door, so that he could still see the
prisoner for whom he was responsible, but not hear what he said.

The day which would decide Vanina’s fate finally dawned. Early in the
morning, she took up her station in the prison chapel. Who can say what
troubled thoughts ran through her mind during the long hours of
waiting? Did Missirilli love her enough to forgive her? She had betrayed
his cell but had saved his life. When reason gained the upper hand in her
tortured mind, Vanina hoped that he would agree to leave Italy with her:
if she had sinned, love had driven her to it. Four o’clock was striking
when, in the distance, she heard the clatter of the horses of the carabiniere
in the cobbled streets. The sound of every hoof seemed to reverberate in
her heart. Soon, she made out the rumble of the carts which transported
the prisoners. They halted in the small square outside the prison gate. She
saw two carabiniere lift Missirilli, who had been placed in a cart by him-
self and was bound by so many chains that he could not walk unaided.

‘At least he is alive!” she told herself, with tears in her eyes. “They have
not poisoned him yet!’

She spent a cruel evening. The altar lamp, set very high and smoking
because the gaoler saved money by buying cheap oil, was the only light
that pierced the chapel gloom. Vanina’s eves strayed to the tombs of
a number of medieval lords who had died in the prison close by. Their
effigies looked wild and fierce.

All sounds had grown still long ago. Vanina was absorbed in her black
thoughts.
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A little after midnight had struck, she thought she heard a faint noise,
like the sound of a bat’s wings. She stood up, tried to walk, and stumbled
half-conscious over the altar rail. At that very moment, two ghostly fig-
ures appeared at her side, though she had not heard them approach. It
was the gaoler and Missirilli so closely bound in chains that he was, so to
speak, swaddled by them. The gaoler opened the window of a lantern
which he placed on the altar rail, close to where Vanina lay, so that he
would be able to see his prisoner. Then he walked to the back of the
church and stood by the door. As soon as he had gone, Vanina flung her
arms arownd Missirilli’s neck. She held him close but could feel only his
cold, sharp chains. Who put these chains on him? she thought. She took
no pleasure in holding him. This disappointment was followed by
another which was more distressing by far: Missirilli reacted so icily that
she thought for a moment that he knew the secret of her treachery.

‘Oh my dear, he said after a moment’s silence, ‘T am heartily sorry you
love me as you do. 1 can find no merit in me to explain it. It would be
best, believe me, if we reverted to more Christian sentiments and forgot
the illusions which once led us astray. I cannot be yours, The awtul fate
which has dogged my every undertaking is perhaps a consequence of the
state of mortal sin in which I live constantly. But even if I invoke the
ordinary standards of human judgement, why was I not arrested with my
friends that fatal night at Forlit Why, when the danger was greatest, was I
not at my post? Why did my absence give credence to the most hurtful
suspicions? Because | had another love which was greater than my desire
to see Italy freel’

Vanina was bewildered by the shock produced in her by the alteration
in Missirilli. Although he did not seem to have lost weight, he looked
at least thirty. Vanina attributed the change to the treatment he had
suffered in prison. She burst into tears,

‘But,’ said she, ‘the gaolers swore that they would treat you with kind-
ness.’

The truth was that, when faced by the prospect of imminent death, the
religious principles which were consistent with his love of Ttalian free-
dom had resurfaced in the heart of the young carbonaro. Gradually,
Vanina realized that the change she noticed in the man she loved was of
the spiritual variety and had nothing to do with his physical treatment.
Consequently, her unhappiness, which she thought had reached its
zenith, soared to new heights.

Missirilli had stopped speaking. Vanina seemed about to choke on her
sobs. Then, in a voice not entirely bereft of feeling, he said:
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‘It T were ever to love anything or anyone on this earth, it would be
you, Vanina. But, by the grace of God, 1 now have only one aim in life. 1
shall die, either in prison or in atterapting to give Italy her liberty!”

There was another silence. It was clear that Vanina could not speak.
Missirilli went on:

‘Duty is a cruel master, my dear. But if there were not pain to over-
come, where would be the heroism? Give me your word that you will
never try to see me again.’

Insofar as his chains allowed, he made a small movement with his
hand and held out his fingers to Vanina.

‘If you will allow a man who once was dear to you to offer a word of
advice: be sensible, marry the worthy man whom your father has chosen
for you. Never reveal any dangerous secrets to him, but on the other
hand never try to see me again. Let us from this day on be strangers to
each other. You gave a large sum of money to our country’s cause. If ever
Italy is delivered from her tyrants, it will be repaid to you out of the
public purse.”

Vanina felt utterly crushed. All the time Pietro had spoken to her, the
only time his eyes had lit up was when he pronounced the words ‘our
country’s cause’.

Eventually, her pride came to her rescue. She had come provided with
diamonds and a set of small files. Without giving Missirilli an answer,
she offered them to him.

‘I accept because it is my duty,” said he, ‘for I must try to escape. But 1
shall never see you again, this I swear by the new gifts you bring me.
Farewell, Vanina. Promise me you will never write or attempt to see me.
Leave me free to give my all to Italy. Think of me as though I were dead.
Farewell!’

‘No,” replied Vanina in a rage. ‘T want you to know what I did for love
of you!”

And she recounted everything she had done from the time Missirilli
had left the fortress at San Nicolo to give himself up to the Legate. When
her tale was finished:

‘But that is nothing,” she said, ‘I did much more and I did it because I
loved you.”

Then she told him how she had betrayed him.

‘Oh, you monster! cried Pietro, white with fury, and he lunged at her,
attempting to bludgeon her with his chains.

And he would have succeeded too had the gaoler not come running
and restrained him.
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‘Here, take these, I have no wish to be obliged to a monster like you?
Missirilli said to Vanina, and though hampered by his chains, he threw
her files and diamonds back at her, then turned and hurried off.

Vanina was left utterly broken. She returned to Rome.

The newspapers report that she has just married Prince Livio Savelli.
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The Coftee Pot

A Fantastic Tale

Translated by David Coward

This sight I saw high in heaven:

Stars (they were eleven)

And also Moon and Sun

Bowed down to me as one,

and in silence kept

Their heads bent all the time I slept
Joseph's Vision

I

Last year, I was invited, together with a couple of friends from the studio,
Arrigo Cohic and Pedrino Borgnioli, to spend a few days on a country
estate in the depths of Normandy.

The weather when we set out promised to be superb but made up its
mind to change all of a sudden, and so much rain fell that the sunken
lanes along which we walked turned into raging torrents.

We were soon up to our knees in mire. A thick laver of sticky mud
clung to the soles of our boots and, being very heavy, so slowed our
progress that we did not reach our destination until an hour after the sun
had sct.

We were exhausted. Accordingly, as soon as we had finished dinner,
our host, observing the efforts we made to stifle our yawns and keep our
eyes open, had us shown to our rooms.

Mine was huge. As | went through the door, I felt a nervous shiver, for
I had the impression that I was entering a different world.

And I might well have been, for I seemed to have stepped back into the
Regency period to judge by the Boucher paintings of the four seasons
over the doors, the furniture cluttered up with rococo ornaments of
appalling taste, and the mirrors in their heavy carved frames.

Nothing had been disturbed. The dressing table, strewn with comb-
cases and powder-puffs, looked as though it had been in use the day



The Coffee Pot

before. Two or three shot-silk dresses and a fan spangled with silver
sequins littered the highly polished floor and, to my great surprise, a
tortoise-shell snuftbox stood open on the mantelpiece, its contents still
fresh.

I did not notice all this until the footman, setting down the candlestick
on the bedside table, had wished me a good night’s sleep. But then, I
freely admit, I began to shake like a leaf. I undressed quickly, got into
bed, and to banish my ridiculous fears, turned my face to the wall and
closed my eyes,

But I found it impossible to remain in this position. The bed heaved
under me like a wave and my eyelids were forced open. I had no choice
but to turn and look.

The flickering flames in the hearth cast a reddish glow over the room
so that it was perfectly possible to make out the people in the tapestries
and the faces of the smoke-blackened portraits which hung on the walls.

These were of our host’s ancestors, knights in armour, bewigged
councillors, and handsome ladies with painted faces and white-powdered
hair, each holding a rose.

Suddenly, the fire blazed up in the strangest way. An unearthly bright-
ness illuminated the room and I saw quite clearly that what 1 had taken
for a mere collection of paintings was in fact real. The eyes of the person-
ages in their frames moved and glinted eerily. Their lips opened and
closed as mouths do when people speak, but all T heard was the ticking of
the clock and the sigh of the autumn wind.

I was overcome by a feeling of irresistible terror. My hair stood on
end, my teeth chattered until T thought they would break, and my whole
body broke out in a cold sweat.

The clock struck eleven. The reverberation of the last stroke hung long
in the air and when it died away completely . ..

But no, I hardly dare say what happened next, no one would believe
me and people would think me mad.

The candles acquired flames spontaneously. The bellows, wheezing
like an asthmatic old man, though no human hand could be seen work-
ing it, breathed life into the fire, while a pair of tongs raked through the
embers and the ash was collected by a pan.

Then a coffee pot jumped off a table where it had been standing and
waddled to the fireplace where it settled on the glowing coals.

Almost immediately the armchairs began to quiver and, stirring their
twisted legs in the most amazing fashion, advanced to form a half-circle
around the hearth,
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I had no idea what to make of what [ was seeing. But what I was about to
see was more extraordinary still.

One of the portraits, the most ancient, of a stout man with round
cheeks and a grey beard who looked exactly as I had always imagined old
Sir John Falstaff must have looked, poked his head out of his frame with
a scowl and then, after a struggle, heaved his shoulders and vast stomach
through the narrow square and juraped heavily to the floor.

When he had caught his breath, he took from the pocket of his
doublet a tiny key. He blew on it to make sure the blade was clean and
then inserted it into every frame in turn.

The frames expanded until they were large enough for all the persons
they held to step out quite easily.

Rosy-cheeked clerics, withered, vellow-skinned dowagers, grave-
faced magistrates wreathed in long black robes, fops in silk stockings and
sloe-coloured breeches with the point of their swords held high—all
these figures made such a bizarre sight that, despite my fears, I could not
help but laugh.

These worthies then sat down. The coffee pot hopped nimbly back
on to the table. They drank their coffee from blue-and-white Japanese
porcelain cups which came running spontaneously from a cabinet, each
arriving with its own sugar lump and dainty silver spoon.

When they had finished with the coffee, pot, cups, and spoons van-
ished in a trice and they then began a conversation which was the weirdest
T ever heard, for none of the strange participants looked at the others
when they spoke but kept their eyes glued to the clock.

I too found it impossible not to look at it nor could I prevent myself
following the hands which crawled towards midnight with barely
perceptible movements.

Finally, midnight struck. A voice whose timbre exactly matched that
of the clock boomed out. It said:

‘All change! It’s time for dancing!’

The entire company rose. The chairs moved back of their own
accord. Then each gentleman took the hand of a lady and the same voice
said:

‘And now, members of the orchestra, music please!’

I omitted to mention that the subject of the tapestry at one end of the
room was a group of Italian musicians and at the other a stag-hunt
which included a number of huntsmen blowing horns. Both they and
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the musicians who, up to this point, had not moved a muscle, now
inclined their heads to indicate that they were ready.

The maestro raised his baton and lively, rhythmic music struck up
from opposite sides of the room. First they danced a minuet.

But the rapid notes of the score from which the musicians were
playing were at variance with grave bowing and curtseying and within
moments each couple began to whirl round and round like spinning
tops. The ladies” silk dresses, brushing against each other in this dancing
maelstrom, made a distinctive sound, rather like the flapping wings of
pigeons in flight. The air rising from the floor made their skirts swell
prodigiously, with the result that they looked like so many handbells set
in motion.

The bows of the fiddlers flew so quickly across the strings that sparks
of electricity were given off, the fingers of the flautists rose and fell as
though made of quicksilver, the huntsmen’s cheeks were as big as
balloons, and together they all made a deluge of such busy notes and
trills, of such convoluted scales which rose and fell, that not even the
devils of hell could have kept up with that tempo for two minutes.

1t was a pitiful sight to watch the efforts made by the dancers to keep
up with the rhythm. They hopped and skipped, flung their legs out,
executed jetés, performed entrechats three feet off the ground until the
perspiration which ran from their foreheads into their eyes washed away
their face-powder and beauty patches. But it was no use, the orchestra
was always three or four notes ahead of them.

The clock struck one. They stopped. Then I saw something which had
escaped my attention: a woman who had not danced.

She was sitting in a wing-chair in one corner of the hearth and seemed
supremely indifferent to what was going on around her.

Never, not even in my dreams, had [ set eyes on so perfect a creature.
Dazzling white skin, ash-blond hair, long eyelashes, and blue eyes so
limpid and so transparent that through them I could see her soul as
clearly as a pebble on the bed of a stream.

Instantly I knew that if ever I were to fall in love, it would be with
her. I leaped out of my bed in which until that point I had remained
paralvsed, and walked towards her, impelled by some inner force which
I could not explain. Then 1 found myself kneeling before her, with
her hand in mine, chatting away as though T had known her for twenty
years.

Yet, through some very mysterious phenomenon, I noticed as I talked
that my head nodded in time to the music which had not stopped
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playing. And although I could not have been happier than to be talking
to such a beautiful creature, my feet were itching to dance with her,

However, 1 did not dare suggest it. But she seemed to understand
what I wanted, for she raised the hand I was not holding and, pointing to
the clock-face, said:

‘When the pointer reaches there, we shall see, dearest Théodore.’

I cannot explain why but I was not in the least surprised to hear myself
called by my name and we went on chatting together. Eventually, the
time she had indicated struck and the voice of the silver-toned bell rever-
berated through the room once more:

‘Angela, you may dance with the gentleman if that is your wish. But
you know what the consequence will be.”

‘Tdon’t care,” said Angela sulkily.

She put her creamy, ivory arm around my neck,

‘Prestissimo! cried the voice.

And we began to waltz. Angela’s bosom was touching my chest, her
velvet cheek brushed against mine, and her sweet breath hovered over
my mouth.

I had never felt such emotion in all my life. My nerves quivered like
steel springs, blood coursed through my veins like a torrent of lava, and [
heard my heart beat as loudly as though I had a watch attached to each
ear.

Yet there was nothing distressing in my situation. I bubbled with
unutterable happiness and wished I could have gone on like this for ever,
Oddly enough, although the orchestra was now playing three times as
fast, we did not have to make any conscious effort to keep up.

The onlookers, amazed by our nimbleness, shouted ‘Bravo!” and
clapped their hands for all they were worth, though this produced no
sound.

Angela, who up to this point had waltzed with astounding energy and
surefootedness, suddenly seemed to tire. She leaned on my shoulder as
though her legs were about to give way. Her tiny feet which only the
moment before had skimmed the floor, now grew sluggish and earth-
bound, as though lead weights had been attached to them.

‘Angela, you're tired,” [ said. “Shall we rest a moment?’

‘Very well,” she replied, wiping her brow with her handkerchief. ‘But
while we’ve been waltzing, the others have all sat down. There’s only one
chair left and there are two of us.”

‘Does it matter, my angel? You shall sit on my knee.’
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Without raising the least objection, Angela sat down, curling her arms
around my neck like a white scarf, burying her head in my chest for
warmth, for she had become as cold as marble.

I cannot say how long we remained in that position for all my senses
were engaged by my contemplation of this mysterious, magical creature.

I had ceased to have any notion of time and place. The world no
longer existed for me and all the ties which bound me to it were snapped.
My soul, freed from its earthly prison, hovered in the fathomless realms
of infinity. I understood what no man can understand, for Angela’s
thoughts were transmitted to me without need of speech. For her soul
shone out of her like an alabaster lamp and the light radiating from her
heart illumined every dark recess of mine.

A lark began to sing and the curtains were suffused by a pale glow.

The instant Angela became aware of it, she stood up quickly with a
gesture of farewell, took a few steps, gave a cry, and collapsed in a heap.

Gripped by fear, I rushed to help her to her feet . .. My blood runs
cold at the mere thought of it: all | found was the coffee pot smashed to
smithereens.

When I saw it, I was convinced that I had been the victim of some
diabolical illusion. I was seized by such dread that I fainted clean away.

v

When T came to my senses, I was lving down, comfortably tucked up.
Arrigo Cohic and Pedrino Borgnioli were standing by my bedside,

The moment I opened my eyes, Arrigo exclaimed:

‘And about time too! I've been rubbing your temples with eau de
cologne for nearly an hour. What the devil did you get up to last night?
When I noticed you hadn’t come down this morning, | came up to see
where you were and found you stretched out on the floor, got up like
an old-time French gentleman clutching a piece of broken porcelain
crockery as though it was a pretty girl.’

‘Good lord! These are the clothes my grandfather wore to his
wedding,’ said our host.

And he raised one of the coat-tails which was pink silk patterned with
green leaves.

“These are the paste and filigree buttons he was always telling us about.
I expect Théodore found it somewhere or other and put it on for a laugh.
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By the bye, what came over you?” asked Borgnioli. ‘Fainting should be
left to pretty girls with shoulders like alabaster. Gives you an excuse for
loosening her laces, removing her collars, her scarf. . . creates no end of
opportunities for flirting.

Tiust felt faint. | do sometimes,” | replied sharply.

[ got up and took off the ridiculous costume | was wearing.

Then we had lunch.

My threc friends ate large quantities and drank even more. But |
hardly touched a thing, for the memory of what had happened was
strangely distracting,

When lunch was over it was pouring with rain and there was no ques-
tion of our going out. We each amused ourselves as best we could.
Borgnioli tapped out military marches on the window panes, Arrigo and
our host played draughts, and 1 took a square of thick paper from my
sketchbook and began to draw.

The faint, barely visible outline traced by my pencil, to whose meander-
ing I gave no conscious thought, ended up looking like an amazingly
accurate picture of the coffee pot which had played a central role in the
previous night’s drama.

‘Extraordinary! That face looks exactly like my sister Angela,” said our
host who, having finished his game, was watching me work over my
shoulder.

He was right. What a moment before had locked to me like a coffee
pot was actually the profile of sweet, melancholy Angela.

‘By all the saints in heaven! Is she living or dead? I exclaimed in a
voice which shook as though my very life depended on his answer.

‘She died two years ago of pneumonia. Came down with it after a ball.’

‘Alas!” 1 replied sorrowfully.

And holding back a tear which was about to fall, I replaced the sheet in
my sketchbook.

[ had just realized that from that day forth there would be no hap-
piness for me in this life!
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The Message
Translated by David Coward

For the Marquis Damaso Pareto

I have always wanted to tell a tale so simple, so true that on hearing it a
young man and the girl he loves would shiver with fear and seek refuge in
each other’s arms, like children who cling together when they chance
upon a snake at the edge of a wood.

At the risk of deflating any interest my narrative might have, or of
seeming pretentious, | state thus the aim of my tale at the outset. I played
a part in this fairly unexceptional little drama; if it fails to interest you,
the fault will be as much mine as the authentic truth. Many true things
are supremely dull. Which is why the better half of talent consists of
selecting from what is true that which can be made poetic.

In 1819, I was travelling from Paris to Moulins. I was obliged by the
meagre state of my purse to take a seat on the roof of the coach. As you
know, the English consider the seats located in this aerial part of the
vehicle to be the best. For the first few leagues we travelled, | found many
excellent reasons to justify the opinion of our neighbours.

A young man, who seemed to me a little better off than [ was, clam-
bered by choice on to the bench beside me. He greeted my opinion of
the matter with inoffensive smiles. Soon a certain conformity of age,
outlook, a mutual love of the open air and of the expansive views which
unfolded before us as the humbering coach proceeded, together with an
indefinable magnetic attraction impossible to explain, all combined
to produce between us a kind of fleeting intimacy to which travellers
surrender all the more readily because such passing closeness is guaran-
teed to end promptly and comumits neither party to any future obliga-
tion,

We had not travelled thirty leagues before we were speaking of
women and love. Watching our words with all the circumspection
required in such situations, it was only natural that we soon got round to
our mistresses. We were both young and were still at the stage of the older
wornan, that is a woman who is between thirty-five and forty years of age.
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Now, had there been a poet to eavesdrop on us from Montargis to I
forget which staging post, he would have garnered such a haul of burn-
ing phrases, captivating portraits, and tender confidences! Our youthful
fears, unspoken exclamations, and still bashful looks were charged with
an cloguence whose innocent charm I have never recaptured. No doubt
anyone who wishes to understand youth must remain young. In other
words, we understood each other perfectly on all the basics of passion.

So to start with, we had begun by agreeing in fact and in principle that
there was nothing more absurd than a birth certificate; that many
women of forty were younger than some at twenty; and that, in short,
women were only as old as they seemed. This theory set no time limit on
love and meant that we could set sail in all honesty upon a boundless sea.

Eventually, having made our mistresses young, attractive, faithful,
aristocratic, with exquisite taste and the finest wit; after granting them
pretty feet and silky, even delicately perfumed skin, we each owned up
and admitted, he that Madame So-and-so was thirty-eight and I, for my
part, that I worshipped a lady who would not see forty again.

Whereupon, now that our qualms were dispelled, we both became
more expansive in our disclosures on discovering that we were brothers
in love. It turned into a contest to establish which of us had the better
claim to fine feeling. One of us had once ridden two hundred leagues
to spend an hour with his mistress. The other had run the risk of being
mistaken for a wolf and shot in the grounds of a grand house so that he
could keep a midnight tryst. Ah, such folly! If there is enjoyment to be
got from recalling past dangers, is there not also delight to be had by
remembering pleasures which have fled? To do so is to live them again.
Perils, joys large and small, we held nothing back, not even the lighter
moments. My friend’s countess had smoked a cigar to please him. Mine
insisted on preparing my chocolate with her own fair hands and could
never let a day go by without seeing me or writing a note. His had stayed
in his rooms for three days, though by doing so she jeopardized her
reputation. Mine had done better—or worse, if you prefer.

Our countesses were adored by husbands who were slaves to the
charms which all loving women possess. And unsuspecting bevond the
call of duty in these matters, they provided us with that whiff of danger
which we needed to enhance our pleasure. Oh how quickly our tender
words and gentle mockery were borne away on the wings of the wind!

When we reached Pouilly, I looked closely at my new friend. I had
no hesitation whatsoever in believing that he was capable of inspiring
passionate love,
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Picture a young man of average height, but well proportioned, with an
engaging, expressive face. He had black hair and blue eyes. His lips were
a delicate pink and his teeth white and even. An attractive pallor height-
ened his fine features and faint dark-brown rings circled his eyes as
though he were recovering from an illness. Add to this that his hands
were white, well shaped, and as carefully manicured as any pretty
woman’s, that he seemed cultured and was certainly a man of wit, and
you will have no difficulty in agreeing with me that my companion
would have done honour to any countess. In sum, many a young girl
would have had him for a husband, for he was a viscount and had a
private income of twelve or fifteen thousand a year, not counting his
expectations.

A league after Jeaving Pouilly, the coach ran into a ditch, My unfortu-
nate comrade, thinking to save his neck, decided to jump to safety on the
edge of a freshly ploughed field, instead of holding on to the seat and
following the momentum of the coach, as [ did. Perhaps he caught his
foot or slipped, I couldn’t say how the accident happened, but he was
crushed by the coach, which fell on him. We carried him to a farm-
labourer’s cottage.

Through the groans induced by the agonizing pain that racked him,
he was able to ask me to carry out the kind of task which the last wishes
of a dying man turn into a sacred duty. Even as his end approached, the
poor boy, with all the frankness of which we are often the victim at his
age, was tortured by the thought of the pain his mistress would suffer if
she were to learn of his death suddenly, through a newspaper. He
entreated me to go and tell her myself. Then he told me to look for a key
hanging on a ribbon which he wore across his chest. 1 found it: it had
been half-pressed into his flesh. The dying man made not the slightest
complaint as I retrieved it, which I did as gently as I possibly could, from
the laceration it had caused. He was giving me the last of the instructions
I would need to go to his house at La Charité-sur-Loire and get the love
letters she had written to him and was begging me to return them to her,
when his voice failed in mid-sentence. But his final gesture made me
understand that the fatal key was the pledge I should need in my mission
to his mother,

Grieved to be unable to pronounce a word of thanks, for he was in no
doubt of my zeal, he looked pleadingly at me for a moment, said good-
bye with a movement of his eyelids, then his head went slack and he died.
His death was the only fatality caused by the accident to the coach.

‘All the same, it was "alfway "is own fault,” the driver told me.
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At La Charité, I carried out the unwritten wishes of my poor travelling
companion, His mother was not at home, which was no little relief to
me. Even so, 1 had to contend with the grief of an old serving-woman
who reeled when I told her that her young master was dead. She col-
lapsed half-dead into a chair when she saw the key which was still stained
with blood. But since my mind was preoccupied with sorrow of a higher
order, that of a woman from whom fate had snatched her last love, 1 left
the old woman to her lamentations and left, taking with me the precious
correspondence which had been carefully sealed by the friend I had
known for one day.

The chiteau where the Countess lived was eight leagues from Moulins
and there were several more leagues of the estate to cross before I got
there. This made it rather difficult for me to deliver my message.
Through a combination of circumstances which I need not explain, |
had only encugh money to take me as far as Moulins. However, with the
enthusiasm of youth, I resolved to complete the rest of the journey on
foot and to make all possible speed and arrive before the report of bad
news, which always travels very fast.

I enquired which was the shortest route and set off through the
Bourbonnais carrying, so to speak, a dead man on my back. As I neared
the Chateau de Montpersan, | grew increasingly alarmed by the singular
pilgrimage I had undertaken. My imagination bred a succession of
romantic fancies. T pictured every possible circumstance in which 1
might meet the Countess de Montpersan, or, as they say poetically in
novels, the Juliette who had been so loved by my young friend, the
traveller. T devised witty answers to the questions which T assumed would
be put to me. Behind everv tree, at every bend in the road, I ran through
the scene with Sosie and her lantern in which he gives an account of the
battle. I am ashamed in my heart to say it, but at first I thought only of
my appearance, my wit, the cleverness I intended to show. But when I
got within striking distance of the place, a sinister thought blasted my
whole being like a bolt oflightning which sunders and shreds a curtain of
grey cloud. What appalling news to bring a woman who was even now
thinking about her young lover and anticipating with every hour that
passed a bliss for which there was no name, after all the infinite pains she
had taken to find a legitimate pretext for bringing him to her.

In short T felt the cold charity implicit in my role as Death’s messen-
ger. Accordingly I hurried on, muddying my boots as I trudged along the
miry lanes of the Bourbonnais. Soon [ reached a long avenue of chestnut
trees at the end of which the great pile of the Chéteau de Montpersan
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loomed up against the sky like sepia clouds edged with light and
moulded into fantastic shapes.

When I got to the great door of the chiteau, | found it standing open.
This unforeseen circumstance disrupted my plans and assumptions.
Nevertheless, | stepped boldly inside and was immediately besieged by
two hounds which barked as only country dogs can. On hearing the
noise, a fat maid came running and when I told her that I wished to
speak to the Countess, she gestured vaguely at the massed trees of the
English-style estate which coiled around the chateau and said:

“The Mistress is over there ..

‘lam obliged to you,” 1 said ironically. Her ‘over there’ might well lead
me a merry dance round the grounds for a couple of hours.

Meanwhile, a pretty little girl with carls, wearing a pink sash, a white
dress, and a pleated cape, had appeared from nowhere. She either heard
or made out both the question and the answer. Taking one look at me,
she ran off shouting in a small, high-pitched voice:

‘Mamal! There’s a gentlernen who wants to talk to you?’

I set off in pursuit, following the twists and turns of the paths and
walks, never losing sight of that skipping, bobbing white cape which, like
a will o” the wisp, showed me which way the little girl was going.

I must hold nothing back. On first arriving, when I got to the bush at
the end of the avenue, I had pulled my shirt collar up, brushed my
battered hat and trousers with my coat lapels, my coat with my cuffs and
my cuffs with each other, then [ buttoned my coat to show the back of
the lapels which are always less worn than the rest. I had also pulled my
trouser bottoms on to my boots which T had artistically wiped clean in
the grass. Thanks to my improvised titivations, [ hoped not to be taken
for an exciseman sent by the local tax office. But today, when my
thoughts take me back to that time of my youth, I sometimes laugh at my
former self.

Suddenly, as I was putting the final touches to the dash I intended to
cut, I saw, in a loop of a winding green path, surrounded by innumerable
flowers lit by a warm stream of sunlight, Juliette and her husband. The
pretty little girl was holding her mother’s hand and it was easy to see that
the Countess had quickened her step after hearing her daughter’s cryptic
words.

Surprised to see a stranger who offered his hand in such an awkward
manner, she stopped, looked at me with a cool, polite expression and a
delightful purse of her lips in which I believed I saw all her dashed hopes.
I tried in vain to remember the fine phrases which I had prepared with
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such labour. At that moment, as we both stood there hesitating, her
husband came up and joined us. Innumerable thoughts passed through
my mind. Respecting the courtesies, 1 said a few meaningless words,
asking if they were the Count and Countess of Montpersan, in person.
My questions were vacuous but they allowed me to judge at a glance and
analyse, with a perspicacity rare at the age I then was, a husband and wife
whose private world was soon to be rudely shattered.

The husband appeared to be a typical representative of the country
gentleman who is at the present time the finest flower of Frances
provinces, He was wearing stout shoes with thick soles. I mention these
first because they struck me even more forcibly than his faded black coat,
worn trousers, the slack jabot, and the curling collar of his shirt. There
was a whiff of the justice of the peace about him, but also a stronger reek
of district councillor, the self-important local mayor who lets nothing
stand in his way or the sour candidate who puts his name forward
periodically but has been rejected since 1816, an inconceivable mixture of
good country sense and stupidity, a man who had none of the manners
and all the arrogance of the rich, who deferred much to his wife but
considered himself her master, ready to take to the barricades over trifles
but indifferent to matters of moment, with a face, moreover, that was
sunken-cheeked, lined, and weather-burned, and surrounded by wisps of
long, grey, lank hair: such was the man.

But the Countess! Oh what a vivid, unexpected contrast she made
next to her husband! She was small, with a trbm, supple waist and an
enchanting figure, dainty and so delicate that you would be afraid to
touch her lest she break. She wore a white muslin dress, a pretty hat with
pink ribbons, a rose-coloured sash, a little cape which her shoulders and
beautifully swelling contours filled so temptingly that the sight of them
quickened the pulse and put the spur to desire. Her eyes were quick,
black, and expressive, her movements gentle, and her feet small and well
made. An ageing Don Juan would not have believed she was above thirty
years of age, such was the bloom of youth which still clung to her brow
and every delicate detail of her head. As to her character, she seemed
to me to have something about her of both the Countess de Lignolles
and the Marquise de B***, two types of women who remain fresh in
the memory of any young man who has read the novel by Louvet de
Couvray.

I suddenly felt as though I knew everything there was to know about
this couple and decided upon a diplomatic course of action worthy of an
experienced ambassador. It was perhaps the only time in my life when 1
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showed any finesse and really understood the skill of those who move in
court circles and fashionable society.

Since those carefree days, | have fought too many battles to worry
about analysing every trifling passage of life and nowadays merely go
through the motions, observing the requirements of etiquette and good
manners which can shrivel up the most genuine emotions.

‘May I have a word with you in private, Count?’ said I mysteriously,
stepping back a few paces.

He followed me. Juliette left us together and turned away like a
woman who was confident of learning her husband’s secrets whenever
she chose to ask. Briefly I acquainted the Count with the death of my
travelling companion. The effect my words produced on him proved to
me that he felt a genuine affection for his young colleague, and this
knowledge emboldened me to reply as follows in the exchange which
took place between us.

‘My wife will be distraught,” he exclaimed, “and [ shall have to be very
careful in choosing the right way of breaking the news of this most
regrettable accident to her.

*Sir, by speaking first to you,” said I, ‘I have discharged a duty. It was
never my intention to deliver a message from a stranger to your wife
without first informing you. But he entrusted me with what might be
called an obligation of honour, a secret which I am not at liberty to dis-
close as I wish. If I may judge by the high estimate he gave me of your
character, | believed you would not object to my carrying out his last
wishes. The Countess is of course free to break the silence which binds
me.’

Hearing his praises sung, the Count nodded his head sagely. He
replied with a somewhat involved compliment and in the end gave me a
free hand. We retraced our steps.

At that moment a bell announced that dinner was served. I was invited
to stay. Finding us so grave and silent, Juliette observed us furtively.

Strangely puzzled to hear her husband devise an unconvincing pretext
for leaving us alone, she paused and threw me one of those looks which
only women can give. Her eyes brimmed with the proper curiosity of a
hostess receiving a stranger who has suddenly appeared in her house out
of nowhere. They were full of questions prompted by my clothes, my
youth, and my face, which formed an assemblage of odd contrasts! But
they also cozed with the disdain of an adored mistress to whom all men,
save one, are nothing. In them were apprehensiveness, fear, and the
irritation of having to cope with an unexpected guest when no doubt she
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had been planning to spend her moments alone in happy contemplation
of her love,

I understood all that her silent eloquence signified and replied with a
wistful smile, a smile full of pity and compassion. And I paused a
moment, observing the full splendour of her beauty, on that serene day,
as she stood in the middle of a narrow walk lined with flowers. As1 gazed
on this exquisite picture, I could not contain a sigh.

‘I fear, Madame, that I have reached the end of an arduous journey
which T undertook . . . for your sake.

‘Oh sir!” she exclaimed.

‘I am here,” 1 went on, ‘in the name of a man who called you Juliette.
She turned pale. “You will not see him today.’

‘Is he ill?” she whispered,

Yes, 1 answered. ‘But please, you must remain calm. He asked me to
give into your keeping certain private affairs which concern you. You
must believe that no messenger could ever be more discreet or more
devoted than 1.

‘What has happened?

*What if he has stopped loving you?”

“That cannot be,” she exclaimed, and she allowed herself a faint smile
which was nothing if not candid.

Suddenly, she gave a shudder, shot me a wild, urgent look, blushed
and said: Ts he alive?’

God! What a question! I was too young to know how to deal with the
emotion with which it was charged. I did not reply but stood staring at
the unhappy women in a daze.

‘Sir, you will give me an answer!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, Madame.

‘Is it true? Oh, tell me the truth. I can bear it. Tell me! Anything,
however painful, would be easier to bear than this uncertainty.’

My answer was contained in the tears brought to my eyes by the
extraordinary tone of voice which accompanied her words.

She leaned against a tree and uttered a faint whimper.

‘Madame,” I said, ‘your husband is coming!’

‘Husband? I have no husband.’

And so saying, she fled and disappeared from sight.

‘Look lively,” exclaimed the Count, “the dinner is getting cold. Come,
sirl’

Upon which I followed the master of the house, who led the way to a
dining room where a meal was served with all the luxury to which the
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Paris fashion has accustomed us. Five places were set: those of the
husband and wife, their little daughter, mine which should have been his,
and the last for a canon from Saint-Denis who, after saying grace, asked:

‘But where is the dear Countess?’

‘Oh, she’ll be along presently,” answered the Count, who hastily ladled
out the potage for each of us and then served himself a very generous
helping which he expedited with amazing speed.

‘Nephew,” chided the canon, “if your wife were here you would not
behave so unreasonably.”

“Papa will make himself ill,” said the little girl knowingly.

A moment after this peculiar gastronomic incident and just as the
Count was enthusiastically carving some cut or other of venison, a maid
entered and said:

‘Oh sir! We can’t find the mistress anywhere!”

Hearing these words I leaped quickly to my feet fearing that some-
thing dreadful had happened, and my alarm was so clearly imprinted
on my face that the old priest followed me out into the garden. The
husband, for form’s sake, came as far as the door.

‘Don’t go! Stay! There’s no cause for concern,” he called after us.

But he did not come with us.

The canon, the maid, and I scoured the walks and lawns of the
grounds, calling, listening, and becoming anxious to the point that I told
them all about the death of the young Viscount. As we hurried on, 1
related the details of how the fatal accident had occurred and realized
that the maid was extremely fond of her mistress, for she sensed the
secret direction of my terror far better than the canon. We went to the
water garden, we combed the grounds but did not find the Countess or
any trace of her. And then, returning along the course of a wall, T heard
low, heavily stifled moans which seemed to be coming from a barn of
sorts. At a venture, I went in. There we found Juliette who, driven by the
instincts of despair, had burrowed into the middle of the hay. She had
buried her head in it to muffle her terrifying screams, unable to over-
come the urge to hide her misery: she sobbed, she wept like a child, but
more vehemently and more plaintively. Nothing existed in the whole
world for her now. The maid disentangled her mistress, who did not
resist but behaved with the limp indifference of a dying animal.

Over and over the maid kept repeating: ‘Come along, Madame, come
along. ..

The old priest asked: “What's wrong with her? What's the matter,
niece?’
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Finally, with the help of the maid, T carried Juliette to her room. I left
careful instructions that she should not be left and that if anyone asked
they should be told that the Countess had a headache. Then the canon
and I went back down to the dining room.

It was some time since we had left the Count. I had not given him a
moment’s thought until I was walking through the columned hall. T was
surprised that he had shown so little concern but my amazement grew
when 1 found him sitting patiently at the table.

He had eaten virtually all the food on the table, much to the delight of
his daughter, who smiled to see her father deliberately tlouting the
orders of the Countess.

The strange unfeelingness of the husband was explained to me in a
brief altercation which suddenly erupted between he and the canon. The
Count was supposed to be on a strict diet which his doctors had
prescribed to cure him of some serious illness the name of which escapes
me. Impelled by the rabid gluttony which will be all too familiar to
anyone who is recovering from illness, animal appetite had gained the
ascendant over all human feeling,

In that moment, | saw nature in all its truth, in two very different
lights which thrust comedy into the heart of the most harrowing grief.

The evening passed dismally. I was tived. The canon used all his
powers of reasoning to get to the root of his niece’s tears. The Count
digested in silence after accepting a rather hazy explanation of the
Countess’s indisposition which she had conveyed to him through her
maid and which was, 1 believe, not unrelated to ailments natural to
women. We all went up to bed early.

[ was shown to my room by a footman. As I passed the door of the
Countess’s apartment, I shyly enquired how she was. Recognizing my
voice, she sent for me and tried to speak. But the words would not come
and she bowed her head. I withdrew.

Despite the cruel emotions which I had lately felt with ali the carnest-
ness of youth, I slept deeply, exhausted by my long forced march.

Some time towards morning, I was woken by the jangle of rings
clattering over metal rods as my curtains were suddenly flung wide open.
I saw the Countess sitting at the foot of my bed. Her face was brightly lit
by the lamp on my bedside table.

‘Is it really true?’ said she. ‘T do not know how I shall go on living after
the horrible blow [ have been struck. But I feel calm now. I want to know
everything.’

Calm? T said to myself as T observed the ghastly pallor of her face
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which contrasted starkly with the brown of her hair and heard the croak
that was now her voice, for I was stunned by the change in her to which
her altered appearance bore visible testimony. She had been drained of
colour, like the sere leaf which has lost the last of the tints conferred
upon it by autumn. Her eyes, red and swollen and robbed now of their
former beauty, were reflections only of deep and bitter grief. It was like
seeing grey cloud where once the sus had danced.

In a few words [ recapitulated, without going into certain details too
painful for her to bear, the brief event which had plucked her lover from
her. I told her about the first day of our journey together which had been
filled by memories of their love.

She shed no tears but listened avidly, with her head bent towards me,
like a zealous doctor scanning a patient for symptoms. Seizing a moment
when she seemed to have opened her heart fully to her suffering and to
be on the point of surrendering to her grief with all the burning intensity
that comes with the feverish onset of despair, I spoke of the fears which
had tormented the dying man and explained why he had entrusted me
with my sombre mission.

She stopped weeping, her tears dried by the grim fires which
smouldered in the deepest recesses of her soul. Her pallor deepened.
When I held out the letters which I produced from beneath my piliow,
she took them mechanically. Then she gave a violent start and said in a
whisper:

‘But I burned his! Every one! I have nothing left of him! Nothingl®

And she struck herself forcibly on the forehead.

‘Madame ... Tsaid.

She looked at me and shuddered:

‘From his head,” I went on, ‘I cut a lock of his hair. I have it here.”

I presented it to her, an imperishable relic of the man she loved.

Had you felt as I did when those burning tears fell on to my hands,
you would know what gratitude is when it follows so promptly the gift
that is given!

She clasped my hands and, in a voice which broke and with a look
bright with fever in which a precarious joy shone through her dreadful
suffering:

‘Ah!” she said, ‘you know what love is! May you always be happy and
never lose the one you love .. .

She did not finish but fled with her treasure.

The next day, this nocturnal encounter, which had merged into my
dreams, seemed like something out of a novel. It took a fruitless search
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for the letters under my pillow to convince me that it was all too
painfully real.

Nothing would be gained by relating the events of that day. I stayed on
for a few hours with Juliette whom my unfortunate travelling com-
panion had praised so highly. Her least word, her every gesture, her
smallest act demonstrated a nobility of soul and a delicacy of feeling
which raised her to the level of those women beyond price who are all
love and self-sacrifice but of whom there are precious few on this earth.

That evening, the Count de Montpersan himself drove me back to
Moulins. As we arrived, he said with an embarrassed smile:

*Sir, at the risk of trespassing further on your kindness and of appear-
ing to act indiscreetly towards a stranger who has already obliged us, may
1 ask if you would be good enough, since you are going to Paris, to
deliver to Monsieur de *** (I forget the name) in the rue du Sentier, a
sum of money I owe him which he has asked me to convey to him with
all convenient speed?’

‘Gladly,’ I said.

And innocent that [ was, I took a rouleau of twenty-five gold louis
from him, the transportation of which took care of the expense of my
return to Paris and which I faithfully took to the Count de Montpersan’s
supposed associate.

It was only on reaching Paris and presenting myself with the money at
the address which he had given me, that T understood the ingenious
means Juliette had found to pay me for my trouble. Surely the way that
gold was loaned to me and the discretion with which my ali-too-obvious
poverty was treated reveal the spirit of a loving woman in all its glory?

How gratifying to have had an opportunity of telling this story to a

woman who, taking fright, held you close and said:
‘Oh dearest, you won’t die, will you?
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The Venus of Ille
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I 'was descending the final slope of Mount Canigou, and although the sun
had already set, on the plain I could make out the houses of the little
town of llle, which was my destination.

‘T don’t suppose you know where Monsieur de Peyrehorade lives? |
asked the Catalan who had been acting as my guide since the previous day.

‘Why, of course I do! he exclaimed. ‘T know his house as well as I
know my own, If it weren’t so dark I'd point it out to you. It’s the finest
house in Hle. He's a rich man, is Monsieur de Peyrehorade, and he's
marrying his son to a girl who’s wealthier still.”

‘And is this marriage to take place soon?’ I asked him.

‘Soon! | daresay they’ve already hired the musicians for the wedding
feast. Perhaps this evening, or tomorrow or the day after, | couldn’t say.
The wedding’s taking place at Puygarrig, because it's Mademoiselle de
Puygarrig that young Monsieur de Peyrehorade is marrying. Oh yes, it
will be a grand occasion!’

I had been given an introduction to Monsieur de Peyrehorade by my
friend Monsieur de P . He was, my friend had told me, a most
erudite antiquary, and infinitely obliging. He would be delighted to show
me all the ruins for ten leagues around. I had been counting on him to
give me a conducted tour of the country around lile, which I knew to be
rich in ancient and medieval monuments. This marriage, which I was
now hearing of for the first time, looked like upsetting all my plans.

Pm going to be in everybody’s way, I said to myself. But I was
expected; now that my arrival had been announced by Monsieur de
P, , Iwould have to present myself.

‘Tl bet you, sir,” my guide said to me as we came onto the plain, ‘Tll
bet you a cigar T can guess what you're going to do at Monsieur de
Peyrehorade’s.’

‘Why, that’s not very hard to guess,’ I said, offering him a cigar. ‘At
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this time of day, after a six-league trek over Mount Canigou, supper is
the main item on the agenda.’

‘Yes, but what about tomorrow?—Come on, I'll lay odds you've come
ta Ille to see the idol. T guessed as much when T saw you drawing those
pictures of the saints at Serrabona.’

‘Idol! What idol?” The word had aroused my curiosity.

‘Why, didn’t they tell you in Perpignan how Monsieur de Peyrehorade
came to unearth an idol?’

‘An earthen idol? Do you mean a terracotta statue, one made out of
clay?

‘No, no, a real copper one. It must be worth a packet, weighs as much
as a church bell. We found her deep in the ground, at the foot of an olive
tree.”

‘Were you present at the discovery, then?’

Yes, sir. A fortnight ago, Monsieur de Peyrehorade told us, me and
Jean Coll, to grub out an old olive tree which had caught the frost last
year, for it was a hard winter, you know. So there was Jean Coll going at it
for all he was worth, takes a swing with his pick, and I heard this “dong”,
as if he'd struck a bell. “What's that?” I says. So we dug and dug, and grad-
ually this black hand appears, like a dead man’s hand reaching up out of
the ground. So then I got frightened, I went off to monsieur, and I said to
him: “Dead men, master, under the olive tree. Better call the priest!”
“What dead men?” he says to me. He came, took one look at the hand,
and exclaimed, “An antiquity, an antiquity!” Anyone would have thought
he’d found treasure. And there he was, digging away with the pick and
with his hands, working almost as hard as the two of us put together.

‘And what did you eventually find?

‘A great black woman, more than half naked, begging your pardon,
sir; solid copper, and Monsieur de Peyrehorade told us it was an idol
from pagan times—you know, from the time of Charlemagne!’

‘I see. Some bronze Virgin plundered from a convent.’

‘A Virgin? Oh, dear me, no! I'd soon have recognized it if it had been a
Virgin. It’s an idol, I tell you—you can tell from the look of her. She
looks at you with these big white eyes of hers . . . it’s as if she was staring
at you. You can’t look her in the eyes.’

‘White eyes? No doubt they are embedded in the bronze. It sounds as
if it may be a Roman statue.”

‘Roman, that’s it! Monsieur de Peyrehorade says it’s a Roman lady.
Ah!'T can see you're a scholar like him!’

Ts it intact, in a good state of preservation?
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‘Oh, there’s nothing missing, sir! It’s a lovely bit of work, even better
than the painted plaster bust of Louis-Philippe in the town hall, All the
same, I don’t like the look of her. She looks vicious . . . and what's more,
she is, too.”

*Vicious? Has she done you any harm?’

‘Not me exactly. But let me tell you. We was trying for all we was
worth to get her upright, Monsieur de Peyrehorade too, he was pulling
on the rope as well, though he’s got no more strength than a chicken,
bless him! After a lot of heaving we got her upright. I'was picking up a bit
of tile to wedge her with when, crash! down she went flat on her back
again. “Watch out!” I said. Not quick enough, though, because Jean Coll
didn’t have time to get his leg out of the way.

‘And was he hurt?

“Why, his poor leg was snapped clean through like a vine-prop. Poor
lad, when I saw what had happened T was livid. I was all set to smash up
the idol with my pick, but Monsieur de Peyrehorade held me back. He
gave Jean Coll some money, but all the same he’s still in bed a fortnight
after it happened, and the doctor says he’ll never walk as well on that leg
as on the other. It's a shame, he was our best runner and, apart from
Monsieur de Peyrehorade’s son, the best pelota player. Young master
Alphonse was proper upset about it, because Coll and him, they used to
play against one another. What a sight it was to see them returning the
balls—thump! thump! they never touched the ground.’

Discoursing in this vein we entered Ie, and I soon found myself in
the company of Monsieur de Peyrehorade. He was a little old man, still
hale and hearty, powdered, red-nosed, and with a jovial, bantering man-
ner, Before he had even had time to read Monsieur de P s letter, he
had sat me down at a generously spread table and had introduced me to
his wife and son as a distinguished archaeologist who was destined to
rescue Roussillon from the oblivion to which scientific indifference had
condemned it.

While tucking in with zest, for nothing whets the appetite better than
the keen mountain air, I was studying my hosts. I have already said a
word about Monsieur de Peyrehorade. I should add that he was vivacity
personified. He was constantly talking, eating, getting up, running to his
library, bringing me books, showing me etchings, pouring me wine; he
was never still for two minutes. His wife, who was rather too plump, like
most Catalan women over the age of 40, struck me as an out-and-out
provincial, totally absorbed in running her houschold. Although there
was enough supper for at least six people, she ran to the kitchen, ordered
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pigeons to be killed and maize cakes fried, and opened I don’t know how
many pots of preserves. In a moment the table was laden with dishes and
bottles, and I should certainly have died of indigestion if I had so much
as tasted everything I was offered. However, with each dish I refused
there were renewed apologies. They were afraid 1 should not be comfort-
able in Ille. Resources are so limited in the provinces, and Parisians are so
hard to please!

Amid his parents’ comings and goings, Monsieur Alphonse de
Peyrehorade sat motionless like a Roman Terminus. He was a tall young
man of 26, whose features were fine and regular but somewhat expres-
sionless. His athletic figure and build certainly bore out the reputation
he enjoyed locally of being an indefatigable pelota player. That evening
he was dressed elegantly, exactly in the style illustrated in the latest num-
ber of the Journal des modes. But he seemed to me to be inconvenienced
by his clothes; he was as stiff as a peg in his velvet collar, and moved his
whole body as he turned. His large, sunburned hands and short nails
contrasted strangely with his attire: they were the hands of a ploughman
emerging from the sleeves of a dandy. Furthermore, although he
scrutinized me keenly on account of my Parisian credentials, he spoke to
me only once in the course of the evening, and that was to ask me where
I had bought my watch chain.

‘Well now, my dear guest,” Monsicur de Peyrehorade said to me as
supper drew to an end, ‘T have you at my mercy. You are in my house,
and I'll not let you go until you've seen all the curiosities our mountains
have to offer. You must get to know our Roussillon, and you must do it
justice. You can’t imagine how much there is to show you. Phoenician,
Celtic, Roman, Arab, and Byzantine monuments—you will see every-
thing from the cedar tree to the hyssop. I shall take you everywhere, and I
shall not spare you a single brick.’

A fit of coughing obliged him to break off. I took this opportunity to
tell him that I should be sorry to inconvenience him at a time of such sig-
nificance for his family. If he would be so good as to give me the benefit of
his excellent advice on what excursions | should make, then, without
putting him to the trouble of accompanying me, I should be able . ..

‘Ah! You're referring to that boy’s wedding,” he exclaimed, interrupt-
ing me. ‘A mere trifle. It will be all over two days hence. You shall cele-
brate with us, as one of the family. The bride-to-be is in mourning for an
aunt who died leaving her all her money, so there will be no reception,
no ball. A pity, yow’d have been able to see our Catalan girls dancing,
They are pretty, and perhaps you would have felt like taking a leaf out of
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Alphonse’s book. One marriage, they say, leads to another. . . . On
Saturday, once the young couple are married, 1 shall be free, and we’ll
begin our excursions. | must ask your pardon for inflicting a provincial
wedding on you. For a Parisian, bored with parties . . . and a wedding
without a ball, at that! However, you will see a bride . . . what shall I
say?—you will be delighted with her. But then you are a serious-minded
man, you're not interested in women any more. I've got better things to
show you. Wait till you see the fine surprise I've got up my sleeve to show
you tomorrow.

‘Upon my word,” I said, “it’s not easy to have a treasure in one’s house
without everyone getting to hear about it. I think 1 can guess the surprise
you have in store for me. But if it’s your statue we're talking about, the
description my guide gave me of it has only served to arouse my curiosity
and to predispose me to admire it

‘ARl he told you about the idol—for that’s what they call my beautiful
Venus Tur . . .—but I shan’t say another word. Tomorrow you shall see
her in daylight, and then you can tell me whether I am justified in
considering her a masterpiece, To be sure, you couldn’t have arrived at a
better moment! There are some inscriptions which, ignorant as I am, |
have interpreted to the best of my ability. But perhaps you, a scholar
from Paris, will laugh at my interpretation, for the fact is, T have written a
monograph. I, your humble servant, an elderly provincial antiquary,
have put pen to paper. .. . I want to make the presses groan. If you would
be so good as to read and amend what [ have written, I might hope. . ..
For example, I am very curious to know how you will construe this
inscription on the pedestal: CAVE . . —but T shall ask you nothing yet!
Tomorrow, tomorrow! Not another word about the Venus today!’

“You are right not to keep going on about your idol, Peyrchorade,’
said his wife. ‘Can’t you see you are preventing monsieur from eating?
‘Why, he has seen much more beautiful statues than yours in Paris. At the
Tuileries there are dozens of them, bronze ones, too.”

‘Such is the ignorance, the blessed ignorance of the provinces!’
Monsieur de Peyrehorade interrupted. Fancy comparing a marvel of
antiquity with Coustou’s lifeless figures!’

With what irreverence
My wife doth speak of the gods!

‘Do you know, my wife wanted me to melt down my statue to make a
bell for our church. She would have been the sponsor, you see. A master-
piece by Myron, sir!’
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‘Masterpiece? Masterpiece? A fine masterpiece she is, breaking a
man’s legt’

‘T tell you, my dear,’ said Monsieur de Peyrehorade resolutely, extend-
ing towards her a right leg clad in shot silk, *if my Venus had broken this
leg of mine, 1 would not regret it.’

‘Good heavens, Peyrehorade, how can you say such a thing! Fortu-
nately the man is recovering. . . . Even so, I can’t bring myself to look ata
statue that does such wicked things. Poor Jean Colll’

‘Wounded by Venus, sir,” said Monsieur de Peyrehorade with a hearty
laugh. “Wounded by Venus, and the rascal complains.

Veneris nec praemia noris.

‘Which of us has not been wounded by Venus?’

Monsieur Alphonse, whose French was better than his Latin, gave a
knowing wink, and looked at me as if to say: ‘And you, Parisian, do you
understand?

Supper finished. It was an hour since [ had eaten anything, [ was tired,
and | could not manage to stifle my frequent yawns. Madame de
Peyrehorade was the first to notice the fact, and observed that it was time
to go to bed. At this they again began to apologize for the poor accom-
modation I was going to have. It would not be like Paris. There are so few
comforts in the provinces. I must show indulgence towards the people
of Roussillon. In vain did I protest that after a journey through the
mountains I would be delighted with a heap of straw for a bed; they
continued to beg me to forgive poor countryfolk if they did not treat me
as well as they would have wished. At last [ went up to the room that had
been prepared for me, accompanied by Monsieur de Peyrehorade. The
staircase, whose upper flight was of wood, ended in a corridor extending
to either side, with several bedrooms opening onto it.

“To your right’, my host said to me, ‘are the rooms I am setting apart
for the future Madame Alphonse. Your bedroom is at the end of the
other corridor. Of course,” he added, doing his best to sound discreet,
‘vou realize that newlyweds must have privacy. You are at one end of the
house, they are at the other.”

We entered a well-appointed bedroom, in which the first object that
caught my eve was a bed seven feet long, six feet wide, and so high that
one needed a step-ladder to hoist oneself into it. After showing me where
to find the bell, checking for himself that the sugar bowl was full and that
the tlasks of eau de cologne had been duly placed on the washstand,
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and asking me several times if I needed anything, my host wished me
goodnight and left me alone.

The windows were shut. Before undressing | opened one of them so as
to breathe in the fresh night air which, after that long supper, seemed
delicious. Opposite lay Mount Canigou, a magnificent sight in any
weather, but which that evening, by the light of a resplendent moon,
seemed to me the most beautiful mountain in the world. I stood for a few
minutes contemplating its marvellous outline, and was about to close
my window when, lowering my eyes, I noticed the statue on a pedestal
about a hundred yards from the house. It stood at one corner of a quick-
set hedge separating a little garden from a large square of perfectly level
ground which, I later learned, was the town pelota court. This ground,
which was the property of Monsieur de Peyrehorade, had been made
over by him to the community, in response to insistent demands by his
son.

At that distance it was hard for me to make out the appearance of the
statue; | could only judge its height, which seemed to me to be around six
feet. At that moment two local lads were crossing the pelota court, quite
near the hedge, whistling the pretty Roussillon tune Montagnes régalades.
They stopped to look at the statue; one of them even addressed it in a
loud voice. He spoke in Catalan, but I had been in Roussillon long
enough to be able to get the gist of what he said.

‘So there you are, you hussy!” {the Catalan term was stronger). “There
you are!” he said. ‘So it’s you that broke Jean Coll’s leg! If you were mine
I'd break your neck.’

‘Huh! What with?’ said the other. ‘She’s made of copper, and it’s so
hard that Etienne broke his file trying to cut into her. It's copper from
pagan times, and harder than I don’t know what.”

‘If T had my cold chisel’ (apparently he was a locksmith’s apprentice)
T'd soon gouge those big white eyes out for her, like prising almonds out
of their shells. There’s more than a hundred sous’ worth of silver in
them.

They began to walk away.

‘T must just say goodnight to the idol,’ said the taller of the two
apprentices, stopping suddenly.

He bent down, and doubtless picked up a stone. I could see him
straighten an arm, then throw something, and immediately the bronze
emitted a resonapt note. At the same moment the apprentice put his
hand to his head and uttered a cry of pain.

‘She threw it back at me!” he exclaimed.
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And the two voung lads took to their heels. Evidently the stone had
rebounded off the metal and punished the rascal for this act of sacrilege
against the goddess.

I shut the window, laughing heartily.

*Another vandal punished by Venus. May all destroyers of our ancient
monuments get their heads broken in the same way!” On this charitable
thought, I fell asleep.

It was broad daylight when I woke. At one side of my bed stood
Monsieur de Peyrehorade, in his dressing-gown; at the other, a servant
sent by his wife, holding a cup of chocolate in his hand.

‘Come on, Parisian, up we get! How lazy they are in the capitall’ my
host was saying as I dressed hastily. ‘Eight o’clock and still in bed. I've
been up since six. This is the third time I've come upstairs. 1 tiptoed to
your door: nothing stirring, no sign of life. If’s not good for you to sleep
so much at your age. And you haven’t even seen my Venus yet! Quick,
drink this cup of Barcelona chocolate, it's real contraband. . . . You won't
get chocolate like that in Paris. Get your strength up, for once you are
standing before my Venus we won't be able to tear you away.’

In five minutes | was ready: that is to say, half-shaved, ill-buttoned,
and burned by the scalding chocolate T had gulped down. I went down
into the garden and found myselflooking at a splendid statue.

It was indeed a Venus, and a marvellously beautiful one. The upper
part of her body was naked, as was customary among the ancients when
depicting great divinities. Her right hand was raised to the level of her
breast, with the palm turned inwards, the thumb and first two fingers
extended, and the other two slightly bent. The other hand, held near her
hip, supported the drapery that covered the lower part of her body. The
attitude of the statue recalled that of the Mora Player, which for some
reason or other is known as Germanicus. Perhaps someone had wanted
to portray the goddess playing the game of mora.

Be that as it may, nothing could be more perfect than the body of that
Venus; nothing softer or more voluptuous than her contours; nothing
more elegant or more noble than her drapery. [ had been expecting some
work of the Lower Empire; what I saw was a masterpiece from the finest
period of statuary. What especially struck me was the exquisite truth of
the forms, so perfect that one could have thought them moulded from
nature, had nature ever produced such models.

The hair, brushed up from the brow, seemed at one time to have been
gilded. The head, which was small, like that of almost all Greek statues,
was tilted slightly forward. As for the face, it had a strange quality which
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defies description, and which resembled that of no other ancient statue
I can recall. It had none of that calm and severe beauty of the Greek sculp-
tors, who systematically imparted a majestic immobility to every feature.
Here, on the contrary, I observed with surprise that the artist had clearly
intended to render a mischievousness bordering on the vicious. All the
features were contracted slightly: the eyes a little slanting, the mouth
turned up at the corners, the nostrils somewhat flared, Disdain, irony,
cruelty could be read in that face, which, notwithstanding, was incredibly
beautiful. The fact is, the more one looked at that admirable statue, the
more one became aware of the distressing truth that such wonderful
beauty could go hand in hand with a total absence of feeling,

‘If ever there was a model for this statue,’ I said to Monsieur de
Peyrehorade, ‘and I doubt that Heaven ever brought forth such a
woman, how | pity her lovers! She must have delighted in letting them
die of despair. There is something ferocious in her expression, and yet I
have never seen anything so beautiful.’

‘Cest Vénus fout entiére & sa proie attachée!l’ exclaimed Monsieur de
Peyrehorade, satistied at my enthusiasm.

Her expression of diabolical irony was perhaps heightened by the con-
trast between the very bright eyes, of inlaid silver, and the blackish-green
patina with which time had overlaid the rest of the statue. Those bright
eves produced an illusion of reality, of life. I recalled what my guide had
told me, that she made those who looked at her lower their eyes. It was
almost true, and I could not help being momentarily angry with myself
for feeling ill at ease in the presence of this bronze figure.

‘Now that you have admired everything in detail, my dear fellow-stu-
dent of bric-a-brac,” said my host, ‘let us hold a learned colloguium,
What is your view of this inscription, which you have not yet noticed?’

He was pointing at the base of the statue, on which I read these words:

CAVE AMANTEM.

‘Quid dicis, doctissime? he asked me, rubbing his hands. ‘Let’s see if we
can agree on the meaning of this cave amantem.’

‘Well,” I replied, ‘there are two possible meanings. One could translate
it as: “Beware of him who loves you, mistrust lovers”. But I don’t know
whether, if that were the sense, cave amantern would be very good Latin.
Having seen the lady’s diabolical expression, I am more inclined to
believe that the artist wanted to put the beholder on his guard against
this terrible beauty, and I would therefore translate as follows: “Beware if
sheloves you”.)
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Hmm!” said Monsieur de Peyrehorade. “That’s a splendid meaning.
But, if you'll forgive me, I prefer the first translation, on which, however,
I shall elaborate. You know who was the lover of Venus?

‘She had several.’

“Yes, but the first was Vulcan. Don’t you think what is meant is:
“Despite all your beauty, your disdainful air, you shall have an ugly, lame
blacksmith for a lover”? An object-lesson, sir, for coquettes.”

I could not suppress a smile, so far-fetched did the explanation seem
to me.

‘Latin is a shocking language for concision,” I observed, to avoid open
disagreement with my antiquarian friend; and I stepped back a few paces
$0 as to get a better view of the statue.

‘One moment, my dear colleague,” said Monsieur de Peyrehorade,
seizing me by the arm to detain me, “you have not seen everything yet!
There is another inscription. Climb onto the pedestal and look on the
right arm.” As he spoke he was helping me up.

I clung rather unceremoniously to the neck of the Venus, with whom
I was beginning to get on familiar terms. For a moment L even looked her
boldly in the face, and from close up 1 found her even more vicious and
even more beautiful. Then I noticed that engraved on the arm were what
looked to me like some characters in ancient cursive script. With much
recourse to spectacles, I spelled out the following inscription, while
Monsieur de Peyrehorade repeated each word as I uttered it, with sounds
and gestures of approval. What I read was:

VENERITVRBVL . ..
EVIYCHES MYRO
IMPERIO FECIT.

After the word TVRBVL in the first line, it Iooked to me as if a few
letters had been worn away; but TVRBVL was perfectly legible.

‘Meaning . . .2 my host asked me, beaming, but with a glint of mis-
chief in his smile, for he was quite sure that TVRBVL was going to give
me a hard time.

“There’s one word that [ haven’t worked out yet,” I said. “The rest is
easy. “Eutychus Myron made this offering to Venus at her command.”’

‘Excellent. But TVRBVL, what do you make of that?t What is
TVRBVLY

“T'VRBVL has me baffled. Pm racking my brains to try to find some
well-known epithet for Venus that might come to my aid. Let’s see, what
would you say to TVRBVLENTA? Venus who disturbs, who disrupts. . ..
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As you can see, T am still preoccupied with her vicious expression.
TVRBVLENTA, that’s not too bad an epithet for Venus, 1 added
maodestly, for [ was not myself very satished with my explanation.

“Venus the turbulent! Venus the reveller! So you think that my Venus
is a Venus of the taverns? Not a bit of it, sir, my Venus keeps good
company. But now I shall explain TVRBVL . . . to you. Promise me one
thing: not to reveal my discovery until my paper has been printed. The
fact is, you see, I'm rather proud of my find. . .. You must leave us poor
devils in the provinces a few ears of corn to glean. You Paris scholars are
so well offl’

From the top of the pedestal, on which I was still perched, I promised
him solemnly that T would never stoop so low as to plagiarize his dis-
covery.

‘For TVRBVL . ., sir,” he said, drawing closer and lowering his voice
lest anyone other than myself should hear him, ‘read TVRBVLNERAE.

‘T am none the wiser.’

‘Listen carefully. A league from here, at the foot of the mountain,
there is a village called Boulternere. The name is a corruption of the
Latin word TVRBVINERA—nothing is commoner than these inver-
sions. Boulternére, sir, was a Roman city. [ had always suspected as
much, but I never had any proof. This is the proof I was seeking. This
Venus was the local deity of the city of Boulternére; and the word
Boulternére, whose ancient origin I have just demonstrated, proves
something more curious still, namely, that before being a Roman city,
Boulternere was a Phoenician city!’

He paused for a moment to get his breath and to enjoy my surprise.
managed to suppress a strong inclination to laugh.

‘In fact, he resumed, ‘“TVRBVLNERA is pure Phoenician: TVR,
pronounced Tour. Tour and Sour are the same word, aren’t they?—
“Sour” is the Phoenician name for Tyre (there’s no need to remind you
of the meaning). BVL is “Baal”; Bal, Bel, Bul—minor differences in pro-
nunciation. As for NERA, that gave me a bit of trouble. Having failed to
find a Phoenician word, I am tempted to believe that it comes from the
Greek vyodc, humid, marshy. In that case this would be a hybrid word.
In order to justify vip0¢, I will show you at Boulternére how the streams
from the mountain form stagnant pools there. On the other hand, the
termination NERA may have been added much later in honour of Nera
Pivesuvia, wife of Tetricus, who may have granted some favour to the
city of Turbul. But on account of the pools I prefer the derivation from
Yieos,
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He took a pinch of snuff with a self-satisfied air.

‘But enough of the Phoenicians—Ilet’s get back to the inscription. 1
therefore translate it: “To Venus of Boulternére Myron dedicates at her
comumand this statue, his work.”’

I took good care not to criticize his etymology, but I wanted to have a
chance to show some proof of my own perceptiveness, and [ said: ‘Notso
fast, sit. Myron dedicated something, but I certainly don’t see that it
need have been this statue.”

‘What!” he exclaimed. ‘Wasn’t Myron a famous Greek sculptor? The
talent must have been handed down in the family; it was one of his
descendants who made this statue, nothing could be more certain.

‘But I can see a small hole on the arm,” I replied. ‘T think it was for
attaching something, a bracelet, for example, that this Myron offered to
Venus as an expiatory gift. Myron was an unhappy lover. Venus was
angry with him, and he propitiated her by dedicating a gold bracelet to
her. Bear in mind that fecit is very often used with the meaning of conse-
cravit; the terms are synonymous. | could show you more than one
example if T had Gruter or Orelli to hand. It's only natural that a lover
should dream of Venus, and that he should imagine her to be command-
ing him to give a gold bracelet to her statue. Myron dedicated a bracelet
to her. Then the barbarians, or perhaps some sacrilegious thief. ..

‘Ah! How easy it is to see that you have written novels!” exclaimed my
host, reaching out a hand to help me down. “No, sir, it is a work of the
school of Myron. Just look at the workmanship and you will agree.

Having made it a rule never to persist in contradicting stubborn
antiquarians, I lowered my head as if conceding defeat and said: ‘Tt is an
admirable piece,

‘Good Heavens!” cried Monsieur de Peyrehorade, ‘another act of
vandalism! Someone has been throwing stones at my statuel’

He had just noticed a white mark a little above the breast of the Venus.
I noticed a similar trace of white on the fingers of the right hand. At the
time I supposed that they had been grazed by the stone in its flight, or
that a fragment had broken off on impact and ricocheted onto the hand.
I recounted to my host the insult I had witnessed and the prompt
punishment which had been its sequel. He laughed a good deal at this,
comparing the apprentice to Diomedes and expressing the wish that, like
the Greek hero, he might see all his companions changed into white
birds.

The bell for lunch interrupted this classical discussion, and, as on the
evening before, I was obliged to eat enough for four. Then some of
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Monsieur de Peyrehorade’s tenant farmers called by, and while he was
attending to them his son took me out to see a carriage which he had
bought in Toulouse for his fiancée, and for which, needless to say, 1
expressed admiration. Then I went with him to the stables, where he
detained me for half an hour, boasting of his horses, giving me their
pedigrees, and recounting to me the prizes they had won at races in the
département. Finally, by way of a grey mare that he was reserving for her,
he brought the conversation round to his bride-to-be.

‘We shall see her today,” he said. I don’t know whether you will find
her pretty. You Parisians are hard to please, but everyone here and in
Perpignan finds her charming. The best thing about her is that she’s got
lots of money. Her aunt in Prades left everything to her. Yes, I shall be
very happy!’

I was deeply shocked to see a young man seemingly more moved by
his bride’s dowry than by her beautiful eyes.

“You know all about jewels,” Monsieur Alphonse continued. “What do
you think of this? It’s the ring I shall be giving her tomorrow.’

As he spoke he drew from the first phalange of his little finger a large
ring encrusted with diamonds, in the form of two interlocked hands—
an allusion I found profoundly poetic. It was an ancient piece of work-
manship, but I judged that the diamonds were a later addition. Inside the
ring, in gothic lettering, were engraved the words Sempriab 1, that is,
‘always with you’.

‘It’s a pretty ring,’ [ said. ‘But these diamonds that have been added
detract from its character somewhat.”

‘Oh, it’s much finer like that,” he replied with a smile. “There’s twelve
hundred francs’ worth of diamonds there, My mother gave it tome. [t'sa
family ring, and very old-—it dates from the age of chivalry. It used to be
my grandmother’s, and she had it from her own grandmother. Lord
knows when it was made.

‘In Paris,’ I said, ‘it is customary to give quite a simple ring, usually
composed of two different metals, such as gold and platinum. Look, that
other ring, the one you've got on that finger, would be most appropriate.
This one, with its diamonds and the hands in relief, is so large that you
couldn’t wear a glove over it

‘Oh, Madame Alphonse will do as she sees fit. 'm sure she’ll always be
very pleased to own it—it’s nice to have twelve hundred francs on one’s
finger. That little ring’, he added, looking with an air of satisfaction at the
perfectly plain ring he wore on one hand, ‘was given to me by a woman
in Paris one Mardi Gras. Ah, what a time I had when I was in Paris two
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years ago! That’s the place to enjoy yourself . . . And he sighed with
regret.

We were to dine that day at Puygarrig, with the bride’s velatives, We
got into a carriage and drove to the chiteau, which was about a league
and a half from Hle. I was introduced and welcomed as a friend of the
family. I shall not speak of the dinner, nor of the conversation that
followed, in which I took little part. Monsieur Alphonse, seated next to
his bride, spoke one word in her ear every quarter of an hour. As for the
bride, she scarcely raised her eyes, and each time that her fiancé spoke to
her she blushed modestly but replied without embarrassment.

Mademoiselle de Puygarrig was 18 vears old; her supple and delicate
figure contrasted with her robust fiancé’s angular form. She was not only
beautiful, but captivating. 1 admired the perfect spontaneity of all her
responses; and her air of kindness, not without a tinge of mischief, put
me involuntarily in mind of the Venus of my host. Comparing them
mentally, | wondered whether the superiority in beauty that one had
surely to concede to the statue was not very largely attributable to its
tigress-like expression; for energy, even in evil passions, always awakens
in us a feeling of astonishment and a kind of instinctive admiration.

‘What a pity’, | said to myself on leaving Puygarrig, ‘that such a
delightful person should be rich, and that her dowry should earn her the
attentions of a man so unworthy of her!”

Returning to Ille, and unsure what to say to Madame de Peyrehorade,
to whom I felt it proper to address a few words now and then, I
exclaimed:

“You are certainly free-thinkers down here in Roussillon! Why, madam,
you are celebrating a marriage on a Friday! In Paris we would be more
superstitious. No one would dare to get married on that day.

‘Goodness, don’t even speak of it!” she said. ‘If it had been up to me,
we would certainly have chosen another day. But it’s what Peyrehorade
wanted, and we had to let him have his way. But it distresses me all the
same. Suppose there were some misfortune? And there must be a good
reason for it, for why else should everyone be afraid of Fridays?

‘Friday’, exclaimed her husband, ‘is the day of Venus! A splendid day
for a wedding! You see, my dear colleague, 1 think only of my Venus.
Upon my word, it was on her account that I chose a Friday. If vou like,
tomorrow, before the wedding, we will make her a little sacrifice; we will
sacrifice two wood-pigeons, and if I knew where to get hold of some
incense. ..

‘Shame on you, Peyrehorade!” interrupted his wife, utterly scandal-
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ized. ‘Burning incense before an idol? That would be an abomination!
Whatever would they say about us in the district?

‘At least’, said Monsieur de Peyrehorade, ‘you will allow me to place a
wreath of roses and lilies on her head:

Munibus date lilia plenis.,

You see, sir, the constitution is mere empty words: we do not enjoy free-
dom of worship!’

The arrangements for the following day were as follows: everyone was
to be ready and dressed for the occasion at ten o’clock prompt. Having
drunk our chocolate, we would go by carriage to Puygarrig. The civil
ceremony was to take place at the village mairie, and the religious service
at the chapel in the chéteau, Next would come lunch. After lunch we
would amuse ourselves as best we could until seven o’clock. At seven
o'clock we would return to Ille, to Monsieur de Peyrehorade’s house,
where the two families were to dine together. The rest would follow as a
matter of course: as there would be no dancing, the intention was to eat
as much as possible.

At eight o’clock T was already seated before the Venus, pencil in hand,
beginning my twentieth attempt at drawing the statue’s head, vet still
not managing to capture its expression. Monsieur de Peyrehorade kept
hovering around me, giving me advice, repeating to me his Phoenician
etymologies; then arranging bengal roses on the pedestal of the statue
and, in tragi-comic tones, addressing prayers to it for the couple who
were soon to live under his roof. Around nine o’clock he went indoors
to see about getting dressed, and at the same moment Monsieur Alphonse
appeared, wearing a tight-fitting new dress coat, white gloves, patent
leather shoes, chased buttons, and a rose in his buttonhole.

‘Will you do a portrait of my wife?” he said to me, leaning over my
drawing. ‘She is pretty too.”

At that moment a game was beginning on the pelofa court of which 1
have spoken; this at once attracted Monsieur Alphonse’s attention. And,
weary of drawing and despairing of ever rendering that diabolical face,
I too soon went over to watch the players. Among them were some
Spanish muleteers who had arrived the day before. They were from
Aagon and Navarre, and almost all wonderfully skilled at the game.
Consequently, though spurred on by the presence and advice of
Monsieur Alphonse, the men from Ille were rapidly vanquished by these
new champions. The local spectators were dismayed. Monsieur Alphonse
looked at his watch; it was still only half-past nine. His mother had not
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yet finished having her hair dressed. He hesitated no longer: he took off
his dress coat, asked for a jacket, and challenged the Spaniards. I watched
him, smiling and a little surprised.

‘The honour of the province must be upheld,” he said.

It was then that I found him truly handsome. He was in the grip of his
enthusiasm. His clothes, about which he had been so concerned a
moment before, had ceased to matter to him. A few minutes earlier he
would have been afraid to turn his head for fear of disarranging his
cravat. Now he had no thought for his curled hair or his carefully pleated
jabot. And what of his fiancée? Upon my word, if it had been necessary, 1
believe he would have had the marriage postponed. I watched him
hastily don a pair of sandals, roll up his sleeves, and place himself con-
fidently at the head of the defeated side, like Caesar rallying his troops at
Dyrrhachium. I leaped over the hedge and placed myself comfortably in
the shade of a nettle tree, 50 as to have a good view of the two camps.

Contrary to general expectation, Monsieur Alphonse missed the first
ball; admittedly it came skimming low over the ground, driven with
surprising force by an Aragonese who seemed to be the captain of the
Spanish team.

He was a man of about 40, lean and sinewy, six feet tall, with an olive
complexion that was almost as dark as the bronze of the Venus.

Monsieur Alphonse hurled his racquet to the ground in fury.

‘That confounded ring!” he exclaimed. ‘It stopped me bending my
finger, and made me miss an easy ball.’

Not without difficulty, he removed the diamond ring. T stepped
forward to take it, but he forestalled me, ran to the Venus, slipped the
ring on to her third finger, and returned to his place at the head of the
men from Hle,

He was pale, but calm and determined. From then on he didn’t once
miscalculate, and the Spaniards were soundly beaten. The spectators’
enthusiasm was a fine sight to see: some cheered exuberantly and threw
their caps in the air; others shook him by the hand, calling him a credit to
the province. Had he repelled an invasion, I doubt that he would have
received livelier and more sincere congratulations. The chagrin of the
losers added still more to the lustre of his victory.

“We shall play you again, my good fellow,” he said to the Aragonese in
a tone of condescension, ‘but I shall give you points.’

I could have wished Monsieur Alphonse more modest, and 1 was
quite upset at his rival’s humiliation.

The Spanish giant keenly resented this insult. T saw him go pale under
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his tanned skin. He looked dejectedly at his racquet and clenched his
teeth; then, in an undertone, he muttered the words: "Me lo pagards.

The sound of Monsieur de Peyrehorade’s voice cut short his son’s
triumph; my host was greatly astonished not to find him supervising the
preparation of the new carriage, and even more so to see him standing
drenched in sweat and with a racquet in his hand. Monsieur Alphonse
ran to the house, washed his face and hands, again put on his new coat
and patent leather shoes; and five minutes later we were trotting briskly
along the road to Puygarrig. Every pelota player in the town and a large
number of spectators followed us with cries of joy. The sturdy horses
that drew us could barely keep ahead of the intrepid Catalans.

We were at Puygarrig, and the procession was about to set off for the
mairie, when, striking his brow, Monsieur Alphonse whispered to me:

‘What a blunder! I've forgotten the ring! If's still on the Venus’s
finger, devil take her. Whatever you do, don’t mention it to my mother.
Perhaps she won’t notice,”

“You could always send for it,” I said.

‘Not a chance. My servant stayed behind in Ille, and I don’t trust any
of the servants here. Twelve hundred francs’ worth of diamonds might
be too much of a temptation for some of them. And besides, what would
people think of my absent-mindedness? I should seem too ridiculous.
They would say I was married to the statue. . . . Just so long as nobody
steals it! Fortunately that rabble are afraid of the idol, they daren’t go
within an arm’s length of it. Oh well, no matter, I've got another ring.

The two ceremonies, civil and religious, were performed with suitable
pomp; and Mademoiselle de Puygarrig received the ring of a Paris
milliner, never suspecting that her fiancé was sacrificing a love-token on
her behalf. Then we sat down to table, where we drank, ate, and even
sang, all at great length. I pitied the bride for the outbursts of vulgar
mirth to which she was exposed; yet she put a better face on it than I
would have expected, and her embarrassment was neither gauche nor
affected.

Perhaps courage comes to us in difficult situations.

It was four o’clock when a merciful Heaven saw fit to put an end to
lunch. The men went to stroll in the grounds, which were magnificent,
or watched the peasant-girls of Puygarrig, decked out in their holiday
best, dancing on the lawn of the chiteau. In this way we filled a few
hours. Meanwhile the women were fussing around the bride, who was
showing off the wedding presents to them. Then she got changed, and 1
noticed how she covered her beautiful hair with a bonnet and a plumed
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bhat; for women are in a great hurry to assume at the earliest opportunity
the adornments that custom forbids them to wear whilst they are still
unmarried.

It was almost eight o’clock when we prepared to leave for Ille. But first
there occurred a pathetic scene. Mademoiselle de Puygarrig’s aunt, a
very old and very devout lady, who was like a mother to her, was not to
accompany us to the town. On our departure, she gave her niece a touch-
ing lecture on her conjugal obligations, which led to a torrent of tears
and interminable embraces. Monsieur de Peyrehorade compared this
separation to the rape of the Sabine women, We finally managed to get
away, and on the road home we all did our utmost o entertain the bride
and bring a smile to her lips; but to no avail.

At llle, supper was waiting for us—and what a supper! If the vulgar
mirth of that morning had shocked me, I was far more shocked by the
jokes and double entendres that were now directed particularly at the
bride and groom. The groom, who had disappeared for a moment before
sitting down to table, was pale and chillingly grave in his manner. He
kept taking gulps of old Collioure wine that was almost as strong as
brandy. I was seated next to him, and 1 felt obliged to warn him:

‘Take care! They say that wine . . . I do not remember what stupid
remark I made so as to enter into the spirit of the festivities.

He nudged my knee and said to me in a very low voice:

‘When we leave the table, . . . may I have a word with you?

His solemn tone surprised me. I looked more closely at him, and [
noticed how extraordinarily his features had changed.

‘Are you feeling ill?’ I asked him.

‘No.

And he resumed his drinking.

Meanwhile, amidst cheers and applause, an 11-year-old child, who had
crawled under the table, was showing the company a pretty pink and
white ribbon, commonly known as a garter, which he had just removed
from the bride’s ankle. It was immediately cut into bits and distributed to
the young men, each of whom put a piece of it in his buttonhole, in accord-
ance with an age-old custom that still survives in a few ancient families.
This caused the bride to blush to the roots of her hair. But her confusion
was crowned when, having called for silence, Monsieur de Peyrehorade
sang her some verses in Catalan, made up on the spur of the moment, or
so he claimed. This is how they went, if I understood them correctly:

“What then is this, my friends? Is the wine I have drunk making me see
double, or are there two Venuses here?’
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The groom turned his head sharply with a startled look, causing
everybody to laugh.

Yes,” continued Monsieur de Peyrehorade, ‘there are two Venuses
under my roof. One I found in the ground like a truffle; the other,
descended from the skies, has just shared out her girdle among us.’

He meant her garter.

‘My son, choose, between the Roman and the Catalan Venus, the one
whom you prefer. The rogue has chosen the Catalan Venus, and he hasg
the better of the bargain. The Roman Venus is black, the Catalan Venus
is white. The Roman is cold, the Catalan enflames everything that
approaches her.”

This ending provoked such acclaim, such clamorous applause, and
such uproarious laughter that I thought the ceiling was going to fall
about our heads. Around the table there were only three serious faces,
those of the bride and groom, and my own. T had a fearful headache; and
besides, I don’t know why, but a wedding always depresses me. This one,
farthermore, disgusted me rather.

When the last couplets had been sung by the deputy mayor—and
pretty ribald they were, | must say—we moved into the drawing-room to
celebrate the departure of the bride, who was soon to be escorted to her
chamber, for it was nearly midnight.

Monsieur Alphonse drew me into the embrasure of a window and,
averting his eyes, said to me:

“You're going to laugh at me . . . but I don’t know what’s the matter
with me. 'm bewitched! The Devil’s making off with me!’

The first thought that occurred to me was that he felt threatened
by some misfortune of the sort alluded to by Montaigne and by Madame
de Sévigné: ‘All Love’s empire is full of tragic histories’, et cetera. ‘1 thought
misfortunes of that sort only befell men of intelligence,” I said to
myself.

“You've drunk too much of that Collioure wine, my dear Monsieur
Alphonse,’ I said to him. ‘I warned yow”

“Yes, no doubt. But there’s something far worse than that.

His voice kept breaking, I thought he was completely drunk.

“You know that ring of mine?’ he went on after a silence.

‘Well? Has it been taken?

‘No.’

‘In that case, have you got it?’

‘No.I...Ican’t get it off the finger of that damned Venus.’

‘So, you didn’t pull hard enough!
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‘Yes, I did. But the Venus . . . has bent her finger.

He was staring at me wild-eyed, clutching the window-hasp to pre-
vent himself from falling.

‘A likely story! Isaid. “You pushed the ring on too far. Tomorrow you
can get it off with some pliers. But be careful not to damage the statue.”

‘No. I tell you the finger of the Venus is bent, curled in. Her fist is
clenched, don’t you understand? It seems she is my wife, since I've given
her my ring. Now she won't give it back.’

I felt a sudden shudder, and for a moment | had gooseflesh. Then he
heaved a great sigh that sent a blast of wine fumes in my direction, and all
my emotions evaporated.

“The wretch is completely drunk,’ I thought.

“You are an antiquarian, sir,” added the bridegroom plaintively, "You
are familiar with these statues. Perhaps there is some spring, some
fiendish device I don’t know about. Could you go and see?’

‘Gladly,” I said. ‘Come with me.

‘No, I'd rather you went alone.”

I went out of the drawing-room.

The weather had changed during supper, and rain was beginning to fall
heavily. I was about to ask for an umbrella when a thought stopped me
short. I would be a compiete fool, I said to myself, to go out to confirm a
drunken man’s story. Besides, perhaps he means to play some practical
joke on me, to raise a laugh among these good provincials; and the very
least I can expect is to get soaked to the skin and catch my death of cold.

From the door [ cast a glance at the statue, which was streaming with
water, and I went up to my bedroom without returning to the drawing-
room. [ went to bed, but sleep was a long time coming. All the scenes
of that day passed through my mind. I thought of that girl, so beautiful
and chaste, abandoned to a brutal drunkard. What an odious thing a
marriage of convenience is, I said to myself. A mayor dons a tricolour
sash, a priest a stole, and lo and behold, the most charming girl in the
world is delivered up to the Minotaur! What can two beings who are not
in love find to say to one another at such a moment, which two lovers
would purchase with their lives? Can a woman ever love a man when
once she has seen him acting boorishly? First impressions are never
obliterated, and I am certain that Alphonse will richly deserve to be hated.

During my monologue, which I have abridged a good deal, T had
heard much to-ing and fro-ing in the house, the sound of deors opening
and closing and of carriages leaving; then [ thought I could hear on the
stairs the light footsteps of several women heading for the other end of
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the corridor on which my bedroom was situated. No doubt it was the
bride being escorted to bed by her entourage. Then I heard people
returning downstairs, Madame de Peyrehorade’s door closed. How
distressed and il at ease that poor girl must feel!” I said to myself. I was
tossing and turning in my bed with ill-humour. A bachelor cuts a ridicu-
lous figure in a house where a marriage is being celebrated.

Silence had reigned for some time when it was disturbed by heavy
footfalls mounting the stairs. The wooden steps creaked loudly.

‘What an oaf!’ I exclaimed. T'll lay odds he’s going to fall downstairs!’

Everything became quiet again. I picked up a book to turn my
thoughts to other things. It was a volume of statistics on the département,
graced with an article by Monsieur de Peyrehorade on the Druidic
monuments of the Prades arrondissement. I nodded off on page three.

I slept badly and woke several times. It must have been five in the
morning, and I had been awake for more than twenty minutes, when the
cock crew. Day was breaking. At that moment [ distinctly heard the same
heavy footfalls, the same creaking of the stairs that I had heard before
falling asleep. This struck me as strange. Yawning, I tried to fathom why
Monsieur Alphonse should be getting up so early. I could think of no
plausible explanation. I was on the point of closing my eyes again when
my attention was once more aroused by strange scufflings, soon joined
by the sound of bells being rung and of doors being noisily opened. Then
I heard confused shouts.

‘My drunken friend must have set fire to something!’ I thought as I
leaped from my bed.

T dressed hastily and went out into the corridor. From the other end
came cries and lamentations, with one piercing voice dominating all the
rest: ‘My son, my son!” It was clear that some misfortune had befallen
Monsicur Alphonse. I ran to the bridal chamber; it was full of people.
The first sight that greeted me was the young man, half undressed and
sprawled across the bed, the timber frame of which was broken. He was
ashen-faced and motionless. His mother was weeping and lamenting by
his side. Monsieur de Peyrehorade was bustling about, rubbing his son’s
temples with eau de cologne and holding smelling-salts to his nose. Alas!
his son had been dead for some time. On a couch at the other end of the
bedroom lay the bride, in the throes of dreadful convulsions. She was
uttering inarticulate cries, and two strong maidservants were having the
utmost difficulty in restraining her.

‘What in Heaven’s name has happened?’ I exclaimed.

I approached the bed and lifted the body of the unfortunate young
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man; it was already stiff and cold. His clenched teeth and blackened
features betokened the most dreadful anguish. It was quite apparent that
his death had been violent and his last struggle a terrible one. Yet there
was no trace of blood on his clothes. Ilifted his shirt and saw on his chest
a livid imprint that extended to his ribs and back. It was as if he had been
squeezed in an iron hoop. [ trod on something hard which was lying on
the carpet; [ bent down and saw the diamond ring,

I hauled Monsieur de Peyrehorade and his wife away to their room;
then I had the bride taken there. “You still have a daughter,” T said to
them, “You owe her your care.” Then I left them alone,

It seemed to me that Monsieur Alphonse had undoubtedly been the
victim of murderers who had found a way into the bride’s bedroom in
the night. Those bruises on the chest, however, and their circular con-
formation, puzzled me greatly, for they could not have been caused by
a stick or an iron bar. Suddenly I remembered having heard that, in
Valencia, bravos use long leather bags filled with fine sand to strike down
those they have been hired to kill. At once I remembered the Aragonese
muleteer and his threat; however, I hardly dared think that he would
have exacted so terrible a vengeance for a trivial jest.

I was going around the house searching for evidence that it had been
broken into, but I found none anywhere. I went into the garden to see
whether the murderers might have got in that way; but I found nothing
definite. The previous day’s rain had in any case made the ground so
wet that it would not have retained any distinct traces. | did, however,
observe some deep footprints in the ground; there were two sets, run-
ning in opposite directions but along the same path, from the corner of
the hedge adjoining the pelota court to the front door of the house. They
might have been the footprints left by Monsieur Alphonse when he went
to fetch his ring from the statue’s finger. On the other hand, since the
hedge was less thick at this point than elsewhere, it might have been here
that the murderers had penetrated it. Walking back and forth in front of
the statue, I stopped for a moment to gaze at it. This time, I must confess,
I could not contemplate without awe its expression of vicious irony; and,
with my head still full of the horrible scenes I had just witnessed, I felt as
if I were looking at an infernal deity applauding the misfortune which
had overtaken this house.

I returned to my room and stayed there until midday. Then I emerged
and enquired after my hosts. They were somewhat calmer. Mademoiselle
de Puygarrig, or rather Monsieur Alphonse’s widow, had regained con-
sciousness. She had even talked to the public prosecutor from Perpignan,
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who happened to be in Ille on circuit at the time, and that judge had
received her deposition. He asked me for mine. I told him all [ knew,
and did not conceal from him my suspicions regarding the Aragonese
muleteer. He ordered the man to be arrested at once.

‘Did you learn anything from Madame Alphonse?’ | asked the public
prosecutor when my deposition had been written and signed.

“The unfortunate lady has gone mad,” he told me with a sad smile,
‘Mad! Totally mad! This is her story:

‘She had been in bed, she says, for a few minutes, with the bed-
curtains drawn, when her bedroom door opened and someone came in.
At the time Madame Alphonse was lying at the very edge of the bed with
her face turned towards the wall. She did not move, sure that it was her
husband. After a moment the bed groaned as if under an enormous
weight. She was very frightened, but did not dare turn her head. Five
minutes, perhaps ten minutes—she cannot say how long——passed in this
way. Then she made an involuntary movement, or else the person in the
bed did, and she felt the contact of something as cold as ice—those were
her words. She pressed herself closer to the side of the bed, trembling in
every limb. A little later, the door opened a second time, and someone
came in and said, “Good evening, my little wife”. Soon afterwards the
curtains were drawn back. She heard a stifled cry. The person who was in
the bed beside her sat upright and seemed to reach out their arms.
Thereupon she turned her head and saw, so she says, her husband kneel-
ing by the bed with his head on a level with the pillow, in the arms of
a sort of greenish giant that was crushing him in a tight embrace. She
says—and she repeated it a score of times, poor woman—she says
that she recognized—can you guess?—the bronze Venus, Monsieur de
Peyrehorade’s statue. Ever since it turned up, everyone has been dream-
ing about it. But to return to this poor crazed woman’s story: at this sight
she fainted, and she had probably taken leave of her senses several
moments before. She is quite unable to say how long she remained in a
faint. When she came to, she again saw the ghost, or the statue, as she
persists in calling it, motionless, with its legs and the lower part of its
body in the bed, its torso and arms extended forwards, and in its arms
her husband, quite still. A cock crew. Thereupon the statue got out of
bed, dropped the corpse, and went out. Madame Alphonse made a grab
for the bell pull and the rest you know.’

They brought in the Spaniard. He was calm, and defended himself
with great composure and presence of mind. In any case, he did not deny
saying the words I had overheard; but he explained them by claiming he
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had meant nothing more than that, on the following day, when he was
rested, he would have defeated his victorious opponent in another game
of pelota. | remember him adding:

‘When he is insulted, a man from Aragon does not wait till the next
day to take his revenge. If I had thought that Monsieur Alphonse had
meant to insult me, I would have run my knife into his belly there and
then.”

They compared his shoes with the footprints in the garden; his shoes
were much larger.

Finally the keeper of the inn at which he was staying assured us that
the man had spent the whole night rubbing down and administering
medicine to one of his mules that was sick.

Besides, the Aragonese was a man of good repute, well known in the
region, which he visited every year on business. So he was released, with
apologies.

I almost forgot to mention the statement of a servant who had been
the last person to see Monsicur Alphonse alive. It was at the moment
when he was about to go up to his wife, and he had called this man and
asked him anxiously if he knew where I was. The servant replied that he
had not seen me. Monsieur Alphonse heaved a sigh and stood in silence
for more than a minute. Then he said: ‘Oh well, the Devil must have
made off with him too!’

I asked this man whether Monsieur Alphonse had had his diamond
ring when he spoke to him. The servant hesitated before replying, Finally
he said that he thought not, but that in any case he had not paid any
attention to the matter. On second thoughts he added, ‘If he’d been
wearing the ring I'm sure I would have noticed it, since I supposed he
had given it to Madame Alphonse.’

Questioning this man, I experienced something of the superstitious
terror that Madame Alphonse’s statement had spread throughout the
household. The prosecutor looked at me, smiling, and I refrained from
questioning him further.

A few hours after Monsieur Alphonse’s funeral, I prepared to leave
Ille. Monsieur de Peyrehorade’s carriage was to take me to Perpignan.
Despite his weak state, the poor old man wished to accompany me as far
as his garden gate. We passed through the garden in silence; he could
barely drag himself along, supporting himself on my arm. As we parted, I
looked one last time at the Venus. I was confident that, although he did
not share the fear and hatred it inspired among one section of his family,
my host would wish to be rid of an object which would serve as a con-
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stant reminder of a dreadful misfortune. My intention was to urge him
to place it in a museum. [ was plucking up the courage to broach the sub-
ject when Monsieur de Peyrehorade turned his head mechanically in the
direction in which he could see me staring. He saw the statue and at once
burst into tears. | embraced him, and, not daring to say a single word to
him, I got into the carriage.

Since my departure I have not heard that any new light has been shed
on this mysterious catastrophe.

Monsieur de Peyrehorade died a few months after his son. In his will
he left me his manuscripts, and perhaps I shall have them published one
day. | found no trace among them of the monograph concerning the
inscriptions on the Venus,

P.S. My friend Monsieur de P has just written from Perpignan,
informing me that the statue no longer exists. After her husband’s death
Madame de Peyrehorade’s first concern was to have it melted down and
recast into a bell, and in this new shape it serves the church in Hle. But,
adds Monsieur de P , it seems that misfortune dogs those who pos-
sess this bronze. Since the bell has been ringing at Ille the vines have
frozen twice,
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EMILE ZOLA (1840—1902)

Story of a Madman

Translated by Douglas Parmée

Isidore-Jean-Louis Maurin was a worthy middle-class citizen, the owner
of several blocks of flats in Belleville and residing on the first floor of one
of themn. He had grown up in the back rooms of this old house, tending
his garden and idling away his days like many a Parisian with time on his
hands. At the age of forty he was foolish enough to marry the daughter of
one of his tenants, an eighteen-year-old blonde whose grey eyes with
their occasional sparkle were as shining and gentle as a cat’s.

Six months later she had found her way upstairs to the flat of 4 young
doctor who lived on the floor above. This happened as naturally as
anything, one evening during a thunderstorm while Maurin had gone
out for a stroll along the fortifications of Paris. Their love grew into a
devouring passion. They soon found that the few odd minutes they were
able to steal together in secret were not enough; they dreamt of living
together as man and wife. Their close proximity, the fact that they were
separated from each other by nothing more than the thickness of a
ceiling, sharpened their desire still more. At night, the lover could hear
the husband coughing in bed.

Mind you, Maurin was a decent sort, known in the district as a model
husband; he didn’t pry and he was as kind and tolerant as anyone could
be. But that was exactly what made him such an exasperating obstacle;
with his contented nature, he hardly ever left the flat and the very
simplicity of his tastes meant that his young wife was a prisoner in the
house. After a few weeks, she had run out of excuses for visiting the second
floor and so the lovers decided that the old fellow must be got rid of.

They were reluctant to resort to violence or crime. How could you pos-
sibly slit the throat of such a tame sheep? Besides, they were afraid of
being found out and sent to the guillotine. In any case, the doctor, who
was an ingenious young man, hit on a less risky but equally effective
method, the bizarre nature of which fired the young woman’s romantic
imagination.

One night the whole house was aroused by dreadful screams coming
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from the owner’s flat. They forced open the door and found the young
woman in a terrible state, kneeling on the floor, all dishevelled and
shrieking, her shoulders covered in red weals. Maurin was standing in
front of her, trembling and quite bewildered. His speech was slurred like
that of a drunken man and when pressed he was quite incapable of reply-
ing coherently.

T can’t understand it,” he stammered, ‘T didn’t go near her, she sud-
denly started screaming.’

When Henriette had somewhat recovered her composure, she herself
stammered something, giving her husband a strange look full of a kind
of frightened pity. The neighbours went away greatly intrigued and even
rather horrified, muttering to themselves that ‘it wasn’t at all clear’.

Similar scenes recurred regularly and the whole house was soon living
in a state of constant alarm. Every time the screams were heard and the
neighbours forced their way into the flat, they saw the same scene:
Henriette was lying on the floor in a state of collapse and trembling like
someone who had just been mercilessly beaten, while Maurin was
running round the room in a state of bewilderment, unable to offer any
explanation.

The poor man became careworn. Every evening he would go to bed
trembling with the secret fear that he would be awakened by Henriette’s
screams. He could not make head or tail of her strange fits: she would
suddenly leap out of bed, hit herself violently round the shoulders, tear
her hair and roll about on the floor without giving him the slightest idea
as to the cause. He concluded that she must be mad and he made a vow
to himself not to answer any questions and to keep this private drama to
himself. But his easygoing way of life had vanished with his peace of
mind; he lost weight and looked pale and ill; his self-satistied smile had
gone for good.

Meanwhile a ramour—the source of which no one quite knew—was
spreading in the neighbourhood that almost every night the poor man
was subject to an attack of fever during which he thrashed the unfortun-
ate Henriette to within an inch of her life. His pale, stricken face and his
evasive answers, as well as his sad and embarrassed demeanour, served
only to confirm this rumour.

From then onwards Maurin could not do anything that was not
interpreted as the action of a madman. As soon as he went out, he
became the focus of everyone’s eyes, monitoring his everv move and
leading to strange interpretations of every word he uttered: nobody
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more resembles a madman than someone who is perfectly sane. If his
foot slipped, if he looked up at the sky, if he blew his nose, people would
laugh and shrug their shoulders in pity. Street urchins followed him
about as though he were some strange animal. At the end of a month,
everyone in Belleville knew that Maurin was mad, stark, staring mad.

People would whisper extraordinary things about him. One woman
said she had met him on one of the outer boulevards walking in the rain
without a hat. It was quite true: it had just been blown off his head by a
gust of wind. Another woman declared that he used to walk round
his garden at midnight every night, carrying the sort of candle used in
churches and chanting the funeral service. This seemed quite terrifving.
The truth was that the woman had seen Maurin on one occasion using a
lamp to discover the slugs which were eating his lettuces, Gradually they
pieced together a whole indictment of queer actions, an overwhelming
dossier of mad behaviour. Tongues were busily wagging: “Such a nice,
kind, gentle man! What a shame! But that’s how it is! . . . All the same,
we'll have to get him put away in the end! . . . He’s killing his poor dear
wife, such a wonderful well-bred woman ...

They went to the police and one fine morning, after a dreadful scene,
played to perfection by Henriette, Maurin was bundled into a cab on
some pretext or other and taken off to Charenton. When he reached
there and realized what was happening, in his rage he bit a warder’s
thumb right off. They put him into a straitjacket and dumped him
among the violent madmen.

The young doctor had arranged for the poor man to be kept shut up
in a cell as long as possible. He claimed to have been following Maurin’s
iliness and observing such strange symptoms in him that his colleagues
thought they had discovered a new form of madness. Moreover, the
whole of Belleville was there to provide circumstantial details. Mental
specialists conferred and learned articles were written. The lovers slipped
away to enjoy their honeymoon in a leafy retreat in Touraine.

It took Henriette eleven months to become tired of her young doctor.
Often, in between kisses, her thoughts had turned to her poor wretch ofa
husband screaming in his mad-cell. She began to feel a growing affection
for him now that such a dreadful fate had overtaken him and he was no
longer able to go out and look at his lettuces or take his stroll along the
fortifications. Women with grey cat’s eyes tend to be subject to such
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whims. She left her lover and went post-haste to Charenton, determined
to make a full confession.

She had often felt surprised that the doctors were taking so long to
discover that Maurin was not mad. At best, she had relied on enjoying
only a few weeks” freedom. When they took her to her husband she saw
in a shadowy corner of his cell a pale, thin, filthy, animal-like figure, more
ghost than a man, who stood up and looked at her with eyes full of mind-
less, imbecilic horror. The poor man failed to recognize her. And as she
stood there in terror, he began to sway to and fro with an idiotic laugh.
Suddenly he burst out sobbing and stammered: ‘I can’t understand it, I
can’t understand it. .. [ didn’t go near her!. .

Then he hurled himself flat on the floor, exactly as Henriette had
done, and kept hitting himself on the shoulders as he screamed and
rolled around on the ground.

‘He does that trick twenty times a day,” said the warder who had
accompanied the young woman.

With her teeth chattering with fear and almost fainting, she covered
her eyes to avoid looking at the man she had reduced to this brute beast.
Maurin was mad.



ALPHONSE DAUDET (1840-1897)

The Last Lesson

As remembered by a boy from Alsace

Translated by David Coward

That morning T was very late going to school and was really afraid of
getting into trouble with Monsicur Hamel, especially as he had told us he
would be testing us on our participles and I didn’t know any of them. For
one moment I thought T would miss class and spend the day in the fields
instead.

It was such a warm, sunny day!

At the edge of the wood, you could hear the blackbirds singing and in
Rippert’s field, behind the sawmill, the Prussians were practising march-
ing up and down. It was all much more enticing than the rules about
participles, But I managed to resist the temptation and ran as fast as [
could to school.

As I passed the town hall, I saw a crowd had gathered around the wire-
fronted noticeboard. For the last two years, it was on that board that all
the bad news had landed, battles lost, official requisitions, orders from
the military. Without stopping I wondered:

‘What's it this time?’

Then, just as | was running across the square, Wachter, the black-
smith, who was there with his apprentice reading the notices, shouted to
me:

‘No need to run like that, boy. You'll get to school soon enough?’

I thought he was making fun of me and when I got to Monsieur
Hamel's playground I was out of breath.

Normally at the start of school there was always this tremendous
racket which could be heard outside in the street, desk-lids banging open
and shut, lessons being chanted out loud, all together, fingers in ears to
learn better, and the teacher’s thick ruler thwacking desks as he shouted:

‘A little less noise!!!”

I had been counting on the usual pandemonium to get to my place
without being noticed. But that day, it was as quiet as a Sunday morning.
Through the open window, I could see all my classmates already in their
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places, and also Monsieur Hamel, who was striding up and down with
his fearsome metal ruler under his arm. I had to open the door and walk
into the hushed silence. You can imagine how red my face was and how
scared I felt.

But I needn’t have been. Monsieur Hamel looked at me without
getting angry and said mildly:

‘Quick as you can, go to your seat, Frantz, my lad. We were about to
start without you.”

I swung one leg over the bench and sat down at my desk at once. Only
then, when [ was beginning to get over my fright, did I notice that our
teacher was wearing his best green coat, his finely pleated jabot, and his
black silk academic cap with the embroidery on it that he only got out for
school inspections and prize-givings. What's more, there was something
strangely solemn about the whole class. But the thing that surprised me
most was seeing, at the back of the room, on the benches which were
usually unoccupied, rows of people from the village who were sitting as
quietly as we were, old Hauser in his three-cornered hat, our former
mayor, the retired postman, and others besides. They all looked grim-
faced. Hauser had brought along an old, dog-eared spelling book which
he held open on his knees, with his thick spectacles laid slantwise across
the pages.

While I was taking all this in, Monsieur Hamel had gone to his high
desk and in the same quiet, serious voice with which he had spoken to
me, said:

‘Children, this is the last time [ shall take this class. Orders have come
from Berlin that only German is to be taught in schools in Alsace and
Lorraine . . . Your new teacher will be here tomorrow. Today is your last
French lesson. I want you to listen very carefully.’

I was stunned by these words. So that’s what the brutes had posted on
the noticeboard!

My last French lesson!

But I hadn’t learned to write properly yet! I'd never learn now! I'd be
stuck where I was! Oh, how bitterly I regretted all the time I'd wasted, the
classes I'd skipped to look for birds’ nests or go sliding on the frozen
Saar! My books which only a moment before had seemed so boring, so
heavy to carry, my grammar, my tales from Scripture, now felt like old
friends T'd be very sad to say goodbye to. The same went for Monsieur
Hamel. The idea that he was going away, that 'd never see him again
blotted out all the times he’d punished me and rapped my knucldes with
his ruler.
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Poor Monsieur Hamel!

It was in honour of this last class that he’d got dressed up in his
Sunday best and now I understood why the old village people were
sitting there at the back of the class. It was as if they were regretting that
they hadn’t come back to the school more often. It was also a way of
thanking our teacher for his forty years of faithful service, and of paying
their patriotic respects to their country which would soon be no more . ..

I had got this far with my thoughts when | heard my name called. It
was my turn to be tested. I would have given anything if T could have
reeled off the blessed rules governing participles in a loud, clear voice,
without a mistake. But I got stuck after a few words and just stood at my
desk, rocking on my heels, on the verge of tears, not daring to look up. 1
heard Monsieur Hamel say:

T'm not going to tell you off, Frantz my boy, you're probably feeling
bad enough as it is . . . But that’s what happens, isn’t it? Every day you
say: “Oh, P've got heaps of time. I'll learn that tomorrow.” But you see
how things turn out . . . This has been the downfall of Alsace, always
putting education off until tomorrow. And now those people can turn
round and say quite rightly: “What! Call yourselves French! And you
can’t even read or write your own language!” . . . It’s a shame, Frantz, but
there are others who are far more to blame than you. We all share the
guilt.

‘Children, your parents never thought your schooling was important
enough. They preferred to send you out to work in the fields and the
mills so they’d have a little extra money coming in. But don’t think I am
beyond criticism. How many times have I sent you out to water my
garden instead of working at your books? And whenever | felt like going
out trout-fishing, did I ever hesitate to give you the day off? . .

And then, after one thing and another, Monsieur Hamel started talk-
ing about the French language, saying how it was the best in the world,
the clearest, the most solidly constructed, and how we should always
hang on to it among ourselves and never forget it, because when people
become slaves then as long as they keep their language alive it’s as though
they have the key to their prison'. . . Then he picked up the grammar
book and went through the lesson. It was amazing: | understood every
word. Everything seemed so simple, so easy. But I also think I had never
concentrated properly before nor had he ever explained things so
patiently. It was as if poor Monsieur Hamel, before he left for good,

! If a people cleaves to its language, it holds the key which will loose its chaing” (F,
Mistral)
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wanted to pass on everything he knew and was trying to cram it all into
our heads in one go.

When grammar was finished, it was time for writing. For that day,
Monsieur Hamel had prepared special new sheets for us. On them he
had written, in his finest copperplate: France, Alsace, France, Alsace.
Pinned to the rails of our desks, they locked like little flags hanging all
round the classroom. You should have seen how hard everybody tried.
And how quiet it was! All you could hear was the scratch of pens on
paper. At one point, several large beetles flew in. But no one turned
a hair, not even the little ones who were concentrating on their pen-
strokes as earnestly and conscientiously as if making marks with a pen
was the same as writing French . . . On the roof of the school, pigeons
cooed softly and as ! listened to them [ wondered:

‘Will they make them sing in German too?’

From time to time, when I looked up from my work, I saw Monsieur
Hamel sitting quite still at his high desk. He was staring at all the things
around him as if he thought that he could scoop up his little schoolhouse
in his mind’s eye and take it away with him. Just imagine, For forty years
he had sat there, in the same place, looking at the same yard and the same
classroom. Only now the benches and desks gleamed, polished by use.
The walnut trees in the yard had grown tall and the hop he had planted
himself trailed round the windows and climbed onto the roof. How
heart-breaking it must have been for the poor man to have to leave all
that, to hear his sister toing and froing in the room overhead as she shut
the lids of their trunks! For they were due to go the next day, to vanish
from the place for ever.

Even so, he found the heart to carry on teaching us to the bitter end.
After writing, we had history. Then the little ones chanted A is for Apple,
B is for Book. At the back of the classroom, old Hauser put his glasses on
and, holding his spelling book in both hands, said his letters with them.
You could tell that he too was doing his best. His voiced cracked and
wobbled and it was so funny to hear him that we all wanted to laugh and
cry. I shall always remember that last morning at school . . .

Suddenly, the church clock struck noon and then the angelus.
Simultaneously, the trumpets of the Prussian soldiers who were return-
ing from their exercises blared just outside our windows . . . Monsieur
Hamel, deathly pale, stood up at his desk. I never remembered him look-
ing so tall.

‘My friends,” he said, ‘my friends ... 1...1...

But the words would not come and he could not finish his sentence.
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Then he turned to the blackboard, picked up a piece of chalk and,
pressing as hard as he could, wrote in letters as large as the board would
take:

Vive la France!l’

Then he stood there, leaning his head against the wall and, without
saying a word, made a gesture with his hand:

s all over. .. Away you go.



GUSTAVE FLAUBERT (1821-1880)

A Simple Heart
Translated by A.J. Krailsheimer

For half a century the good ladies of Pont-I'Evéque envied Madame
Aubain her servant Félicité.

For one hundred francs a year she did the cooking and the housework,
sewing, washing, and ironing, she could bridle a horse, fatten up poultry,
churn butter, and remained faithful to her mistress, who was not how-
ever a very likeable person.

Madame Aubain had married a handsome but impecunious young
man, who died at the beginning of 1809, leaving her with two very young
children and heavy debts. So she sold her properties, except the farms at
Toucques and Geffosses, which brought in five thousand francs a year at
the very most, and moved out of her house at Saint-Melaine into a less
expensive one, which had been in her family for generations and stood
behind the market-hall.

This house, faced with slates, lay between an alley and a lane running
down to the river. Inside there were changes of level which could make
you stumble. A narrow entrance hall separated the kitchen from the
living-room, where Madame Aubain sat all day long in a basketwork
armchair by the window. Against the white-painted panelling were
ranged eight mahogany chairs. On an old piano, beneath a barometer,
rested a pyramid of piled-up boxes and cartons. A tapestry wing-chair
stood on each side of a yellow marble mantelpicce in Louis XV style.
The clock in the middle of it represented a temple of Vesta—and the
whole place smelled slightly of mildew, for the floor was lower than the
garden.

On the first floor there came first ‘Madame’s’ bedroom, very large,
papered in a pale floral pattern, and containing a portrait of ‘Monsieur’
dressed as a dandy of days gone by. This led into a smaller room, in
which were two children’s cots without matiresses. Then came the
drawing-room, always kept shut up, and full of furniture covered in
dust-sheets. Next, a corridor led to a study; books and papers filled the
shelves of a bookcase whose three sides surrounded a large black wooden
desk. The two corner panels were lost to view beneath pen-and-ink
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drawings, gouache landscapes, and Audran prints, relics of better days
and vanished luxury. A skylight on the second floor provided light for
Félicité’s room, which looked out over the meadows.

She would get up at dawn, so as not to miss Mass, and work without a
break until evening; then, with dinner over, the dishes put away and the
door securely locked, she would pile ashes over the log and doze in front
of the hearth, her rosary in her hand. When it came to haggling no one
was more persistent. As for cleanliness, her gleaming pots and pans were
the despair of the other servants. Very thrifty, she ate slowly, and with her
finger gathered up all the crumbs left on the table from her loaf of bread—
a twelve-pound loat, baked specially for her, which lasted three weeks.

Year in, year out, she wore a calico print neckerchief, fastened at the
back with a pin, a bonnet which covered her hair, grey stockings, a red
skirt, and over her jacket an apron with a bib, such as nurses wear in
hospitals.

She had a thin face and a sharp voice. At twenty-five she was taken for
forty. Once past fifty she could have been any age; and with her perpetual
silence, straight back, and deliberate gestures she looked like a wooden
dummy, driven by clockwork.

I

Félicité had had, like anyone else, her love story.

Her father, a mason, had been killed falling off scaffolding. Then her
mother died, her sisters scattered, a farmer took her in and while she was
still a child employed her as cowherd in the open fields. She shivered
with cold in her rags, lay flat to drink water out of the ponds, was beaten
for no reason at all, and was finally thrown out for the theft of thirty
sous, which she had never stolen. She went to another farm, was put in
charge of the poultry, and as the owners liked her the other farmhands
were jealous.

One evening in August (she was then eighteen) they took her
with them to the village fair at Colleville. Straight away she was dazed,
deafened by the noise of the fiddles, the lights in the trees, the medley
of brightly coloured costumes, lace, gold crosses, this mass of people
all hopping about in time. She was standing shyly to one side when a
prosperous-looking young man, who had been smoking a pipe as he
leaned with both arms on a cart-shaft, came up and invited her to dance.
He bought her cider, coffee, cake, a silk scarf, and imagining that she had
guessed his intentions, offered to see her home. On the edge of a field of
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oats he brutally tumbled her over. She was frightened and began to
scream. He made off.

Another evening, on the Beaumont road, she tried to get past a large
haywain which was travelling slowly in front of her, and, brushing by
close to the wheels, she recognized Théodore.

He greeted her quite calmly, saying that she must forgive his behaviour,
since it was all “the fault of the drinlk’,

She did not know how to reply, and wanted to run away.

At once he began talking about the crops and the leading figures of the
commune, for his father had left Colleville for the farm at Les Ecots, so
that they were now neighbours. ‘Ah!” she said. He added that his people
wanted him to settle down, but he was in no hurry, and was waiting fora
wife who would suit him. She bowed her head. Then he asked if she was
thinking of getting married. She replied with a smile that it was wrong to
make fun of people. ‘But ’m not, I swear?’, and he put his left arm round
her waist; she walked on supported by his embrace; they slowed down.
There was a soft breeze, the stars were shining, the huge load of hay
swayed in front of them; and the four horses kicked up the dust as they
plodded on. Then, unbidden, they turned off to the right. He kissed her
again. She vanished into the darkness.

The following week Théodore persuaded her to agree to several assig-
nations.

They would meet in some corner of a farmyard, behind a wall, under
some isolated tree. She was not innocent in the way that young ladies
are—she had learned from the animals—but her reason and innate sense
of honour kept her from losing her virtue. Her resistance sharpened
Théodore’s desire, so that in the hope of satistying it (or perhaps out of
sheer naivety) he proposed marriage to her. She was unready to believe
him. He swore solemnly that he meant it.

Soon he had a matter of some concern to confess: his parents, the year
before, had bought a substitute to do his military service; but he was
liable at any time to be called up again; the idea of serving in the Forces
appalled him. Such cowardice was for Félicité proof of his affection; it
made hers all the stronger. She would slip out at night to meet him, and
once she arrived, Théodore would torment her with his worries and his
pleas.

Finally he announced that he was going to the Prefecture himself to
make enquiries, and would report the result the following Sunday night
between eleven and midnight.

At the appointed time she hastened to her lover.
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In his place she found one of his friends.

From him she learned that she was never to see Théodore again. In
order to be exempt from conscription Théodore had married a very
wealthy old woman, Madame Lehoussais of Toucques.

Her grief was uncontrollable. She flung hersell on the ground,
screamed, called on God, and stayed moaning all alone in the fields until
sunrise. Then she returned to the farm, announced her intention of
leaving, and at the end of the month was paid off; with all her meagre
possessions wrapped in a kerchief she made her way to Pont-I'Evéque.

In front of the inn she asked some questions of a lady in a widow’s
hood, who was in fact just looking for a cook. The gir! did not know
much, but seemed to be so willing and modest in her demands that
Madame Aubain finally said:

‘Very well, I will take you!?”

A quarter of an hour later Félicité was installed in her house.

At first she lived there in a state of fear and trembling brought on by
‘the kind of house’ it was and the memory of ‘Monsieur’ hanging over
everything! Paul and Virginie, the former aged seven, the latter barely
four, seemed to her to be made out of some precious material; she would
give them rides on ber back like a horse, and Madame Aubain told her to
stop kissing them all the time, which hurt her deeply. However she was
happy there. In such an agreeable environment her gloom had faded
away.

Every Thursday the same regular visitors came to play a game of
boston. Félicité prepared the cards and footwarmers in advance. They
arrived punctually at eight o’clock and left before it struck eleven.

Every Monday morning the secondhand dealer who lived down the
lane would spread out on the ground his bits and pieces. Then the town
would resound with the buzz of voices, mingled with horses neighing,
lambs bleating, pigs grunting, and carts clattering through the streets.
Towards noon, when the market was at its height, a tall, old peasant,
with a hooked nose and his cap on the back of his head, would appear on
the doorstep: it was Robelin, who farmed Geffosses. Shortly afterwards
came Li¢bard, who farmed at Toucques, short, red-faced, stout, wearing
a grey jacket and leggings fitted with spurs.

They both offered their landlady chickens or cheese for sale. Wily as
they were, Félicité invariably got the better of them, and they would go
off filled with respect for her.

At irregular intervals Madame Aubain would receive a visit from
the Marquis de Grémanville, an uncle of hers, ruined by debauch, who
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lived at Falaise on the last remnant of his land. He always arrived at
lunchtime, with a dreadful poodle which soiled all the furniture with its
paws. Despite his efforts to act the nobleman, going so far as to raise his
hat every time he said: ‘My late father’, yielding to force of habit he
would pour himself one drink after another, and come out with ribald
remarks. Félicité would politely push him out: “You have had enough,
Monsieur de Grémanville! Some other time!” And would close the door
o him.

It was a pleasure for her to open it to Monsieur Bourais, a former
solicitor, His white tie and bald head, his frilled shirt-front, his ample
brown frock-coat, the way he curved his arm when he took a pinch
of snuff, his whole person affected her with that agitation which the
spectacle of exceptional men commonly provokes,

As he managed ‘Madame’s’ properties, he would shut himself up with
her for hours in ‘Monsieur’s’ study; he was always afraid of compromis-
ing himself, had boundless respect for the judiciary and some preten-
tions to knowledge of Latin.

As a way of combining instruction with pleasure, he gave the children
an illustrated geography-book. The pictures represented scenes from
different parts of the world, cannibals with feather headdresses, an
ape abducting a young lady, bedouins in the desert, a whale being
harpooned, etc.

Paul would explain these engravings to Félicité. This was indeed the
only literary education she ever had.

That of the children was provided by Guyot, a poor devil employed at
the Town Hall, famous for his fine handwriting, who used to sharpen his
penknife on his boot.

When the weather was fine they would set out eatly for the farm at
Geffosses.

The farmyard lies on a slope, with the house in the middle, and the sea
appears in the distance as a patch of grey.

Félicité would take slices of cold meat out of her bag, and they would
eat their lunch in a room connecting with the dairy. It was all that
remained of a country house no longer to be seen. The tattered wallpaper
stirred with every draught. Madame Aubain would bow her head, over-
whelmed with memories; and the children did not dare to go on talking,
‘Do go and play!’ she would say; they made themselves scarce.

Paul would go into the barn, catch birds, play ducks and drakes on the
pond, or bang a stick against the massive casks, which were as resonant
as drums.
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Virginie fed the rabbits, or rushed off to pick cornflowers, running so
fast that her little embroidered knickers showed.

One autumn evening they went back through the fields.

The moon in its first quarter lit up part of the sky, and mist floated like
a scarf over the winding river Toucques. Cattle lying in the middie of the
grass looked peaceably at these four people going past. In the third
meadow some of them stood up, then formed a circle in front of them.
‘Don’t be afraid!” said Félicité, and keening softly she stroked the back of
the nearest animal; it turned about, the others followed suit. But when
they began to cross the next field a fearsome bellowing rent the air, It was
a bull, hidden in the mist. It advanced on the two women. Madame
Aubain was about to run. ‘Nol no! not so fast!’ They walked more rapidly
all the same, and could hear behind them the sound of heavy breathing
coming closer. Hooves thudded like hammerblows on the grass; now it
was charging at a gallop! Félicité turned round, and with both hands
took up clods of earth which she threw into the bull’s eyes. It lowered
its muzzle, tossed its horns and was shaking with rage as it bellowed
horribly. Madame Aubain, at the end of the field with the two children,
was frantically looking for some way to get over the high bank. Félicité
kept retreating in front of the bull, continually hurling clumps of turf
which blinded it, crying all the while: ‘Hurry! Hurry?

Madame Aubain went down into the ditch, pushed Virginie, then
Paul, up the bank and fell several times trying to climb it herself, before
she finally succeeded after strenuous efforts.

The bull had backed Félicité up against a barred gate; it was slavering
close enough to spatter her face, another second and it would gore her.
She just had time to slip between two of the bars, and the great beast
stopped in its tracks in amazement.

This event was talked about for many years at Pont-I"Evéque. Félicité
took no pride in it, and had no idea that she had done anything heroic.

She was exclusively concerned with Virginie, who had developed a
nervous ailment as a result of this fright; Monsieur Poupart, the doctor,
advised sea-bathing at Trouville.

In those days not many people went there. Madame Aubain made
enquiries, consulted Bourais, and made preparations as though for a
long journey.

Her luggage went off the day before, in Liébard’s cart. Next day he
brought along two horses, one of which had a woman’s saddle, with a
velvet back-rest; and on the crupper of the other a rolled-up cloak
formed a seat of sorts, on which Madame Aubain rode, sitting behind
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him. Félicité took charge of Virginie, and Paul mounted Monsieur
Lechaptois’s donkey, which he had lent on condition that they took great
care of it,

The road was so bad that the eight kilometres took them two hours.
The horses sank up to their pasterns in mud, and worked free by jerking
their hindquarters; or else they stumbled against the ruts; at other times
they had to jump. Liébard’s mare would suddenly stop at certain points.
He would wait patiently for her to go on again, and talk about the people
whose property lay beside the road, adding moral reflections to his
account of them. Thus in the middle of Toucques, as they passed bencath
windows wreathed in nasturtiums, he said with a shrug of his shoulders:
“That’s where a certain Madame Lehoussais lives. Instead of taking a
young man . ... Félicité did not hear the rest; the horses were trotting,
the donkey galloping; then they all turned on to a path, a gate opened,
two lads appeared, and they dismounted by the cesspool, just in front of
the door.

Mére Liébard effusively expressed her delight at the sight of her
mistress. She served up a meal consisting of a sirloin, tripe, black pud-
ding, fricassee of chicken, sparkling cider, a fruit tart, and plums in
brandy, accompanied by compliments to Madame, who was looking
much better, Mademoiselle, who had become ‘simply gorgeous’, young
Monsieur Paul, who had ‘filled out’ wonderfully, without forgetting
their deceased grandparents, whom the Liébards had known, having
been in the family’s service for several generations. The farm, like them,
looked somewhat antique. The ceiling beams were worm-eaten, the walls
black with smoke, the window-panes grey with dust. An oak dresser held
all kinds of utensils, pitchers, plates, pewter bowls, wolf-traps, sheep-
shears; an enormous syringe amused the children. There was not one
tree in the three yards without fungus growing at its foot or a clump of
mistletoe in its branches. The wind had brought down a lot of them.
They had started growing again from the middle; and they all bent under
the weight of their apples. The thatched roofs, like brown velvet of
uneven thickness, stood up to the fiercest gusts. The cart-shed, however,
was falling down. Madame Aubain said that she would see to it, and gave
the order to harness the animals again.

It took a further half-hour to reach Trouville. The little caravan had to
dismount to pass by the Ecores, a cliff overhanging the boats below, and
three minutes later, at the end of the quayside, they went into the court-
yard of the Golden Lamb, kept by Mére David.

Virginie after the first few days did not feel so weak, as a result of the
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change of air and sea-bathing. She bathed in her chemise, since she did
not have a costume; and her maid dressed her afterwards in a Customs
hut used by the bathers.

In the afternoons they went off with the donkey beyond the Roches-
Noires, in the direction of Hennequeville. At first the path led up
through undulating ground like the lawns in a park, then came outon to
a plateau where pasture and ploughland alternated. By the wayside, holly
bushes grew up out of bramble thickets; here and there a tall dead tree
traced against the blue sky the zigzag pattern of its branches,

They almost always rested in a meadow, with Deauville on the left, Le
Havre on the right, and the open sea facing them. It sparkled in the
sunshine, smooth as a mirror, so calm that one could barely hear the
murmur of the waves; sparrows chirped out of sight, and the immense
vault of the heavens arched over everything. Madame Aubain sat doing
her needlework; Virginie beside her plaited rushes; Félicité picked
lavender flowers; Paul was just bored and wanted to move on,

At other times they crossed the Toucques in a boat and went looking
for seashells, Low tide uncovered sea-urchins, scallops, called locally
‘godefiches’, jellyfish; and the children would run to catch the bubbles of
foam blown away by the wind. As the waves broke sleepily on the sand,
they rippled out along the shore, which stretched as far as the eve could
see, but on the landward side was bounded by the dunes separating it
from the Marais, a wide meadow shaped like a racecourse. When they
came back that way, Trouville on the hillside in the background grew
larger with every step, and with all its varied houses scemed fo be bloom-
ing in cheerful disarray.

On days when it was too hot they never left their room. The dazzling
brightness from outside interposed bars of light between the slats of the
drawn blinds. Not a sound came from the village, Below, on the pave-
ment, not a soul. Such widespread silence increased the general impres-
sion of tranquillity. In the distance caulkers hammered away at the hulls,
and the smell of tar was borne on the sultry breeze.

The main entertainment was provided by the fishing boats coming in.
As soon as they had passed the marker buoys, they began to tack. Their
sails were lowered two-thirds of the way down the masts; and with the
foresail bellying out like a balloon, they slid forward with waves lapping
their sides to the middle of the harbour, where they suddenly dropped
anchor. Then each boat took its place at the quayside. The sailors threw the
squirming fish ashore, where a line of carts waited, and women in cotton
bonnets reached forward to take the baskets and embrace their menfolk.
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One day one of these women approached Félicité, who shortly after-
wards came into the room quite overjoyed. She had found one of her
sisters; and Nastasie Barette, whose married name was Leroux, appeared,
clutching a baby to her breast, another child in her right hand, and on
her left a little ship’s boy, with hands on hips and beret cocked over one
ear.

After quarter of an hour Madame Aubain sent her off.

They kept coming across them, outside the kitchen, or when they
went out for walks. The husband did not make an appearance.

Félicité became very fond of them. She bought them a blanket, some
shirts, a stove; they were obviously exploiting her. This weakness
annoyed Madame Aubain; besides she did not like the familiar way in
which the nephew addressed her son, and as Virginie had developed a
cough and the best of the season was over, she returned to Pont-
I'Evéque.

Monsieur Bourais advised her on the choice of a school. The one at
Caen was considered to be the best. Paul was sent there, and bravely said
goodbye to everyone, pleased that he was going to live somewhere where
he would have other boys to keep him company.

Madame Aubain resigned herself to her son’s departure, because it
had to be. Virginie thought about him less and less. Félicité missed the
noise he used to make. But something else came up to keep her busy and
distract her; starting at Christmas she took the little girl to catechism
every day.

I

After genuflecting at the door, she would walk between the double row
of chairs beneath the lofty vault of the nave, open Madame Aubain’s
pew, sit down and look around.

The choir stalls were filled with boys on the right, girls on the left; the
curé stood by the lectern; one stained-glass window in the apse depicted
the Holy Spirit above the Virgin; another showed her kneeling before the
infant Jesus, and behind the tabernacle a wooden carving represented
Saint Michael slaying the dragon.

The priest began with a summary of Sacred History. In her mind’s eye
she saw Paradise, the Flood, the Tower of Babel, the cities destroyed by
fire, whole peoples dying, idols overthrown; and this dazzling vision left
her with lasting respect for the Almighty and fear of his wrath. Then she
wept as she listened to the story of the Passion. Why had they crucified

91



Gustave Flaubert

him, he who loved children, fed the multitude, healed the blind, and had
been willing, in his meekness, to be born among the poor, in the muck of
a stable? Sowing, harvesting, pressing, all these familiar things of which
the Gospel speaks were part of her life; God had sanctified them with his
passing presence; and she loved lambs more dearly from love of the
Lamb of God, doves because of the Holy Spirit.

She found it hard to visualize what he looked like, for he was not just a
bird, but a fire as well, and at other times a breath. Perhaps it was his light
fluttering at night on the edge of the marshes, his breath driving the
clouds, his voice making the bells ring tunefully; and she sat lost in
worship, enjoving the coolness of the walls and the peaceful church.

As for dogma, she did not understand, did not even attempt to under-
stand, a word of it. The curé would say his piece, the children would
repeat it, she would eventually doze off; and would wake with a start at
the noise of their sabots clattering down the stone paving on their way
out.

This was how she learned the catechism, from hearing it repeated, for
her religious education had been neglected in her youth; and as for prac-
tice, from that time on she simply copied Virginie, fasting like her, going
to confession with her. At Corpus Christi they made an altar of repose
together.

The First Communion worried her a great deal beforehand. She
fussed about the shoes, the rosary, the prayer book, the gloves. How she
trembled as she helped Virginie's mother dress her!

All through the Mass she was on tenterhooks. Monsieur Bourais
blocked her view of one side of the choir; but directly opposite her the
band of maidens with their white wreaths worn over their lowered veils
looked like a snowfield; and she recognized the precious child even at a
distance by her slender neck and devout bearing. The bell tinkled. Heads
were bowed; there was silence. As the organ thundered out choir and
congregation intoned the Agnus Dei; then the boys began to file up, and
after them the girls stood up. In slow procession, hands folded, they went
up to the brightly lit altar, knelt on the first step, received the host in
turn, and in the same order returned to their stalls. When it came to
Virginie's turn, Félicité leaned forward to see her; and imagining things
as one can when moved by genuine affection, it scemed to her that she
herself was that child; the child’s face became her own, she wore the
child’s dress, the child’s heart beat in her breast; when the moment came
to open her mouth and close her eyes Félicité all but fainted.

Early next morning she went to the sacristy and asked Monsieur le
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curé to give her communion. She received it most devoutly, but without
the ecstasy she had experienced the day before.

Madame Aubain wanted her daughter to be endowed with every
accomplishment; and as Guyot was unable to teach her English or music,
she decided to send her as a boarder to the Ursulines at Honfleur.

The child raised no objections. Félicité sighed, finding Madame heart-
less. Then she reflected that her mistress might be right. Such matters
were beyond her capacities.

Finally one day an old break drew up at the door; and out stepped a
nun who had come to fetch Mademoiselle, Félicité hauled the luggage up
on the roof, gave the coachman instructions, and stowed in the boot six
pots of jam and a dozen pears, with a bouquet of violets.

At the last moment Virginie was overcome by a fit of sobbing; she
hugged her mother, who kissed her on the forehead, repeating: “‘Come
now! be brave! be brave!” The step was raised and the break moved off.

Then Madame Aubain collapsed; and that evening all her friends,
the Lormeaus, Madame Lechaptois, those Mesdemoiselles Rochefeuille,
Mounsieur de Houppeville, and Bourais came round to console her.

At first she found it extremely painful to be without her daughter. But
three times a week she had a letter from her, and on the other days wrote
back. She walked in her garden, read a little, and in this way filled the
empty hours.

In the morning, from force of habit, Félicité would go into Virginie’s
room, and look round the four walls. She missed having to comb the
girl’s hair, lace up her boots, tuck her up in bed—and constantly seeing
her sweet face, holding her hand when they went out together. With
nothing else to do she tried her hand at lace-making. Her clumsy fingers
broke the threads; she could not concentrate, was losing sleep, in her
own words was ‘undermined’,

“To take her mind off it” she asked if she might be allowed to receive
visits from her nephew Victor.

He would arrive on Sundays after Mass, rosy-cheeked, bare-chested,
and smelling of the countryside he had come through. She would straight
away lay a place for him. They would have their lunch facing each other;
and though she herself ate as little as possible to save expense, she would
fill him up with so much food that he would end by falling asleep. As
soon as the bell began to ring for Vespers she roused him, brushed his
trousers, tied his tie and made her way to church, leaning on his arm
with maternal pride.

His parents always told him to get something out of her, a packet of

93



Gustave Flaubert

brown sugar, perhaps, or some soap, brandy, sometimes even money.
He would bring her his clothes to mend; and she was happy to accept the
task, because it meant that he would have to come back.

In August his father took him on voyages round the coast.

It was the time of the school holidays. The children’s arrival consoled
her. But Paul was becoming capricious, and Virginie was now too old to
be spoken to familiarly as a child; that caused a certain constraint, set up
a barrier between them.

Victor went successively to Morlaix, Dupkirk, and Brighton; he
brought her back a present from each voyage. The first time it was a box
decorated with seashells; the second time a coffee cup; the third time a
big gingerbread man. He was turning out a handsome lad, with his slim
waist, a faint moustache, a good honest look and a little leather cap, worn
on the back of his head, like a pilot. He entertained her by telling stories
mixed up with nautical language.

One Monday, the fourteenth of July 1819 (she never forgot the date)
Victor announced that he had signed on for an ocean voyage, and on the
Wednesday night would be taking the packet-boat from Honfleur to join
his schooner, which was due to sail shortly from Le Havre. He might be
away for as much as two years.

The prospect of such a long absence grieved Félicité deeply, and
wanting to bid him another farewell, on the Wednesday evening, after
Madame’s dinner, she put on her dogs and made short work of the four
leagues between Pont-I'Evéque and Honfleur.

When she reached the Calvary, instead of bearing left, she bore right,
got lost in the shipyards, retraced her steps; some people she approached
urged her to hurry. She went all round the docks, which were full of
shipping, stumbling over mooring ropes; then the level of the ground
fell, there were beams of light criss-crossing in all directions, and she
thought she was going mad when she saw some horses up in the air.

On the quayside others were whinnying, frightened by the sea. A hoist
was lifting them up and lowering them into a boat, where passengers
jostled among casks of cider, baskets of cheese, sacks of grain; hens were
clucking, the captain swearing; and a cabin boy was leaning on the
cathead, quite indifferent to evervthing. Félicité, who had not recognized
him, cried “Victor!” repeatedly, and he looked up; she rushed forward,
but the gangway was suddenly pulled up.

The packet-boat, hauled by women singing as they went, left harbour.
Its ribs creaked, heavy waves lashed its bows. The sail had swung round,
there was no longer anyone to be seen; and against the sea shining silver
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in the moonlight it stood out as a dark patch, which steadily faded, sank
away, disappeared.

As Félicité went past the Calvary she wanted to commend to God all
that she held most dear; and she stood praying for a long time, her face
wet with tears, her eyes lifted up to the clouds. The town slept, Customs
men did their rounds; and water poured incessantly through the holes in
the lockgate, sounding like a torrent. It struck two.

The convent parlour would not be open before daylight. 1f she were
late back Madame would certainly be annoyed; and despite her desire to
embrace the other child, she started home. The girls in the inn were just
waking up as she came into Pont-I'Evéque.

So the poor lad would be rolling about on the ocean waves for months
on end! His earlier voyages had not alarmed her. People came back from
England and Brittany; but America, the Colonies, the Islands, that was
away in some remote, vague region at the other end of the world.

From that moment Félicité’s only thoughts were for her nephew. On
sunny days she worried about his thirst; when there was a thunderstorm
she was afraid that he would be struck by lightning, As she listened to the
wind howling in the chimney and blowing off roof slates, she saw him
battered by the same gale, on the top of some shattered mast, his whole
body bent back beneath a blanket of foam; or else, as she remembered
the geography picture-book, he was being eaten by savages, caught in a
forest by apes, perishing on some deserted shore. And she never talked
about her worries,

Madame Aubain had her own worries, concerning her daughter.

The nuns found her affectionate, but delicate. The slightest excite-
ment tired her out. She had to give up the piano.

Her mother insisted on regular letters from the convent. One morn-
ing when the postman had not called she grew impatient; and paced up
and down the room, from her chair to the window. It was quite extra-
ordinary! Four days now without news!

Trying to console her with her own example, Félicité said to her:

‘But Madame, [ haven’t had any for six months!’

‘From whom .. .¥

The servant quietly replied:

‘Why, from my nephew!’

‘Oh! your nephew!” And shrugging her shoulders Madame Aubain
resumed her pacing, which meant: I never thought of him! . . . Besides,
what do I care! A worthless cabin boy, of no account! . . . Whereas my
daughter . .. Just imagine!’
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Félicité, though brought up the hard way, was angry with Madame,
then forgot about it.

It seemed so easy to her to lose one’s head on account of the little gitl.

The two children were of equal importance to her; they were united
by the bond in her heart, and their destiny should be the same.

She learned from the pharmacist that Victor’s boat had arrived in
Havana, He had read the information in a newspaper.

Because of the cigars she imagined Havana as a place where nobody
did anything but smoke, and she saw Victor walking about among
negroes in a cloud of tobacco smoke. ‘In case of need’ could one come
back overland? How far was it from Pont-I'Evéque? To find out she
asked Monsieur Bourais.

He got out his atlas and began to explain all about longitudes; and put
on a pedantically superior smile at Félicité’s bewilderment. At length he
pointed with his pencil at an imperceptible black dot somewhere in the
indentations of an oval patch, adding: “There it is.” She bent over the
map; the network of coloured lines tired her eyes without making her
any the wiser; and when Bourais asked what was bothering her, she
begged him to show her the house where Victor was living. Bourais flung
up his arms, sneezed, laughed uproariously, revelling in such ingenuous-
ness; and Félicité could not understand why-—her intelligence was so
limited that she might even be expecting to see her nephew’s portrait!

It was a fortnight later that Liébard came as usual into the kitchen at
market time, and handed her a letter sent by her brother-in-law. As
neither of them could read, she had recourse to her mistress.

Madame Aubain, who was counting the stitches in her knitting, laid it
aside, opened the letter, gave a start, and looking intently at her said in a
low voice:

“They are writing to give you some . . . bad news. Your nephew ...

He was dead. There were no further details.

Félicité fell on to a chair, rested her head against the wall, and closed
her eyelids, which suddenly reddened. Then with head bowed, hands
dangling, fixed stare, she repeated time after time:

‘Poor young lad! Poor young lad!’

Liébard sighed as he watched her. Madame Aubain was trembling
slightly.

She suggested that Félicité should go and see her sister at Trouville.

Félicité made a gesture to indicate that there was no need.

There was a silence. Liébard decided that he ought to leave.

Then she said:
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“Them! It means nothing to them!’

Her head drooped again; and from time to time without thinking she
picked up the long knitting-needles from the work table.

Some women went by in the vard carrying some laundry, still drip-
ping, on a kind of stretcher.

Seeing them through the window reminded her of her own washing;
she had boiled it up the day before, so today she had to rinse it; and she
left the room.

Her washboard and tub lay beside the Toucques. She threw a pile of
shifts down on the river bank, rolled up her sleeves, picked up her beater,
and pounded so hard with it that the sound could be heard in the adjoin-
ing gardens. The meadows were empty, the wind ruffled the river; on the
bottom long weeds streamed out like the hair of corpses floating in the
water. She held back her grief, and was very brave until the evening; but
in her bedroom she gave way to it, lying prone on the mattress, face
pressed into the pillow, fists clenched against her temples.

Much later she heard from Victor’s captain himself the circumstances
of his death, He had been taken to hospital with yellow fever, and they
had bled him too much. Four doctors had held him at once. He had died
immediately, and the head one had said:

‘Right! one more ...V

His parents had always treated him with inhumanity. She preferred
not to see them again; and they made no advances, either from forgetful-
ness or the callousness of the poor.

Virginie was growing weaker.

Frequent difficulty in breathing, coughing, continual fever, and blotches
on her cheeks indicated some deep-seated ailment. Monsieur Poupart
had advised a stay in Provence. Madame Aubain decided on that, and
would have brought her daughter straight home, but for the climate of
Pont-I'Evéque.

She came to an arrangement with a man who hired out carriages, and
he took her to the convent every Tuesday. In the garden is a terrace with
a view of the Seine. Virginie would walk there, on her arm, treading on
fallen vine-leaves. Sometimes the sun coming through the clouds made
her blink as she looked at sails in the distance and the whole horizon,
from the castle at Tancarville round to the lighthouses of Le Havre. Then
they would have a rest beneath the arbour. Her mother had obtained a
small cask of excellent Malaga wine; and laughing at the idea of getting
tipsy, Virginie would take two sips, never more,

Her strength began to return. The autumn passed by quietly. Félicité
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spoke reassuringly to Madame Aubain. But one evening when she had
been out on some errand nearby, she came upon Monsicur Poupart’s
cabriolet in front of the door, and he was in the hall. Madame Aubain
was fastening her hat.

*Give me my footwarmer, my purse, my gloves; do hurry up!’

Virginie had pleurisy; it might be hopeless.

Not yet!” said the doctor; and they both got into the gig, with
snowflakes swirling down. It would soon be dark. [t was very cold.

Félicité rushed to the church to light a candle. Then she ran after the
gig, caught up with it an hour later, nimbly jumped on behind, and was
clinging to the fringed hood when she suddenly thought: “The courtyard
was never locked up! What if thieves broke in?” And she jumped down.,

Next day, at first light, she went round to the doctor’s house. He had
returned, and gone off again on his country rounds. Then she waited at
the inn, thinking that was where strangers would bring a letter. Finally,
as dusk fell, she took the coach coming from Lisieux.

The convent lay at the end of a steep lane. About halfway down she
heard a strange sound, the tolling of a death-knell. It’s for someone else,’
she thought; and Félicité banged the door-knocker violently.

After several minutes she heard slippers shuffling along. The door
opened a crack and a nun appeared.

The good sister said sorrowfully that ‘she had just passed away’. At the
same moment the tolling from Saint-Léonard’s grew louder.

Félicité reached the second floor,

From the doorway of the room she could see Virginie lying on her
back, with hands folded, mouth open, and head thrown back beneath a
black crucifix which leaned towards her, her face still paler than the
curtains hanging motionless on either side. Madame Aubain was cling-
ing to the foot of the bed, choking with sobs of anguish. The Mother
Superior stood on the right. Three candlesticks on the chest of drawers
added splashes of red, and the fog was turning the windows white, Nuns
led Madame Aubain away.

For two whole nights Félicité never left the dead girl. She kept repeat-
ing the same prayers, sprinkling holy water over the sheets, sitting down
again, gazing at her. At the end of the first vigil she noticed that the face
had turned yellow, the lips blue, the nose was becoming pinched, the
eves more sunken. She kissed the eyes several times; and would not have
been vastly astonished if Virginie had opened them; for such souls the
supernatural is quite simple. She laid out the corpse, wrapped it in the
shroud, lowered it into the coffin, put on a wreath, spread out the hair. It
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was fair hair, exceptionally long for her age. Félicité cut off a large lock,
and slipped half of it into her bosom, determined never to let it go.

The body was brought back to Pont-I'Evéque, in accordance with the
wishes of Madame Aubain, who followed the hearse in a closed carriage.

After the Mass it took another three-quarters of an hour to reach the
cemetery. Paul walked in front, sobbing. Monsieur Bourais came behind
him, then the leading townsfolk, the women in long black veils, and
Félicité. She was thinking of her nephew, to whom she had been unable
to pay these last respects, and this added to her sorrow, as if he were
being buried with the other child,

Madame Aubain’s despair knew no bounds.

First she rebelled against God, whom she looked on as unjust for
taking away her daaghter—she had never done anything wrong, her
conscience was so clear! But no! She should have taken her to the South
of France. Other doctors would have saved her! She blamed herself,
wanted to join her daughter, cried out in distress in the middle of her
dreams, One dream in particular obsessed her. Her husband, dressed asa
sailor, was returning from a long voyage, and told her with tears that he
had been ordered to take Virginie away. Then they would put their heads
together to discover some safe hiding-place.

Once she came in from the garden quite distraught. A moment before
{she showed the exact spot) father and daughter had appeared to her side
by side; they were not doing anything; they just looked at her.

For several months she stayed in her room in a state of apathy. Félicité
gently chided her; she must look after herself for her son’s sake, and for
her husband’s, in memory of ‘her’.

‘Her? replied Madame Aubain, as if waking from sleep. “Oh! yes! yes!
... You are not forgetting her!” Referring to the cemetery, where she had
been strictly forbidden to go.

Félicité went there every day.

Punctually at four o’clock she skirted the houses, went up the hill,
opened the gate and came to Virginie’s grave. It consisted of a small pink
marble column, with a tombstone at the bottom, surrounded by chains
enclosing a little garden plot. The beds were completely covered over
with tlowers. She would water their leaves, put down fresh sand, go
down on her knees to dig the ground more thoroughly. When Madame
Aubain was finally able to go there, she felt relieved, somehow com-
forted, by this.

Then years went by, all alike and without incident, apart from the
great festivals as thev came round: Easter, Assumption, All Saints.
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Domestic events marked a date, subsequently used as a point of refer-
ence. Thus in 1825 two glaziers whitewashed the hall; in 1827 part of the
roof fell into the courtyard and narrowly missed killing a man. In the
summer of 1828 it was Madame’s turn to present the blessed bread; at
about that time Bourais went mysteriously absent; and old acquaint-
ances gradually departed: Guyot, Liébard, Madame Lechaptois, Robelin,
Uncle Grémanville, who had been paralysed for years,

One night the driver of the mail-coach brought Pont-I'Bvéque the
news of the July Revolution. A new sub-prefect was appointed a few days
later: Baron de Larsonniere, a former consul in America, whose house-
hold included, apart from his wife, his sister-in-law with three young
ladies, already quite grown-up. They could be seen on their lawn,
dressed in loose smocks; they owned a negro and a parrot. Madame
Aubain received a formal call from them, and did not fail to return it. At
the first glimpse of them in the distance Félicité would run to warn her.
But only one thing could arouse her feelings; her son’s letters.

He could not follow any career, because he spent all his time in
taverns. She paid his debts, he contracted new ones; and as Madame
Aubain sat knitting at the window she would sigh loudly enough for
Félicité to hear as she turned her spinning-wheel in the kitchen,

They would stroll together beside the espalier, and always talked
about Virginie, discussing whether she would have liked this or that, or
what she would probably have said on such and such an occasion.

All her modest belongings filled a cupboard in the children’s bed-
room. Madame Aubain inspected them as seldom as possible. One
summer’s day she resigned herself to do so; and moths flew out of the
wardrobe.

Her dresses hung in a row under a shelf containing three dolls, some
hoops, a set of doll’s furniture, and the wash-basin she had used. They
also took out petticoats, stockings, handkerchiefs, and spread them out
on the two beds before folding them up again. The sun shone brightly on
these shabby things, showing up the stains, and creases caused by move-
ments of her body. The air was warm, the sky blue, a blackbird trilled,
every living thing seemed to be full of sweetness and light. They found a
little hat, made of furry brown plush; but it was all moth-eaten. Félicité
asked if she might have it. Their eyes met, filled with tears; finally the
mistress opened her arms, the servant fell into them; and they embraced,
appeasing their grief in a kiss which made them equal.

It was the first time in their lives, for Madame Aubain was not naturally
forthcoming. Félicité was as grateful to her as if she had received a gift,
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and from then on loved her with dog-like devotion and religious adora-
tion,

Her natural kindness began to develop.

When she heard the drums of a regiment marching down the street,
she would stand at the door with a jug of cider, offering the soldiers a
drink. She looked after cholera victims. She took the Poles under her
wing; and one of them even announced that he would like to marry her.
But they fell out; for one morning, coming back from the Angelus
service, she found him in her kitchen; he had found his own way in, and
dressed himself a salad which he was calmly eating,

After the Poles, it was Pére Colmiche, an old man reputed to have
committed atrocities in 1793. He lived by the river in a tumbledown old
pigsty. The village boys used to watch him through cracks in the wall,
and throw stones which fell on the pallet where he lay, constantly racked
by bronchial coughing; he had very long hair, inflamed eyelids and a
tumour on the arm bigger than his head. She got him clean linen, tried to
clean up his hovel, dreamed about moving him into the bakehouse,
without giving Madame Aubain any trouble. When the cancer burst,
she dressed it every day, sometimes brought him cake, put him out in
the sunshine on a bale of hay; and the poor old fellow, dribbling and
shaking, would thank her in his feeble voice, was afraid of losing her, and
stretched out his hands as soon as he saw her going. He died; she had a
Mass said for the repose of his soul.

On that particular day she had a great stroke of fortune; at dinner-
time, Madame de Larsonniére’s negro arrived, holding the parrot in its
cage, with its perch, chain, and padlock. A note from the Baroness
informed Madame Aubain that her husband had been promoted to a
Prefecture and they were leaving that evening; and she begged her to
accept the bird as a memento and token of her respects.

The parrot had filled Félicité’s thoughts for some time past, for it
came from America; that word reminded her of Victor, and prompted
her to question the negro about it. She had even once said: ‘Madame
would be so happy to have it!’

The negro had repeated the remark to his mistress, who, being unable
to take the bird with her, disposed of it in that way.

v

He was called Loulou. His body was green, his wingtips pink, the front of
his head blue, his breast gold.
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But he had the tiresome habit of chewing his perch, pulling out his
feathers, scattering his droppings, upsetting the water in his birdbath;
Madame Aubain found him a nuisance, and gave him to Félicité for
good.

She began training him; soon he could repeat: ‘Nice boy! Your
servant, Sir! Hail Mary!” He was placed beside the door, and a number of
people were surprised that he did not answer to the name of Jacquot,
since all parrots are called Jacquot. They described him as ‘silly as a
goose, thick as a plank’; Félicité was deeply wounded every time by such
remarks. How odd that Loulou should perversely fall speechless as soon
as anyone looked at him!

All the same he was eager for company; for on Sundays, while those
Mesdemoiselles Rochefeuille, Monsieur de Houppeville and some new
friends: Onfroy, the apothecary, Monsieur Varin and Captain Mathieu,
were playing their game of cards, he would bang the window-panes with
his wings and make such a dreadful fuss that one could not hear oneself
speak.

There was no doubt that he found Bourais’s face very funny. As soon
as he saw him Loulou began to laugh and laugh with might and main.
His peals of laughter rebounded round the courtyard, the echo repeated
them, the neighbours looked out of their windows, laughing too; and to
avoid being seen by the parrot, Monsieur Bourais would slink along the
wall, hat pulled down to hide his face, go down to the river and then
come in by the garden gate; and the looks he gave the bird were anything
but affectionate.

The buicher’s boy had once given Loulou a smack for taking the
liberty of sticking his head into his basket; and ever since Loulou was
always trying to nip him through his shirt. Fabu threatened to wring his
neck, although he was not really cruel, despite his tattooed arms and
heavy whiskers. On the contrary! he had rather a liking for the parrot,
and in jovial mood went so far as to teach him some swear-words.
Félicité, horrified at such behaviour, put him in the kitchen. His chain
was removed, and he had the run of the house.

When he went down the stairs, he would press the curve of his beak
against the steps, and raise first his right foot, then the left; and she was
afraid that such gymnastics would make him dizzy. He fell ill, could not
talk or eat any more. This was due to a callus under his tongue, such as
chickens sometimes have. She cured him by peeling off this bit of skin
with her nails. One day Monsieur Paul was foolish enough to blow cigar
smoke up his nose; another time when Madame Loumeau was teasing
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him with the tip of her sunshade he snapped up the ferrule; finally he got
lost.

She had put him down on the grass to take the air, gone off for a
moment, and when she came back, there was no parrot! First she hunted
for him in the bushes, down by the river, and on the rooftops, paying no
heed to her mistress who was shouting at her: ‘Do take care! you must be
crazy!” Then she searched all the gardens of Pont-I'Evéque, and kept
stopping passers-by—"You haven’t by any chance scen my parrot, have
you? If they did not know the parrot, she described him. Suddenly she
thought she could make out something green, fluttering behind the
windmills at the bottom of the hill. But on top of the hill, there was
nothing! A pedlar told her that he had come across him a short while ago
at Saint-Melaine, in Meére Simon’s shop. She hurried there. They did not
know what she was talking about. At last she came home, exhausted, her
slippers torn to shreds, with death in her heart; she sat down in the
middle of the seat by Madame, and was recounting all her efforts, when
she felt a light touch on her shoulder: Lounlou! What on earth had he
been doing? Perhaps he had been on a tour of the neighbourhood!

She had difficulty getting over this experience, or rather she never got
over it.

Following a chill, she had an attack of quinsy; shortly afterwards, ear
trouble. Three years later she had gone deaf, and used to talk very loudly,
even in church. Although her sins could have been published in every
corner of the diocese without bringing her into disrepute or upsetting
anyone, Monsieur le curé judged it more suitable in future to hear her
confessions in the sacristy.

On top of all her other troubles, buzzings in her ears made her imag-
ine things. Her mistress would often tell her: ‘Goodness! how stupid you
are!” and she would reply: “Yes, Madame’, as she looked round for some-
thing.

The narrow range of her ideas shrank even further, and the pealing of
the bells, the lowing of the cattle ceased to exist for her, Every living thing
moved in ghostly silence. A single sound now reached her ears: the voice
of the parrot.

As if to entertain her he would reproduce the regular clicking of the
spit turning, the fishmonger’s shrill cry, the sawing of the carpenter who
lived opposite; and when the doorbell rang, he would imitate Madame
Aubain: ‘Félicité! the door! the door!’

They would hold conversations, he repeating ad nauseam the three
phrases of his repertory, and she answering with words which were
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equally disconnected but came from the heart. In her isolation Loulou
was almost like a son, a lover to her. He would climb up her fingers,
nibble her lips, cling to her bodice; and as she bent forward, wagging her
head as nurses do, the wide wings of her bonnet and those of the bird
quivered in unison.

When the clouds banked up and thunder rumbled, he would squawk,
perhaps remembering the downpours of his native forests. The water
streaming down sent him into a frenzy; he would frantically flutter
about, go up to the ceiling, knock everything over, and fly out of the
window to splash about in the garden; but he would soon come in again,
and hopping up and down on one of the firedogs to dry his feathers,
displayed his beak and his tail alternately.

One morning in the terrible winter of 1837, she had put him down in
front of the hearth because of the cold, when she found him dead, hang-
ing head down in the middle of the cage, his claws clutching the bars. He
had probably died of a stroke. She thought he might have been poisoned
with parsley; and despite the lack of any evidence, her suspicions settled
on Fabu.

She cried so much that her mistress said to her: ‘All right! Have him
stuffed!”

She went to ask the pharmacist for advice, as he had always treated the
parrot kindly.

He wrote to Le Havre. A certain Fellacher took on the job. But as
parcels sent by the mail-coach were sometimes lost, she decided to take
this one herself as far as Honfleur.

Leafless apple trees lined either side of the road. The ditches were
frozen over. Dogs barked round the farms; and with her hands tucked
under her cape, her little black sabots and her bag she walked briskly
along the middle of the roadway.

She crossed the forest, passed by Le Haut-Chéne, reached Saint-
Gatien,

Behind her, in a cdoud of dust, gathering speed downhill, a mail-coach
driven at full gallop hurtled on like a whirlwind. At the sight of this
woman who did not move out of the way, the driver stood up above the
hood, and the postillion shouted too, while the four horses, which he
could not rein in, galloped all the faster; the two leading ones just missed
her; with a jerk on the reins he drove them on to the verge, but raising his
arm in fury, he lashed out with his great whip, catching her such a
mighty blow from waist to head that she fell over backwards.

Her first action on recovering her senses was to open the basket.
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Fortunately Loulou was unharmed. She felt her right cheek burning;
when she touched it her hands came away red. It was bleeding.

She sat down on a pile of stones, dabbed her face with her kerchief,
then ate a crust of bread, which she had put in her basket as a precaution,
and consoled herself for her injury by looking at the bird.

When she came to the top of the hill at Fcquemauville she could see
the lights of Honfleur twinkling in the darkness like a mass of stars;
blurred in the distance, the sea stretched out in all directions. Then a
sudden weakness made her stop; and her wretched childhood, her first
unhappy love affair, her nephew’s departure, Virginie’s death, all came
back to her at once like a rising tide, and welling up in her throat made
her choke.

Then she asked to speak to the captain of the boat; and without telling
him what her parcel contained, asked him to take great care of it.

Fellacher kept the parrot for a long time. He was always promising it
for the following week; after six months he reported that a box had gone
off; that was the last she heard. Loulou would probably never come back.
‘They must have stolen him!” she thought.

At last he arrived—looking splendid, standing on a tree branch, which
was screwed on to a mahogany pedestal, one foot in the air, head cocked
sideways, and biting a nut which the taxidermist, whose tastes ran to the
grandiose, had gilded.

She shut him up in her room.

This place, to which few people were ever admitted, looked like a
chapel and a bazaar combined, with its collection of religious objects and
assorted oddments.

A large wardrobe obstructed the opening of the door. Facing the
window overlooking the garden, another small round one gave on to the
courtyard; a table, beside the humble bed, bore a water jug, two combs
and a block of blue soap in a chipped dish. On the walls were displayed:
rosaries, medals, several pictures of the Virgin, a holy-water stoup fash-
ioned out of a coconut shell; on the chest of drawers, draped like an altar
with a cloth, the seashell box that Victor had given her; then a watering-
can and a ball, some exercise-books, the geography picture-book, a pair
of bootees; and hanging from the nail that held the mirror the little plush
hat! Félicité carried this sort of respect so far that she even kept one of
Monsieur’s frock-coats. All the old odds and ends for which Madame
Aubain had no further use were picked up by Félicité for her room. That
is how there came to be artificial flowers along the edge of the chest of
drawers, and a portrait of the Comte d’Artois in the window recess.

105



Gustave Flaubert

Loulou was installed on a small shelf fixed on to a chimney-breast
which projected into the room. Every morning as she awoke she saw
him by the first light of day, and would then recall the days gone by
and the smallest details of unimportant events, without sorrow, quite
serenely.

Never communicating with anyone, she lived with senses dulled as if
sleepwalking. The Corpus Christi processions would bring her back to
life. She would call on the neighbours to collect candlesticks and mats to
embellish the altar of repose being set up in the street.

In church she always gazed at the Holy Spirit, and noticed that he
looked something like the parrot. The likeness seemed still more evident
in a popular print of Our Lord’s baptism. With his purple wings and
emerald green body he was the very image of Loulou.

She bought the print and hung it up in place of the Comte d’Artois,
with the result that she could take them in together with a single glance.
They became associated in her mind, so that the parrot became sancti-
fied from this connexion with the Holy Spirit, which in turn became
more lifelike and readily intelligible in her eves. The Father could never
have chosen to express himself through a dove, for those creatures
cannot speak, but rather one of Loulou’s ancestors. And Félicité would
look at the print as she said her prayers, but with a sidelong glance from
time to time at the bird.

She wanted to join the Children of Mary. Madame Aubain talked her
out of it,

An important event was suddenly in the offing: Paul’s marriage.

He had been first a lawyer’s clerk, then in trade, in the Customs, in
the Revenue, and had begun an application to the Waterways and
Forests Department; now, at thirty, by some heaven-sent inspiration, he
had suddenly discovered the right path: Registration Office for Deeds!
There he demonstrated such remarkable talents that an auditor had
offered him his daughter’s hand, and promised to take him under his
wing.

Paul, who now took life seriously, brought her to visit his mother.

She sneered at the way things were done at Pont-I'Evéque, acted high
and mighty, upset Félicité. Madame Aubain felt a sense of relief when she
left.

The following week came news of Monsieur Bourais’s death, in Lower
Brittany, in an inn. Rumours of suicide were confirmed; doubts were
raised as to his honesty. Madame Aubain examined her accounts, and it
was not long before she became aware of the catalogue of his infamies:
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embezzlement of arrears, disguised sales of timber, forged receipts, etc.
In addition he had fathered a natural child, and had had ‘relations with a
person from Dozulé’.

Such base conduct grieved Madame Aubain deeply. In March 1853 she
suddenly felt pains in her chest; her tongue seemed to have an opaque
coating, leeches did nothing to relieve the difficulty in breathing; and on
the ninth evening she expired, being just seventy-two years old.

People thought she was younger, because of her brown hair, worn in
coils round her pale, pockmarked face. Few friends missed her, for her
haughty ways put people off.

Félicité wept for her, but not just as a servant for an employer. The
idea that Madame should die before her she found disturbing, against
the natural order of things, unacceptable and monstrous.

Ten days later—the time it took to hurry there from Besangon-—the
heirs arrived. The daughter-in-law ransacked the drawers, picked out
some pieces of furniture, sold the rest, and then they went back to the
Registration Office.

Madame’s easy chair, her pedestal table, her footwarmer, the eight
upright chairs had all gone. Yellow squares in the middle of the walls
marked where the prints had been. They had taken the two children’s
cots, with their mattresses, and every trace of Virginie’s things had
vanished from the cupboard! Félicité went back upstairs, sick with grief.

Next day there was a notice on the door; the apothecary shouted in
her ear that the house was for sale,

She reeled, and was obliged to sit down.

What grieved her most was the thought of having to leave her room—
so convenient for poor Loulou. Gazing at him in anguish, she implored
the help of the Holy Spirit, and fell into the idolatrous habit of saying her
prayers on her knees in front of the parrot. Sometimes the sun coming
through the skylight would catch his glass eve, so that a great beam of
light flashed out from it, and this entranced her.

She had been left an annuity of 380 francs by her mistress. The garden
provided her with vegetables. As for clothes, she had enough to wear for
the rest of her days, and saved the cost of lighting by going to bed as soon
as it was dusk.

She hardly ever went out, to avoid the secondhand shop, where some
of the furniture from the house was on display. Since her dizzy spells, she
was lame in one leg; and as she grew weaker, Mére Simon, whose grocery
shop had come to grief, came in every morning to chop wood and pump
water for her.
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Her sight began to go. The shutters were never open any more. Many
years went by. The house remained unlet and unsold.

For fear of being evicted Félicité never asked for repairs. The roof faths
became rotten; for the whole of one winter her bolster was soaked, After
Easter she began spitting blood.

At that Mére Simon called in the doctor. Félicité wanted to know what
was wrong with her. But she was too deaf to hear the answer, and caught
just one word: “Prneumonia.” That was a word she knew, and she softly
replied: ‘Oh! like Madame’, finding it perfectly natural to follow her mis-
tress,

The time for the altars of repose was drawing near.

The first was always at the bottom of the hill, the second in front of the
post office, the third about halfway up the street. There were rival claims
for that one; the ladies of the parish finally chose Madame Aubain’s
courtyard.

The fever got worse, and she found it harder and harder to breathe.
Félicité was distressed that she was not doing anything for the altar. At
the very least she could have put something on it} Then she thought of
the parrot. It was not suitable; the neighbours objected. But the curé
granted permission; that made her so happy that she begged him to
accept Loulou, the only valuable thing she owned, when she died.

From the Tuesday to the Saturday, the eve of Corpus Christi, she
coughed more frequently. By evening her face was drawn with illness,
her lips stuck to her gums, she began to vomit; and first thing next morn-
ing she had a priest called.

Three women stood round her during the administration of Extreme
Unction. Then she announced that she needed to speak to Fabu.

He arrived in his Sunday best, ill at ease in this funereal atmosphere.

‘Forgive me,” she said, making an effort to stretch out her arm, ‘I
thought it was you who killed him?’

What could such nonsense mean? Suspecting him of murder, a man
like him! And he waxed indignant, was about to make a fuss. ‘Her mind’s
begun to wander, anyone can see that!’

Félicité spoke from time to time to shadows. The good women left.
Old Meére Simon had her lunch.

A little later she took Loulou, and bringing him close to Félicité
said:

‘Now then! Say goodbye to him!’

Although he was not a corpse, he was all worm-eaten, one of his wings
was broken, the stuffing was coming out of his stomach. But now quite
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blind, she kissed his head and held him against her cheek. Mére Simon
took him back, to put him on the altar of repose.

\Y

From the meadows rose the scent of summer; flies buzzed; the sun
glinted on the river, warmed the slates. Mere Simon had come back into
the room and was quietly dozing.

The sound of bells ringing woke her up; they were coming out of
Vespers. Félicité’s delirium calmed down. As she thought about the
procession, she could see it as if she had been following it.

All the schoolchildren, the choristers, and the fire brigade walked on
the pavements, while down the middle of the street advanced first the
uniformed verger, armed with his halberd, then the beadle with a great
cross, the schoolmaster superintending the boys, the nun fussing over
her little girls; three of the prettiest, with curly hair like angels, were
throwing rose petals up in the air; the deacon, with arms outstretched,
conducted the band; and two thurifers turned round at every step
towards the Blessed Sacrament, borne by Monsieur le curé in his splen-
did chasuble, beneath a canopy of crimson velvet carried by four church-
wardens. A throng of people pressed on behind, between the white cloths
hung out over the walls of the houses; and they came to the foot of the
hill.

A cold sweat bathed Félicité’s temples. Mére Simon wiped it off with a
cloth, telling herself that one day she would have to go through it too.

The noise from the crowd swelled, was very loud for a moment, faded
away.

A volley of shots rattled the windows. It was the postillions saluting
the monstrance. Félicité rolled her eyes, and said, as loudly as she could,
Is he all right?—worrying about the parrot.

Her death agony began. Laboured breathing, coming faster and faster,
made her sides heave. Bubbles of froth formed at the corners of her
mouth, and she was trembling all over.

Scon the booming of the ophicleides could be heard, the clear voices
of the children, the deeper tones of the men. They all fell silent now and
then, and the tramping of feet, deadened by flowers strewn on the
ground, sounded like a herd of cattle moving over grass.

The clergy appeared in the courtyard. Mére Simon climbed on a chair
to reach the little round window, so that she could look down on to the
altar of repose.
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Garlands of greenery hung on the altar, which was decorated with a
frill of English lace. In the middle was a small frame containing relics,
two orange trees stood at the corners, and all the way along were silver
candlesticks and china vases, from which projected sunflowers, lilies,
peonies, foxgloves, bunches of hydrangea. This pile of bright colours
sloped down diagonally from the first floor to the carpet spread over the
paving stones; and some rare objects caught the eye. A silver-gilt sugar
bowl had a wreath of violets, pendants of Alencon gemstones sparkled
on a bed of moss, two Chinese screens displayed landscapes. All that
could be seen of Loulou, hidden beneath some roses, was the blue front
of his head, like a plaque of lapis-lazuli.

The churchwardens, the choristers, the children, formed up round the
three sides of the courtyard. The priest slowly mounted the steps and set
on the lace the great golden sun, which shone radiantly. All knelt. There
was a great silence. Then the censers, swung with might and main, slid
up and down their chains.

A cloud of blue incense smoke rose up to Félicité’s room. She opened
wide her nostrils as she breathed it in deeply, in an act at once sensual
and mystical. She closed her eyes. Her lips smiled. Her heartbeats grew
steadily slower, fainter every time, softer, like a fountain running dry,
like an echo fading; and as she breathed her last, she thought she saw, as
the heavens opened, a gigantic parrot hovering over her head.
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GUY DE MAUPASSANT (1850-1893)

The Necklace
Translated by David Coward

She was one of those pretty, delightful girls who, apparently by some
error of Fate, get themselves born the daughters of very minor civil
servants. She had no dowry, no expectations, no means of meeting some
rich, important man who would understand, love, and marry her. So she
went along with a proposal made by a junior clerk in the Ministry of
Education.

She dressed simply, being unable to afford anything better, but she
was every whit as unhappy as any daughter of good family who has come
down in the world. Women have neither rank nor class, and their
beauty, grace, and charm do service for birthright and connections.
Natural guile, instinctive elegance, and adaptability are what determines
their place in the hierarchy, and a girl of no birth to speak of may easily
be the equal of any society lady.

She was unhappy all the time, for she felt that she was intended for a
life of refinement and luxury. She was made unhappy by the run-down
apartment they lived in, the peeling walls, the battered chairs, and the
ugly curtains. Now all this, which any other woman of her station might
never even have noticed, was torture to her and made her very angry.
The spectacle of the young Breton peasant girl who did the household
chores stirred sad regrets and impossible fancies. She dreamed of silent
antechambers hung with oriental tapestries, lit by tall, bronze cande-
labras, and of two tall footmen in liveried breeches asleep in the huge
armchairs, dozing in the heavy heat of a stove. She dreamed of great
drawing-rooms dressed with old silk, filled with fine furniture which
showed off trinkets beyond price, and of pretty little parlours, filled with
perfumes and just made for intimate talk at five in the afternoon with
one’s closest friends who would be the most famous and sought-after
men of the day whose attentions were much coveted and desired by all
women,

When she sat down to dinner at the round table spread with a
three-day-old doth, facing her husband who always lifted the lid of the
soup-tureen and declared delightedly: ‘Ah! Stew! Splendid! There’s
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nothing I like better than a nice stew .. ., she dreamed of elegant dinners,
gleaming silverware, and tapestries which peopled the walls with mythical
characters and strange birds in enchanted forests; she dreamed of
exquisite dishes served on fabulous china plates, of pretty compliments
whispered into willing ears and received with Sphinx-like smiles over the
pink flesh of a trout or the wings of a hazel hen,

She had no fine dresses, no jewellery, nothing. And that was all she
cared about; she felt that God had made her for such things. She would
have given anything to be popular, envied, attractive, and in demand.

She had a friend who was rich, a friend from her convent days, on
whom she never called now, for she was always so unhappy afterwards.
Sometimes, for days on end, she would weep tears of sorrow, regret,
despair, and anguish.

One evening her husband came home looking highly pleased with him-
self. In his hand he brandished a large envelope.

‘Look,” he said, ‘T've got something for you.’

She tore the paper flap eagerly and extracted a printed card bearing
these words:
The Minister of Education and Madame Georges Ramponneau request the plea-
sure of the company of Monsieur and Madame Loisel at the Ministry Buildings
on the evening of 18 January.

Instead of being delighted as her husband had hoped, she tossed the
invitation peevishly onto the table and muttered: "What earthly use is
that to me?’

‘But, darling, I thought you’d be happy. You never go anywhere and
it’s an opportunity, a splendid opportunity! I had the dickens of a job
getting hold of an invite. Everybody’s after them; they’re very much in
demand and not many are handed out to us clerks. You'll be able to see
all the big nobs there.

She looked at him irritably and said shortly: ‘And what am I supposed
to wear if I do go?’

He had not thought of that. He blustered: “What about the dress you
wear for the theatre? It looks all right to me . . . The words died in his
throat. He was totally disconcerted and dismayed by the sight of his wife,
who had begun to cry. Two large tears rolled slowly out of the corners of
her eves and down towards the sides of her mouth.

‘What's up?” he stammered. ‘What’s the matter?’

Making a supreme effort, she controlled her sorrows and, wiping her
damp cheeks, replied quite calmly: "Nothing. It's just that I haven’t got
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anything to wear and consequently I shan’t be going to any reception.
Give the invite to one of your colleagues with a wife who is better off for
clothes than T am.”

He was devastated. He went on: ‘Oh come on, Mathilde. Look, what
could it cost to get something suitable that would do for other occasions,
something fairly simple?’

She thought for a few moments, working out her sums but also
wondering how much she could decently ask for without drawing an
immediate refusal and pained protests from her husband who was
careful with his money. Finally, after some hesitation, she said: ‘T can’t
say precisely, but I daresay I could get by on four hundred francs.”

He turned slightly pale, for he had been setting aside just that amount
to buy a gun and finance hunting trips the following summer in the flat
landscape around Nanterre with a few friends who went shooting larks
there on Sundays. But he said: "Very well. T'll give you your four hundred
francs. But do try and get a decent dress.”

The day of the reception drew near and Madame Loisel appeared
sad, worried, anxious. Yet all her clothes were ready. One evening her
husband said: “What's up? You haven't half been acting funny these last
few days.’

She replied: ‘Tt vexes me that I haven’t got a single piece of jewellery,
not one stone, that I can put on. T'll look like a church mouse. I'd almost
as soon not go to the reception.’

‘Wear a posy,” he said. ‘It’s all the rage this year. You could get two or
three magnificent roses for ten francs.

She was not convinced. ‘No. . .. There’s nothing so humiliating as to
look poor when you're with women who are rich.’

But her husband exclaimed: “You aren’t half silly! Look, go and see
your friend, Madame Forestier, and ask her to lend you some jewellery.
You know her well enough for that.”

She gave a delighted cry: “You're right! I never thought of that!’

The next day she called on her friend and told her all about her prob-
lem. Madame Forestier went over to a mirror-fronted wardrobe, took
out a large casket, brought it over, unlocked it, and said to Madame
Loisel: ‘Choose whatever you like.”

At first she saw bracelets, then a rope of pearls and a Venetian cross
made of gold and diamonds admirably fashioned. She tried on the
necklaces in the mirror, and could hardly bear to take them off and give
them back. She kept asking: ‘Have you got anything else?’
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Yes, of course. Just look. I can’t say what sort of thing you'll like best.”

All of a sudden, in a black satinwood case, she found a magnificent
diamond necklace, and her heart began to beat with immoderate desire.
Her hands shook as she picked it up. She fastened it around her throat
over her high-necked dress and sat looking at berself in rapture. Then,
diffidently, apprehensively, she asked: ‘Can you lend me this? Nothing
else, Just this.

‘But of course.”

She threw her arms around her friend, kissed ber extravagantly, and
then ran home, taking her treasure with her.

The day of the reception arrived. Madame Loisel was a success. She was
the prettiest woman there, elegant, graceful, radiant, and wonderfully
happy. All the men looked at her, enquired who she was, and asked to be
introduced. All the cabinet secretaries and under-secretaries wanted to
waltz with her. She was even noticed by the Minister himself,

She danced ecstatically, wildly, intoxicated with pleasure, giving no
thought to anything else, swept along on her victorious beauty and
glorious success, and floating on a cloud of happiness composed of the
homage, admiration, and desire she evoked and a kind of complete and
utter triumph which is so sweet to a woman’s heart.

She left at about four in the morning. Since midnight her husband
had been dozing in a small, empty side-room with three other men
whose wives were having an enjoyable time.

He helped her on with her coat which he had fetched when it was time
to go, a modest, everyday coat, a commonplace coat violently at odds
with the elegance of her dress. It brought her down to earth, and she
would have preferred to slip away quietly and avoid being noticed by the
other women who were being arrayed in rich furs. But Loisel grabbed her
by the arm: “Wait a sec. You’'ll catch cold outside. 'll go and get a cab.’

But she refused to listen and ran quickly down the stairs. When they
were outside in the street, there was no cab in sight. They began looking
for one, hailing all the cabbies they saw driving by in the distance.

They walked down to the Seine in desperation, shivering with cold.
There, on the embankment, they at last found one of those aged noc-
turnal hackney cabs which only emerge in Paris after dusk, as if ashamed
to parade their poverty in the full light of day. It bore them back to their
front door in the rue des Martyrs, and they walked sadly up to their
apartment. For her it was all over, while he was thinking that he would
have to be at the Ministry at ten.
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Standing in front of the mirror, she took off the coat she had been
wearing over her shoulders, to get a last look at herself in all her glory.
Suddenly she gave a cry. The necklace was no longer round her throat!

Her husband, who was already half undressed, asked: “What’s up?
She turned to him in a panic: ‘1. .. 1. .. Madame Forestier’s necklace . ..
[ haven’t got it

He straightened up as if thunderstruck: “What? ... But ... You can’t
have lost it!’

They looked in the pleats of her dress, in the folds of her coat, and in
her pockets. They looked everywhere. They did not find it.

Are you sure you still had it when you left the ballroom?” he asked.

‘Yes, I remember fingering it in the entrance hall.’

‘But if you'd lost it in the street, we'd have heard it fall. So it must be in
the cab.’

“That’s right. That’s probably it. Did you get his number?’

‘Wo. Did you happen to notice it?’

‘No.

They looked at cach other in dismay. Finally Loisel got dressed again.
‘I'm going to go back the way we came,” he said, “to see if I can find it.” He
went out. She remained as she was, still wearing her evening gown, not
having the strength to go to bed, sitting disconsolately on a chair by the
empty grate, her mind a blank.

Her husband returned at about seven o’clock. He had found nothing.

He went to the police station, called at newspaper offices where he
advertised a reward, toured the cab companies, and tried anywhere
where the faintest of hopes led him. She waited for him all day long in the
same distracted condition, thinking of the appalling catastrophe which
had befallen them.

Loisel came back that evening, hollow-cheeked and very pale. He had
not come up with anything.

‘Look,’ he said, “‘you’'ll have to write to your friend and say you broke
the catch on her necklace and you are getting it repaired. That'll give us
time to work out what we’ll have to do.

She wrote to his dictation.

A week later they had lost all hope.

Loisel, who had aged five yvears, said: “We'll have to start thinking
about replacing the necklace.

The next day they took the case in which it had come and called on the
jeweller whose name was inside. He looked through his order book.
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‘Tt wasn’t me that sold the actual necklace. T only supplied the case.’

After this, they trailed round jewellers” shops, looking for a necklace
just like the other one, trying to remember it, and both ill with worryand
anxiety.

In a shop in the Palais Royal they found a diamond collar which they
thought was identical to the one they were looking for. It cost forty
thousand francs. The jeweller was prepared to let them have it for thirty-
$ix,

They asked him not to sell it for three days. And they got him to agree
to take it back for thirty-four thousand if the one that had been lost
turned up before the end of February.

Loisel had eighteen thousand francs which his father had left him. He
would have to borrow the rest.

He borrowed the money, a thousand francs here, five hundred there,
sometimes a hundred and as little as sixty. He signed notes, agreed to pay
exorbitant rates of interest, resorted to usurers and the whole tribe of
moneylenders. He mortgaged the rest of his life, signed papers without
knowing if he would ever be able to honour his commitments, and then,
sick with worry about the future, the grim poverty which stood ready to
pounce, and the prospect of all the physical privation and mental torture
ahead, he went round to the jeweller’s to get the new necklace with the
thirty-six thousand francs which he put on the counter.

When Madame Loisel took it round, Madame Forestier said in a
huff: “You ought really to have brought it back sooner. I might have
needed it.’

She did not open the case, as her friend had feared she might. If she
had noticed the substitution, what would she have thought? What would
she have said? Would she not have concluded she was a thief?

Then began for Madame Loisel the grindingly horrible life of the very
poor. But quickly and heroically, she resigned herself to what she could
not alter: their appalling debt would have to be repaid. She was deter-
mined to pay. They dismissed the maid. They moved out of their apart-
ment and rented an attic room.

She became used to heavy domestic work and all kinds of ghastly
kitchen chores. She washed dishes, wearing down her pink nails on the
greasy pots and saucepans. She washed the dirty sheets, shirts, and floor-
cloths by hand and hung them up to dry on a line; each morning she
took the rubbish down to the street and carried the water up, pausing for
breath on each landing. And, dressed like any working-class woman, she
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shopped at the fruiterer’s, the grocer’s, and the butcher’s, with a basket
over her arm, haggling, frequently abused and always counting every
penny.

Each month they had to settle some accounts, renew others, and bar-
gain for time.

Her husband worked in the evenings doing accounts for a shopkeeper
and quite frequently sat up into the early hours doing copying work at
five sous a page.

They lived like this for ten years.

By the time ten years had gone by, they had repaid everything, with
not a penny outstanding, in spite of the extortionate conditions and
including the accumulated interest.

Madame Loisel looked old now. She bad turned into the battling, hard,
uncouth housewife who rules working-class homes. Her hair was untidy,
her skirts were askew, and her hands were red. She spoke in a gruff voice
and scrubbed floors on her hands and knees. But sometimes, when her
husband had gone to the office, she would sit by the window and think of
that evening long ago when she had been so beautiful and so admired.

What might not have happened had she not lost the necklace? Who
could tell? Who could possibly tell? Life is so strange, so fickle! How little
is needed to make or break us!

One Sunday, needing a break from her heavy working week, she went
out for a stroll on the Champs-Elysées. Suddenly she caught sight of a
woman pushing a child in a pram. It was Madame Forestier, still young,
still beautiful, and still attractive.

Madame Loisel felt apprehensive, Should she speak to her? Yes, why
not? Now that she had paid in full, she would tell her everything. Why
not? She went up to her.

‘Hello, Jeanne.”

The friend did not recognize her and was taken aback at being
addressed so familiarly by a common woman in the street. She stam-
mered: ‘But...Pmsorry...Idon’tknow ... There’s some mistake.

‘No mistake. 'm Mathilde Loisel.”

Her friend gave a cry: “But my poor Mathilde, how you've changed!’

‘Yes, I've been through some hard times since I saw you, very hard
times. And it was all on your account.”

‘On my account? Whatever do you mean?’

‘Do you remember that diamond necklace you lent me to go to the
reception at the Ministry?
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‘Yes. What about it?’

‘Well Tost it

‘Lost it? But you returned it to me.”

‘No, I returned another one just like it. And we’ve been paying for it
these past ten years. You know, it wasn't easy for us. We had nothing. . ..
But it’s over and done with now, and 'm glad.’

Madame Forestier stopped. “You mean you bought a diamond neck-
lace to replace mine?’

“Yes. And you never noticed the difference, did you? They were exactly
alike.” And she smiled a proud, innocent smile.

Madame Forestier looked very upset and, taking both her hands in
hers, said:

‘Oh, my poor Mathilde! But it was only an imitation necklace, It
couldn’t have been worth much more than five hundred francs! ..’
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At Sea

Translated by David Coward

The following report recently appeared in several newspapers:

Boulogne-sur-Mer, 22 January: From a correspondent. News of a horrific tragedy
has shocked local fishermen here already severely demoralized by similar dis-
asters over the last two years. A fishing-vessel, commanded by its owner, Captain
Javel, attempting to make port, was driven too far west on to the breakwater of
the harbour wall where it broke up. In spite of the efforts of the lifeboat and the
usc of rocket-launched life-lines, four crewmen and the cabin boy were lost, The
bad weather shows no signs of letting up. Purther losses are feared.

Who is this Captain Javel? The brother of the Javel with one arm?

If the poor mariner who was washed overboard and now perhaps lies
dead in the wrecked timbers of his shattered boat is indeed the man I'm
thinking of, then eighteen years ago he was also involved in another
tragedy, which was as awesome and simple as disasters at sea always are.

The elder Javel was then skipper of a trawler.

Now the trawler is the very best kind of fishing-boat there is. Built
to withstand any weather, broad-beamed, bobbing like a cork on the
surging waves, always at sea, continually buffeted by the grim, salt winds
of the English Channel, she works the sea tirelessly, bent under taut sail,
dragging a great net slung over the side which drags the bottom of the
sea, scouring and scooping up any creatures lurking under rocks: flatfish
which cling to the sand, great lumbering crabs with hooked claws, and
lobsters with pointed whiskers.

When the wind is fresh and the sea choppy, the boat begins to fish.
The net is slung on a long wooden iron-clad boom which is lowered by
means of two hawsers paid out by windlasses fore and aft. As it drifts
with wind and current, the boat drags the trawl-net with it, plundering
and devastating the sea bed.

On board, Javel had with him his younger brother, four crew, and a
cabin boy. He had sailed out of Boulogne in fine, clear weather to lay his
drag-net,

Soon, however, the wind got up and a sudden squall forced the trawler
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to run before it. She got as far as the English coast. But the raging sea tore
at the cliffs and flung itself at the land, making it impossible to enter
harbour. So the small boat headed back out to sea and made for the coast
of France. But the storm continued unabated, making the breakwaters
impassable and shrouding the approaches to all ports with spray, thun-
der, and danger.

The trawler put about again, running on the backs of the waves, pitch-
ing and tossing, shuddering, huge seas breaking over her decks, battered
by walls of water, but in good heart for all that, for she was used to heavy
weather which sometimes kept her out for five or six days toing and
froing between the two neighbouring countries and unable to land in
either.

Eventually, the gale decreased. Since they were in open water, though
there was a heavy swell running, the skipper ordered the drag-net to be
broken out.

The cumbersome tackle was lowered over the side, and two men in
the bow and two in the stern began feeding the ropes holding it through
the windlasses. Suddenly it touched bottom. At the same instant, a huge
sea made the boat heel over and the younger Javel, who was in the bow
directing operations, was thrown off balance and trapped his arm between
the rope, which had momentarily gone slack under the impact, and the
wooden barrel of the windlass over which it was being paid out. He made
desperate efforts to free it, using his other hand to lift the hawser. But the
net was already trawling and the taut rope was immovable.

Rigid with pain, he gave a shout. The other hands all came running.
His brother left the helm. They heaved on the rope in an attempt to free
the arm which was being crushed. They could not budge it, “We got to
cut it,” said one sailor, and from his pocket took a large knife. With a
couple of strokes, it could save young Javel’s arm.

But cutting the rope would mean losing the net, and the net was worth
money, a lot of money—1,500 francs. And it belonged to Javel senior,
who was a man who aimed to keep what was his.

In an agony of indecision, he shouted: ‘No! Don’t cut it. Wait, T'll
bring her head round” And he ran to the wheelhouse and put the helm
hard over.

The boat barely responded, inhibited by the drag of the net, which
absorbed its momentum, and borne along by the force of drift and wind.

Young Javel was now on his knees, teeth clenched, eyes bulging. He
did not speak. His brother returned, still afraid one of the sailors would
use his knife, and said: "Hang on! Don’t cut it! We'll let go the anchor!”
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The anchor was dropped, and all its chain with it. Then they began
turning the boat on the capstan to reduce the tension on the ropes hold-
ing the drag-net. Eventually they slackened and released the arm which
now hung lifelessly in the blood-stained cloth of its sleeve,

Young Javel looked numb. They removed his jersey and were horri-
fied by what they saw-—a pulp of mangled flesh spurting blood as fast as
though it were being evacuated by a pump. The man took one look at his
arm and said: ‘It’s buggered.

The haemorrhage spread a pool of blood on the deck. One of the crew
yelled: ‘He’s goin’ to be drained dry. We got to tie that artery up tight.

They found a length of twine, thick, brown, tarred twine, and, looping
it around the arm above the break, pulled it as tight as they could. The
spurting slowed and finally stopped altogether.

Young Javel stood up, his arm dangling uselessly at his side. He took
hold of it with his other hand, lifted it, turned it this way and that and
shook it. It was completely shattered. Every bone in it was broken. Only
the muscles still joined it to his body. He stared at it grim-faced and
thoughtful. He sat down on a furled sail. His shipmates said he should
keep the wound wet to prevent gangrene setting in.

They left a bucket within reach and every few minutes he dipped into
it with a tumbler and bathed the ghastly mess by trickling fresh water
over it.

“You’d be more comfy below,” said his brother. He went. But an hour
later he came back up on deck. He did not like being on his own and
besides he preferred fresh air. He sat down on the sail again and bathed
his arm some more.

The fishing was good. Broad-backed, white-bellied fish littered the
deck around him, twitching in the spasms of death. He stared at them,
bathing his mangled arm all the while.

As they were about to put back to Boulogne, the wind suddenly picked
up again. The tiny vessel resumed its headlong flight, pitching and reel-
ing wildly, jolting and jarring the injured man.

Darkness fell. The heavy weather continued until first light, As the sun
rose, they made out the coast of England again, but as the sea was moder-
ating, they headed back to France, beating to windward.

Towards evening, voung Javel called to his comrades and showed
them spots of black, ugly signs perhaps that the arm which no longer
belonged to bim was beginning to go bad.
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The sailors all had a look and said what they thought:

‘Could be gangrene,” suggested one.

‘It ought to have sea-water on it,” declared another.

So they brought a bucket of sea-water and poured it over the wound.
The injured man’s face turned grey. He gritted his teeth and winced but
did not cry out.

When the pain had subsided, he turned to his brother and said: ‘Give
us your knife.” His brother gave him the knife.

‘Lift my arm up, Hold it straight and keep it like that.”

His brother did what he asked.

Then he began to cut. He worked carefully, deliberately, slicing
through the remaining tendons with the razor-sharp blade. And soon all
that was left was a stump. He heaved a deep sigh and said: “Had to be
done. I'd a been a goner for sure.

He seemed relieved and breathed deeply. Then he resumed pouring
water on what was left of his arm.

That night the weather remained foul and they were unable to make
land.

When it got light, young Javel picked up his severed arm and stared at
it for some time. Gangrene had set in. His mates came and had a look
too. They passed it round, prodded it, turned it over, and held it to their
noses.

His brother said: “Time you chucked the thing over the side.”

But young Javel shouted angrily: ‘Tll do no such thing! I don’t want
to! I can do what I like with it! It's my arm!”

He took it back and put it carefully between his feet.

“That'll not stop it going off,” said his brother. Then the crippled Javel
had an idea. When they were out for long periods at sea, they packed
their catch in barrels of salt to prevent it going bad.

He asked: ‘How’d it be if I bunged it in the pickling-water?’

‘Now there’s a notion,” said the others.

They emptied one of the barrels which contained the last few days’
haul and placed the arm at the bottom. They tipped salt over it and then
put the fish back one by one.

One of the sailors joked: “As long as we don’t sell it with the rest of the
catchl

Everyone laughed, except the Javel brothers.

The wind was still strong. Thy headed into it and tacked about within
sight of Boulogne until ten next morning. All this time, the injured man
continued to bathe his arm.
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From time to time he got up and walked the length of the boat and
back.

At the wheel, his brother watched him, shaking his head.

They finally sailed into port.

The doctor examined the wound and said it was on the mend. He
dressed it properly and ordered complete rest. But Javel refused to take
to his bed until he had reclaimed his arm, and he hurried back to the
quayside to find the barrel which he had marked with a cross.

His mates emptied it for him and he picked up the arm, perfectly
preserved in the brine. It was wrinkled but otherwise in good condition.
He wrapped it in a towel he had brought for the purpose and went home.

His wife and children carefully inspected this fragment of their father,
fecling the fingers, poking out grains of salt from under the nails. Then
they sent for a carpenter who measured it up for a miniature coffin,

The next day, the whole of the crew of the trawler walked to the
cemetery behind the severed arm. The two brothers, side by side, led the
procession. The parish sexton carried the corpse tucked under one arm.

Young Javel never went back to sea. He got some job or other in the
docks and when later on he talked about his accident, he would always
add in a confidential whisper: ‘If my brother had been willing to cut the
line, I'd still have my arm to this day. No doubt about it. But he wasn’t
the sort who could ever let go of anything that belonged to him.’



VILLIERS DE L'ISLE-ADAM (1838-1889)

Gloomy Tale, Gloomier Teller

For Monsieur Coquelin cadet
Ut declamatio fiat.

Translated by Robert Baldick

1 was invited that evening, in a very formal fashion, to a supper-party
given by some playwrights to celebrate a colleague’s success. It was at
B s, the restaurant patronized by the writing fraternity.

To begin with, the meal was naturally sombre,

However, after a few glasses of vintage Léoville bad been tossed off,
the conversation grew livelier. All the more so in that it turned on the
constant duels which formed the subject of a great many Parisian con-
versations about that time. Each guest, with appropriate nonchalance,
recalled brandishing a sword and tried to insinuate, casually, vague ideas
of intimidation under a show of scientific theories and of knowing winks
on the subject of fencing and shooting. The most ingenuous of them all,
who was rather drunk, seemed to be absorbed in imitating a second’s
cross-stroke, over his plate, with his knife and fork.

All of a sudden, one of the guests, Monsieur D {a man well up in
all the tricks of the theatrical trade, a master at constructing plots, and
altogether the playwright who has afforded more proof than all the rest
of knowing how “to bring off a success’), exclaimed:

‘Ah! What would you say, gentlemen, if you had been in my place the
other day?

“That’s true!’ replied the guests. “You were that Monsieur de Saint-
Sever’s second, weren’t you?’

‘How about telling us—but honestly—what happened?

‘If you like,” replied D , ‘although I still feel sad at heart when I
think of it.”

After a few silent puffs at his cigarette, D—— took up his story (which
I now leave him to tell) as follows:

‘A fortnight ago, one Monday, at seven o'clock in the morning, I was
awoken by a ring at the bell: I thought it was Peragallo. A card was
brought in to me, and on it I read: Raoul de Saint-Sever. It was the name
of my best friend at school. We had not seen each other for ten years.
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‘e came in.

Tt was him all right!

¢ “It’s been a long time since we last met,” said to him. “I'm delighted
to see you again! We can chat about old times over breakfast. I suppose
you have just arrived from Brittany?”

‘“I got here yesterday,” he said.

‘I pulled on a dressing-gown, poured out some Madeira, and once I
had sat down, I went on:

“Raoul, you look worried and thoughtful. Is that normal?”

< “No, I'm suffering from an outburst of emotion.”

““Of emotion? Have you lost some money on the Stock Exchange?”

‘He shook his head.

“Have you ever heard of duels to the death?” he asked me very simply.

“The question surprised me, I must admit: it was so unexpected,

““What an absurd question!” I replied, to keep the dialogue going.

‘And I ooked at him.

‘Remembering his literary tastes, I imagined that he had come to ask
my opinion about the denouement of a play he had written in the silence
of the countryside.

““Have I ever heard of duels to the death? But it’s my profession as a
playwright to think up, arrange, and settle affairs of that sort. Indeed,
duels are my speciality, and everyone agrees that I excel at them. Don’t
you ever read the Monday papers?”

“Well,” he said, “as it happens, it is a question of something like that.”

‘I examined him. Raoul secemed pensive, absent-minded. His eyes and
voice were quiet and ordinary. There was a great deal of Surville about
him at that moment . . . indeed Surville in his best parts. | told myself
that he was in the grip of inspiration and that he might have some tal-
ent—undeveloped talent, but something all the same.

““Quick!” T said. “The situation! Tell me the situation! Perhaps if we
go into it thoroughly. . ..”

 “The situation?” Raoul replied, opening his eyes wide. “But it’s very
simple. Yesterday morning, on arriving at my hotel, I found an invita-
tion waiting for me, to a ball that very evening, at Madame de Fréville’s
house in the Rue Saint-Honoré. T had to go. There, in the course of the
evening—vyou can imagine what must have happened—I found myself
obliged to throw my glove in a gentleman’s face, in front of everybody.”

‘I realized that he was acting the first scene of his play for my benefit.

‘“Oh!” I said. “But how do you lead up to that? Yes, it’s a beginning,
There’s youth and fire in it. But the rest? the motive? the arrangement of
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the scene? the idea of the play? the whole concept, in fact? In its broad
outlines. ... Go on! Go on!”

“It was a question of an insult to my mother, my dear fellow,” replied
Raoul, who did not appear to be listening. "My Mother. Is that an
adequate motive?””’

(Here D broke off to look at the guests, who had been unable to
refrain from smiling at these last words.)

*You smile, gentlernen?” he said. ‘So did 1. The idea of “fighting for my
mother” above all struck me as nauseatingly artificial and old-fashioned.
It was appalling. I imagined the thing on the stage. The audience would
have held its sides with laughing. 1 was dismayed by Raoul’s lack of
theatrical experience, and 1 was on the point of dissuading him from
what I took to be the stillborn plot of the crudest of plays, when he
added:

““Prosper, a friend of mine from Brittany, is downstairs: Prosper
Vidal. He came with me from Rennes, and he is waiting for me in the
carriage outside. In Paris, you are the only person I know. Tell me, will
you act as my second? My adversary’s seconds will be calling on me in an
hour. If you agree, get dressed quickly. We have a five-hour journey
before us in the train from here to Erquelines.”

‘Then, and only then, did I realize that he was talking to me about
something from life, from real life! I was flabbergasted. It was only after a
while that T took his hand. I was terribly upset. 'm no fonder of cold steel
than anybody else; but I do believe that I should bave been less disturbed
if T had been the person involved.’

‘That’s true! People do feel like that!” exclaimed the guests, who
wanted to profit by the remark.

*“You ought to have told me that straight away!” I replied. “I shan’t
indulge in any flowery phrases. Those are only fit for the public. Rely on
me. Go downstairs, and I'll jein you in a moment.””’

{(Here D paused, visibly stirred by the memory of the incident
which he had just described to us.)

‘Once I was alone,” he went on, ‘T worked out my plan, while I dressed
quickly. There was no question here of adding anything: the situation
(admittedly commonplace for the theatre) struck me as perfectly
adequate for life. And its sentimental side, if I may say so without offence,
disappeared in my eyes when I thought that what was at stake was my
poor Raoul’s life, I went downstairs without wasting a minute.

“The other second, Monsieur Prosper Vidal, was a young doctor, very
restrained in his words and gestures; with a distinguished, rather stern
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profile, like Maurice Coste in his old parts. He seemed to me to be ideal
for the occasion. You can picture him, can’t you?’

All the guests, who had become very attentive, gave the knowing nod
called for by this clever question.

‘When the introductions had been completed, we drove to Raoul’s
hotel on the Boulevard Bonne-Nouvelle (near the Gymnase). I went
upstairs. In his room we found two gentlemen in tightly buttoned coats,
who looked just right, although slightly old-fashioned too. (Between
ourselves, I find that people are all rather behind the times, in real life!)
We exchanged greetings. Ten minutes later agreement had been reached
on the arrangements. Pistols, twenty-five paces, at the word of com-
mand. Belgium. The next day. Six o’clock in the morning. In short, the
usual routine.’

‘You might have thought of something new,” broke in, with an attempt
at a smile, the guest who was practising lunges with his knife and fork.

‘My dear fellow,” retorted D with biting sarcasm, ‘you're a clever
one, you are! You make out you know what’s what! You see everything
through a pair of opera-glasses. But if you had been there, you would
have aimed at simplicity like me. There was no question here of propos-
ing the paper-knife of The Clémenceau Case as a weapon. You must
understand that life isn't all a play! Speaking for myself, I often get
enthusiastic over real things, natural things, things that happen! Every-
thing isn’t dead in me, dammit! And T assure you that it was no laughing
matter when, half an hour later, we took the train for Erquelines, with
our weapons in a suitcase. Upon my word, my heart was beating faster
than it ever beat on a first night.”

Here D broke off, and drank a glass of water at a single draught:
he was white-faced.

‘Go on!” said the guests.

‘I shall spare you the journey, the frontier, the customs, the hotel, and
the night,” murmured D in a hoarse voice.

‘T had never felt a more sincere friendship for Monsieur de Saint-
Sever. I did not sleep a single second, in spite of the nervous strain from
which I was suffering. At last dawn broke. It was half-past four. The
weather was fine. The time had come. I got up and splashed cold water
over my face. I did not take long getting dressed.

‘Twent into Raoul’s room. He had spent the night writing. We have all
produced scenes like that. I had only to remember in order to be natural,
He was asleep in an arm-chair by the table; the candles were still burning.
At the noise I made going in, he awoke and looked at the clock. T was
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expecting him to do that: T know that effect. I saw at that moment how
true to life it is.

“Thank you, old fellow,” he said. ‘Is Prosper ready? We have half an
hour’s walk before us. I think it is time to call him.’

‘A few minutes later, all three of us were on our way downstairs, and
when five o’'clock struck, we were on the main road to Erquelines.
Prosper was carrying the pistols. I had the wind up, and I'm not ashamed
to admit it.

‘They were talking together about family affairs as if nothing were
happening. Raoul was magnificent, all in black, solemn and determined,
very calm, and extremely impressive, he was so natural. . . . There was an
authority about his bearing. . . . Like Bocage, if you ever saw him at
Rouen, in his eighteen-thirties repertory. Oh, he had some flashes of
genius there! Perhaps even finer than in Paris.”

‘Oh, come now!” protested a voice.

“That’s going a bit far!’ broke in two or three guests.

‘In any case, Raoul impressed me as I've never been impressed before,”
D continued. “You can take my word for that. We reached the
duelling-ground at the same time as our opponents. | felt something like
a foreboding.

‘The adversary was a cold man, who looked like an officer from a good
family; he had a face like Landrol, but less of a swagger. Attempts at
reconciliation proved vain, so the pistols were loaded. T counted the
paces, and I had to hold in my spirit (as the Arabs say) to conceal my
asides. The best plan was to keep to the classical tradition.

T played the scene in a thoroughly restrained style. T did not stumble
once. At last the distance was marked out. I came back to Raoul. [
embraced him and shook hands with him. I had tears in my eyes, not
conventional tears, but real ones.

““Come now, my dear D ,” he said to me. “Calm yourself. What's
the matter?”

‘At these words I looked at him.

‘Monsieur de Saint-Sever was simply magnificent. Anybody would
have thought he was on the stage! I admired him. Until then I had
believed that that sort of sang-froid was to be found only on the boards.

‘The two adversaries took up position facing each other, with one foot
on the mark. There was a sort of pause. My heart was beating wildly.
Prosper handed Raoul the pistol at full cock, ready to fire; then, turning
my head away with a feeling of dreadful anguish, I returned down-stage,

by the ditch.
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‘And the birds were singing! I could see flowers at the foot of the trees!
Real trees! Cambon never produced such a beautiful morning. What a
terrible contrast!

““Onel ... Two!...Three!” shouted Prosper at equal intervals, clapping
his hands.

‘T was in such an agitated state that I thought I could hear the stage-
manager’s three knocks. Two shots rang out at the same time. . . . Oh,
God! God!”

D broke off, and buried his head in his hands,

‘Oh, come now! We know you have a soft heart. . . . Finish the story!’
cried the guests from all sides, deeply moved in their turn.

Very well!” said D , ‘Raoul had fallen on the grass, on one knee,
after spinning round. The bullet had struck him full in the heart, or at
any rate herel” (And D struck his chest.) ‘I rushed over to him.

““My poor mother!” he murmured.’

(D looked at the guests: they, as men of tact, realized that this
time it would be in bad taste to repeat their superior smiles. ‘My poor
mother’ was therefore allowed to pass; the exclamation, being really
appropriate here, became acceptable.)

“That was all,” D went on. ‘Blood filled his mouth.

‘Tlooked across at his adversary: he for his part had one shoulder shat-
tered.

‘He was being attended to.

‘I tock my poor friend in my arms. Prosper supported his head.

‘In the space of one minute—just imagine!—I recalled our happy
childhood years, the playtimes, the merry laughter, the days out, and the
holidays . .. when we used to play at fighting. . .

(All the guests nodded their heads, to show that they appreciated the
allusion.)

D , who was getting visibly worked up, passed his hand across his
forehead. He went on in an extraordinary tone of voice, his eyes staring
into space:

Tt was like . . . like a dream. . . . T was looking at him. He could not see
me any longer: he was dying. And so simple! So dignified! Not a single
complaint. Altogether very restrained. I was overcome with emotion, I
must say. And two big tears came into my eyes. Two real tears, they were.
Yes, gentlemen, two tears. . .. [ wish Frédérick Lemaitre could have seen
them, He would have understood them. I stammered out a farewell to
my poor friend Raoul and we laid him out on the ground.

‘He lay there, rigid, without any posturing or posing, as true-to-life as
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ever. Blood on his coat. His cuffs all red. His forehead already very white.
His eyes closed. T had no other thought but this: I found him sublime.
Yes, gentlemen, sublime. That’s the only word for it. . . . Why, it’s as
though I can still see him. I was beside myself with admiration! I lost
my head! I forgot what had happened! I became confused! . .. | started
clapping! I. .. Iwanted to call him back. ...

Here D , who had been carried away to the extent of shouting,
suddenly stopped short; then, in an extremely calm voice and with a sad
smile went on:

‘Alas, yes! . .. T would have liked to call him back . . . to life.”

(A murmur of approval greeted this felicitous phrase.)

Prosper dragged me away.’

{Here D stood up, with staring eyes; he secemed genuinely dis-
tressed.} Then, slamping back on his chair, he added in an undertone:

‘Well, we are all mortal?’

{Then he drank a glass of rum, banged it back down on the table, and
the next moment pushed it away like a cup of woe.)

Finishing like this, in a broken voice, D had ended up by captiv-
ating his audience so thoroughly, as much by the impressive nature of
his story as by the vivacity of his delivery, that when he fell silent there
was a burst of applause. I felt Ishould join my humble congratulations to
those of his friends.

Everybody was deeply moved. Deeply moved.

‘A succes destime!” | thought.

‘That fellow D really is talented!” each guest murmured in his
neighbour’s ear.

All came and shook hands warmly with him. 1 left.

A few days later, I met one of my friends, a writer, and I told him
Monsicur D s story just as I had heard it.

‘Well,’ I said when I had finished, ‘what do you think of it?’

“Yes’, he replied after a pause. “It’s almost a short story. You ought to
write it.”

Ilooked him in the eyes.

“Yes’, I said, ‘Now I can write it: it is complete.”
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JORIS-KARL HUYSMANS (1848~1907)

Knapsack at the Ready

Translated by David Coward

The moment I finished my last year at school, my parents in their
wisdom decided 1 should appear before the Board, in reality, a table
covered in green baize over which loomed the upper halves of a number
of elderly men anxious to learn if | had absorbed enough dead languages
to be awarded my leaving certificate.

I had. I passed.

At a dinner to which the whole of my family tribe was invited, my
success was celebrated, concern was expressed about my future and
eventually it was resolved that I should study law.

I got through my first exams somehow and spent the enrolment fees
for my second year on a blonde who said she was fond of me, when it
suited her.

I'was an assiduous habitué of the Latin Quarter where I learned a great
many things, among others to take an interest in students who spouted
their political ideas into their beer every evening, and also to dip into the
works of George Sand and Heine, Edgar Quinet and Henri Murger.

T had reached the puberty of foolishness.

This lasted a year. [ gradually grew up. The final electoral battles of the
Empire left me cold. I was the son neither of a senator nor of a political
leper. All that was asked of me was that I step out, regardless of who was
in power, on the road to mediocrity and poverty which had long been
the family tradition.

I did not care much for law. I thought the Civil Code had been badly
drafted on purpose to provide a certain class of men with endless oppor-
tunities to quibble and cavil over the most insignificant words: even
now, I fail to see how a clearly written sentence can be made to vield such
widely divergent meanings.

T had just taken myself in hand with a view to finding a line of work
which I would not find unspeakably loathsome when our late Emperor
found one for me. He called me up and [ became a soldier as a result of
his political ineptitude.

The war with Prussia broke out. To be frank, I did not understand the
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reasons which made it necessary for one army to slaughter another.
Personally, I did not feel a need to kill anybody nor to be killed myself. Be
that as it may, recruited into the Seine Militia and duly equipped with
uniform and marching boots, I was ordered to present myself at a
barber’s shop and then report to barracks in the rue de Lourcine at seven
the same evening.

I 'was punctual to the minute. After the roll-call, most of the regiment
made a rush for the door and spilled into the road. The street heaved and
there was standing room only in the cafés.

Packed tightly together, working men in overalls, working girls in
shabby clothes, and soldiers buttoned, gaitered, and unarmed, all bawled
the Marseillaise over the clink of glasses, bellowing off key on purpose.
Under caps that were astoundingly tall which had peaks as large as a
blind man’s eye-shade and sported a tricolour badge made of tin, and
wearing dark blue jackets with red collar and facings, and blue linen
trousers with a red stripe, the men of the Seine Militia roared their
defiance at the moon before setting off to overrun Prussia. The uproar in
every pothouse was deafening, a solid din of glasses, metal canteens, and
raised voices broken now and then by the screech of windows banging in
the wind. Suddenly, a drum-roli rose above the pandemoniuni. A fresh
column of men emerged from the barracks and the party spirit which
ensued turned into a binge that beggars description. The soldiers who
were drinking in the grog-shops ran into the street followed by their
refatives and friends who fought for the honour of carrying their knap-
sacks. Ranks formed and broke into chaotic scrums of soldiers and
civilians. Mothers wept, fathers, less demonstrative, staggered under the
influence, and children gambolled gleefully, shrieking patriotic songs at
the tops of their shrill voices.

Then we all set out across Paris in a mad stampede under gathering
storm clouds lashed by forks of white lightning. The heat was unbear-
able, our knapsacks were heavy, we stopped for a drink at every street
corner. Eventually, we reached the station at Aubervilliers. There was a
moment of silence broken by the sound of sobbing which was engulfed
by another burst of the Marseillaise and then we were herded onto the
train like cattle. ‘G'night, Jules! See vou soon! Be good! Don’t forget to
write!” Hands were shaken for the very last time, the train whistled and
the station retreated behind us.

We were a party of a good fifty men in that box-on-wheels which bore
us off. A few blubbed openly. They were jeered at by others who, drunk
as lords, stuck lighted candles in their ration bread and kept yelling:
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‘Bugger Badinguet! Rah-Rah-Rah Rochefort!” Several huddled in a
corner by themselves, saying nothing, grim-faced, staring at the wooden
floorboards bouncing in the dust. Suddenly the train stopped. | get out.
Pitch darkness. Twenty-five minutes past midnight.

Fields stretch away in every direction and, in the distance, lit by flick-
ering flashes of lightning, a small house, a tree are silhouetted against a
storm-filled sky. The only sound is the rumble of the engine. Showers of
sparks from its chimney scatter along the train like a firework display.
Everyone gets out and heads towards the locomotive which looms larger
and larger in the night until it is enormous. The stop lasted a good two
hours. The signal was showing red and the driver was waiting for it to
change. Tt turned white again. We get back into the trucks but a man
comes up at a run waving a lamp, has a word with the driver who imme-
diately reverses us into a siding where we became stationary once more.
Neone of us had any idea where we were. I climb down, find a hillock to
sit on, and was just tucking into a picce of bread and a drink when in the
distance a noise burst like a hurricane, clattered towards us, shrieking
and spitting flames, and an interminable artillery train roared past carry-
ing horses, men, and cannon whose gun-metal collars glinted in a
kaleidoscope of lamps. Five minutes later, we were on our way again, our
slow progress interrupted by halts which grew longer and longer. Day
finally came and, leaning out of the carriage door, wearied by a bone-
jarring night, I stare out at the landscape which surrounds us: a succes-
sion of chalky downs reaching to the horizon, a belt of pale green, the
same green as a watery turquoise, a flat, desolate, lean land—the barren
face of Champagne!

Gradually the sun grew brighter. We trundled on and on but in the
end we arrived. We had set off at cight in the evening and were delivered
at Chalons at three the following afternoon. Two men had been lost on
the way, one who had taken a header from the roof of a carriage into
a river, and another who had lost his head when it collided with the
stanchion of a passing bridge. The rest had helped themselves to the con-
tents of huts and allotments encountered on the way, during our many
halts. They yawned, lips swollen with wine and puffy-eyed, or played
games, using the length of the carriage to pitch the remains of bushes
and chicken cages they had stolen.

Detraining was managed with the same smooth efficiency as entrain-
ing had been. Nothing was ready for us: no canteens, no straw, no great-
coats, no weapons, nothing, nothing at all. Just tents deep in filth, alive
with fleas, and only just vacated by troops sent up to the frontier. For
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three days, we scrounged what we could at Mourmelon, guzzling sausage
one day, getting a cup of coffee the next, shamelessly fleeced by the
villagers, sleeping as best we could, without straw or blankets. None of
which was calculated to make us warm to the calling which had been
inflicted on us.

As soon as the companies were settled in, they split up. Working men
moved into tents occupied by their own kind and their betters likewise.
They weren't a bad lot in my tent, for by bribing them with booze we
managed to boot out two upstanding specimens whose natural foot-
odour had been enhanced by a prolonged, wilful indifference to personal
hygiene.

A couple of days passed. We were made to stand guard with sticks, we
drank large quantities of brandy, and the bawdy-shops of Mourmelon
did a roaring trade. Then suddenly Canrobert decided to review the
troops who were lined up behind the colours. T can still see him astride
his big horse, bent almost double in the saddle, hair blowing in the wind,
waxed moustaches standing out from his whey face. There was mutter-
ing in the ranks. Denied supplies and equipment and unconvinced by
the Marshal that we wanted for nothing, when he threatened to put an
end to our complaints by force, we started bellowing, all together: “Ta
ran ta ra! A hundred thousand dead! Let’s go back to Pa-ris, Pa-ris,
Pa-ris!’

Canrobert turned even paler with rage and, driving his horse into our
midst, he shouted: “Take your caps off when you’re being addressed by a
Marshal of France!” There was renewed booing from the men. Then
wheeling his mount and followed by his staff officers in a disorderly
retreat, he pointed a menacing finger at us and hissed between gritted
teeth: “You'll pay for this, you Parisian troublemakers!’

Two days after this incident, the camp’s freezing water supply made
me so ill that I needed to be hospitalized: an emergency. After the doctor
examined me, I packed up my kit and, escorted by a corporal, set offata
shuffle, hobbling along, sweating under the weight of my knapsack. The
hospital was bursting at the seams. I was sent away. So I headed for one
of the nearest field dressing-stations. There was an empty bed. I was
admitted. At last T could put my knapsack down and, until such time as
the MO confined me to bed, I decided to take a turn in the little garden
which linked the units of the medical block. Suddenly a man with a
bristling beard and bluish-green eyes steps through a door. He thrusts
both hands deep in the pockets of a long, snuff-coloured coat and the
moment he spots me vells:
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‘Hey, you! Where the hell do you think you're going?’

I walk up to him and explain how I come to be there. He waves his
arms and screams:

‘Get back where you came from! You're only allowed to walk in the
garden when you've been issued with the regulation dress!’

I go back inside, an orderly appears and brings me a long coat, a pair of
trousers, broken-down shoes, and a floppy cap. I took my small hand-
mirror and looked at myself in that get-up. What a face, what a rig-out,
my God! with brown-ringed eyes and sunken cheeks, short-cropped hair
and knobbly nose flaring like a beacon, and with that huge mouse-grey
coat, stained red-brown breeches, vast flat-heeled shoes, and gigantic
cotton night-cap, I cut an amazingly hideous figure. T couldn’t help laugh-
ing. I glanced towards the man in the next bed, a well-built Jewish-looking
type, who was making a sketch of me in a notepad. We became instant
friends. I said my name was Eugéne Lejantel, he said he was Francis
Emonot. We found that we both knew a number of painters, began dis-
cussing art, and forgot our troubles. When it was evening, we were given a
bowl of gruel dotted with occasional black lentils and all the liquorice
water we could drink, after which 1 undressed, thrilled to be able to
stretch out on a bed without having to keep all my clothes and boots on.

Next morning I was woken up at around six by the sound of banging
doors and raised voices. I sat up, rubbed my eyes, and saw the man from
the evening before, still wearing his snuff-coloured coat, advancing
imperially with a flock of medical orderlies in tow. It was the MO,

The moment he came in, he swivelled his dull-green eyes right and
left, stuck his hands in his pockets and bawled:

‘Number 1, let’s see this leg, this gruesome leg, of yours. Oho! as legs
go this one’s not going well, that sore’s running like a tap. Liniment, lint
dressing, half-rations, full-strength liquorice tea.

‘Number 2, let’s see this throat, this gruesome throat, of yours. This
throat is getting worse. We'll snip out those tonsils tomorrow.

‘But doctor ..

T didn’t ask for your opinion. You say another word and I'll put you
on a bloody diet.”

‘But...

‘Put this man on a bloody diet. Write down: diet, gargle, full-strength
liquorice tea.”

He did the rounds of the rest of the patients in the same manner,
prescribing for the VD cases, the wounded, fever, and dysentery the
same dose of full-strength liquorice tea.
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He got to me, stared me in the face, wrenched back the bed clothes,
pummelled my abdomen with his fists, prescribed albumen water, the
inescapable tea, and swept out, snorting and shuffling his feet.

Life with our fellow patients was not easy. There were twenty-one of
us in the ward. On my left was my friend, the painter, on my right a very
large bugler with a face as pock-marked as a thimble and as yellow as a
glass of bile, He was a man who had two professions, cobbler by day and
pimp by night. Actually he was quite a card and often stood on his head,
sometimes his hands, while he told you as candid as could be how he
used his boots to persuade his girls to put some vim into their work, or
warbled sentimental songs in a tear-jerking voice:

Woe is e, I'm full 0 sorrow:
Loved only by a Uil sparrer!

I got into his goad books by slipping him 20 sous to buy a litre of wine
and it was a good thing we didn’t get on the wrong side of him, for the
rest of the ward, which had a contingent of pimps from the rue
Maubuée, was strongly inclined to make trouble for us.

One particular evening, though there were many such, it was the
fifteenth of August, Francis Emonot threatened to punch two men who
had taken his towel. The huge uproar that ensued made the rafters ring.
Insults rained down on all sides, we were called sissies and fairies. Since
there were two of us and nineteen of them, we stood a good chance of
being beaten to a jelly when the bugler stepped in, took the most enthus-
iastic remonstrators to one side, talked them out of it, and persuaded
them to return the stolen item. To mark the reconciliation which fol-
lowed this denouement, Francis and I stumped up 3 francs each and it
was decided that the bugler, abetted by his comrades, should attempt to
sneak out and bring back meat and wine.

The light had gone out in the MO’s window, and in the pharmacy the
dispenser finally turned out his. We crawl through the bushes, observe
how the land lies, and give the word to the men who move off, hugging
the walls, encounter no sentries on their way, give each other a leg-up,
and go over the wall into the fields. An hour later they are back, laden
with victuals. They pass them over and return to the ward with us. We
put out the two night-glims, light candle-ends on the floor, and, sitting
in our night-shirts, we form a circle around my bed. We had put away
three or four litres and demolished the best part of a leg of mutton, when
there was a loud tramping of boots. I snuff the candles by swatting them
with my shoes and every man dives into his bed. The door opens, the
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MO appears, utters a fearsome “What the devil?, stumbles in the dark,
goes out, and returns with a lamp and the inevitable gaggle of orderlies. |
make the most of the respite to remove the remains of the feast from
sight. The MO strides through the ward at the double, cursing and blind-
ing and threatening to have us rounded up and put in quod.

Under our blankets we are doubled up with laughter, then a bugle
blows at the far end of the ward. The MO puts us all on a starvation diet
then leaves, but not before informing us that we will know in pretty short
order what sort of stuff he is made of.

When he’d gone, we burst, each of us howling louder than the next
man. Guffaws swell to a gale over which the hoots of laughter flow in
ripples. The bugler turns cartwheels between the rows of beds, one of his
friends advances towards him in similar fashion, a third uses hiscotas a
trampoline and jumps up and down, arms flung out, night-shirt flap-
ping, his neighbour in the next bed launches into a victorious cancan . . .
Then in comes the MO unannounced, orders the four infantrymen he’s
brought with him to collar the dancing wounded, and informs us that he
intends to make a report and pass it on fo the appropriate authority,

At last calm is restored. The next day we are forced to ask the orderlies
to buy our grub for us. The days pass without further incident. We are
starting to feel terminally bored on the ward when one day, at five, the
doctor rushes in, orders us to get into uniform and pack our kit.

Ten minutes later we learn that the Prussians are marching on
Chélons.

The whole ward is numb with stupefaction. Until that moment we
had had no idea what was happening outside. We had heard about our
great victory at Sarrebruck and were unprepared for this setback, which
left us stunned. The MO examined cach man. None has been cured, for
we had been given too much liquorice tea and not enough treatment.
Even so, he sends the least ill back to their companies and orders the rest
to lie on their beds fully dressed, knapsacks at the ready.

Francis and I fell into the latter category. The day wears on, the night
passes, nothing happens, but I still have my colic and feel decidedly
unwell. Finally, around nine in the morning a long convoy of mule-
litters led by men of the Service Corps turns up. We clamber into them
in twos. Francis and I are hoisted onto the same mule, but because
the painter is very fat and T am so thin, the contraption is instantly
unbalanced: I soar while he sinks and ends up under the belly of the beast
which, pulled from the front and shoved from behind, kicks and bucks
furiously. We proceeded apace in a cloud of dust, blinded, dazed, hang-
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ing on to the wicker rail, eyes squeezed shut, laughing and groaning. We
got to Chélons more dead than alive. We collapsed onto the ground like
exhausted cattle. Then were loaded into railway carriages, left the town,
and headed towards . . . where? Nobody knew.

It was now dark. We bowled along the tracks. The hospital cases
had been aliowed out of the carriages and were roaming about on the
walkways, The engine whistled, stowed down, and drew into a station,
Rheims, | imagine, though I could not say for sure. We were starving, the
Commissariat had overlooked just one thing: to give us a bread ration
for the journey. I got off and spotted a buffet that was open. I make a run
for it but others were quicker off the mark. When I got there, fighting
had broken out. Some were grabbing bottles, others went for the meat,
here the bread and there cigars. The owner, beside himself with rage, laid
about him with a large jug in defence of his goods. Pushed by their
comrades who were now arriving in gangs, the Militia men at the front
bore down on the counter, which collapsed and with it brought down
the proprietor and his assistants. There followed a general free-for-all.
Everything was taken, from matches to toothpicks. Meanwhile a bell
clangs and the train starts moving.

Nobody moves a muscle. We sit op the platform and, while the
painter’s chest heaves and wheezes, I explain the architecture of the
sonnet to him. The train reverses along the track to pick us up.

We clamber back into our compartments and take stock of our hard-
won booty. To be honest, the provender lacked variety: there was cold
cooked meat and more cold cooked meat. We had six strings of garlic
sausage, a bright-red tongue, two black puddings, a magnificent slice of
Bologna with a silver skin around dark red meat veined with white, four
litres of wine, half a bottle of cognac, and an assortment of candle-ends.
These we stuck in the necks of our canteens which, suspended by string
from the walls of the carriage, swayed as we proceeded. From time to
time, when the train rattled over the points where branch-lines joined,
we were showered with hot drops of wax which congealed almost
instantly in large discs. Still, our uniforms had seen worse.

Wasting not a moment, we set about the repast, which was interrupted
by the comings and goings of men who scrambled along the footboard
that ran the whole length of the train and knocked at our window, asking
for a drink. We sang at the tops of our voices, we drank, we clinked
glasses. Never did sick men ever make such a racket or leap around so
exuberantly on a moving train! It was like a court of miracles on wheels.
The lame did standing jumps, men of unquiet intestines flushed them
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with generous potations of cognac, the one-eyed saw double, the fever-
cases cavorted, painful throats hollered and glugged, it was quite out-
rageous!

All the excitement died down eventually, however. I took advantage
of the lull to poke my nose out of the window. There was not a star to be
seen, not even a sliver of moon. $ky and land seemed as one, and in the
intense inky blackness lamps fixed on the arms of signals winked like
different-coloured eyes. The engine-driver blew his whistle, the engine
belched smoke and emitted never-ending volleys of sparks. I shut the
window and eyed my companions. Some were snoring, others, unsettled
by the jolting of the carriage, grumbled and swore, turning this way and
that looking for somewhere to stretch out their legs or wedge their heads
which bounced every time the carriage lurched.

I watched them for so long that 1 was beginning to doze off myself
when the train came to a complete stop and woke me up. We were ina
station. In the night murk, the stationmaster’s office glowed as brightly
as a blacksmith’s forge. One of my legs was numb, I was shivering with
the cold. T get out to try and get warm. I walk up and down the platform,
I watch the engine being uncoupled and replaced by another and, as 1
pass the office, listen to the clack of the telegraph. The operator had his
back to me and was leaning a little to his right. From where I stood all 1
could see was the back of his head and the end of his nose which gleamed
pink and glistened with sweat while the rest of his face was hidden in the
shadow cast by the shade of a gas light.

I was told to get back on the train where I found my comrades exactly
as I had left them. This time, I dropped off and slept soundly—for how
long I couldn’t say—until I was woken by voices yelling: ‘Paris! Paris!’ I
made a rush for the door, In the distance, against a pale gold strip of sky,
rose the black fingers of factory chimneys and works stacks. We were at
Saint-Denis. The news spread like wildfire from one carriage to the next.
Evervbody was on their feet. The train slowed. The Gare du Nord looms
up ahead. We are there. We get out, we throw ourselves at the ticket
barrier, some of us manage to get through, the rest are halted by porters
and troops, we are ordered to board a train which is getting up steam and
we're off again, bound God knows where!

Once again we are on the move all day. I grow weary of staring at the
never-ending procession of houses and trees which files past me and
moreover my colic is no better and is very painful. About four in the
afternoon, the train drops its speed and pulls up alongside a platform
where waiting for us we find an elderly general around whom bustles a
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swarm of junior ranks in pink caps, red trousers, and boots with brass
spurs. The general inspects us and divides us into two squads. Oune sets
off for the seminary and the other is escorted to the hospital. We are, it
seems, at Arras. Francis and I are with the first squad. We are helped
onto carts filled with straw and arrive outside a large crouching building
which seems about to collapse into the street. We are taken up to the
second floor into a ward with perhaps thirty beds in it. We all unpack
our knapsacks, comb our hair, and sit down. A doctor arrives.

‘What's wrong with you?” he asks the first man.

‘Carbuncle, sir.

‘I sce. And you?

‘Dysentery, sir.”

‘Tsee. And you?’

‘Lump in the groin, sir.”

“You mean none of you have been wounded in action?’

‘Never saw action, sir.

‘In that case you can pack up your kit again. The archbishop has only
made seminarists’ beds available for the wounded.”

I put back the bits and pieces | had taken out of my knapsack and off
we hobble, this time to the almshouse in town. There is no room. The
nuns do what they can, pushing iron beds together, but it’s no good: the
rooms are full. Tired of all the delays, I grab a mattress, Francis grabs
another, and we go outside and stretch out in the grounds, on a large
lawn.

Next morning, I have a word with the warden, a kindly, charming
man. I ask permission for the painter and myself to go into town. He
agrees, the gates open, and we are free! Now at last we can have lunch, eat
real meat and drink real wine! We waste no time but head for the best
hotel in town where we are served a succulent meal. There are flowers on
the table, magnificent sprays of roses and fuschia blooming in tall glass
vases! The waiter brings us steak which bleeds into a lake of butter. The
sun joins the party, puts a sparkle into the plates and on the blades of our
knives, sifts powdered gold over the water-jugs, and, twinkling through
the burgundy lapping in our glasses, pins a blood-red star to the damask
table-cloth.

What a slap-up do it turns out to be! My mouth is full and Francis is
drunk! The smell of roast meat commingles with the scent of the flowers,
the deep red of the wine vies with the crimson of the roses, the waiter
who serves us looks like an oaf, we behave like pigs, but we simply don’t
give a damn. We stuff ourselves on roast meats which keep on coming,
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we wash down Bordeaux with burgundy and follow cognac with
chartreuse. Forget the sour wine and raw spirits we've been drinking ever
since we left Paris! Forget the nameless slop and anonymous messes
we ve been ladling into ourselves so joylessly for almost a month! We are
unrecognizable. Our hollow, underfed cheeks glow bon-viveur red, and
then bawling and shouting, noses in the air, we walk off aimlessly. We
walk all round the town in this state.

It starts to get dark, but we've got to get back. The nun in charge of the
old men’s ward said in a thin, piping voice:

“You must have been very cold last night but now you're going to have
a comfortable bed.

And so saying she herds us into a large room where three smoky
night-lights hanging from the ceiling do their worst. I get a freshly made
bed and luxuriate between the sheets which still have that delicious
newly washed smell on them. The only sounds are the breathing and
snores of sleeping men. 1 am snug and warm, my eyelids droop, I am
losing all sense of where I am when a protracted chortle wakes me. L open
one eye and see, standing at the foot of my bed, a man staring at me. I sit
up. There before me is an aged specimen, tall, cadaverous, with wild eyes
and lips that drool spittle into his uncombed beard. I ask him what he
wants. No reply. I yell:

‘Go away and let me sleep!”

He brandishes his fist. T suspect he is off his head. I roll up a towel and
cunningly tie a knot in the end of it. He takes one step forward, I jump
out of bed, parry the punch he throws at me, and, in reply, catch him
over the left eve with a swing of my towel. He sees stars then lunges
at me. I step back and get him with a hefty kick to the stomach. He
crumples and as he falls knocks over a chair which skids across the
wooden floor. By now the whole dormitory is awake. Francois runs up in
his night-shirt to give me a hand, the nun comes in, the orderlies leap on
the lunatic, tan his backside, and, with some difficulty, get him back into
bed.

The scene in the dormitory was really quite hilarious. The dull pink
glow cast by the dying night-glims was replaced by the glare of three
flaring lanterns. The crepuscular ceiling embellished with circles of light
which flickered above the smoking wicks now blazed with the bright
charms of freshly rendered plaster. The patients, a collection of grue-
some, ageless relics—Mr Punch to a man—were all clinging for dear life
to the wooden bars which hung on a cord above their beds, hanging on
with one hand and making terrified signals with the other. On seeing this
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spectacle, my anger dissolves, I double up laughing, the painter is quite
overcome, and only the nun is not amused. With a mixture of threats
and pleading, she manages to restore order in the ward.

Somehow, the night comes to an end. At six in the morning, a drum
roll calls us into line. The warden calls the roll. We set off for Rouen.

When we got there, an officer informed the poor unfortunate who
was in charge of us that the workhouse was full and could not take us,
Meanwhile, we had a wait of one hour. 1 dump my knapsack in an
out-of-the-way corner of the station and, though my stomach is com-
plaining, Francis and I wander off through the town, going into ecstasies
over the church of Saint-Ouen and raptures over the quaint old houses.
With our admiration on a loose rein, the hour had been up a long time
before it occurred to us to make our way back to the station.

‘Your mates 1s long gone,” a porter told us, ‘they’ll be at Evreux by this
time.”

Damn! The next train doesn’t leave until nine. Might as well have
dinner!

When we got to Evreux, it was well after nightfall, We could hardly go
knocking on the hospital doors at that late hour, we would have looked
like criminals. It is a superb night, we walk through the town and find
ourselves in the country. It was haymaking time and the sheaves had
been heaped together. We spy a small haystack in a field, we scoop out
two comfortable nests, and I cannot say if it was the evocative smell of
our billet or the fragrance of the woods which stirred us, but we both
felt the need to talk of old loves. As topics go, it was inexhaustible.
Imperceptibly, however, our words falter, our enthusiasm dims, and we
fall asleep.

‘Blast!” says my comrade as he stretches, ‘what time do you reckon it
is?

I open my eyes too. The sun will soon be up, for the wide blue canopy
is edged with pink fringes. What a bore! We shall have to go back to the
hospital, knock on the door, and bed down in some room impregnated
with that fetid reek in which lurks, like a persistent refrain, the acrid
fragrance of antiseptic powder.

We trudge disconsolately back to the hospital. They open up but, alas,
only one of us is admitted, Francis, and [ am packed off to the local school.

Life was becoming impossible and T was toving with the idea of doing
a bunk when one day the orderly on duty came down into the school-
yard. I show him my law student’s card. He knows Paris and the Latin
Quarter. [ explain the situation.
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“There are no two ways about i, I said. ‘Either Francis comes here or I
join him in the hospital.’

He mulls this over and that evening, he comes up to me in bed and
whispers in my ear:

“Tomorrow morning, tell them you're feeling worse.”

And lo! next morning at about seven, the doctor walks in, a fine,
upstanding man who had only two faults: gruesome breath and the urge
to get rid of his patients at any price. Every morning, this scene was
repeated:

‘Ahal here’s a sturdy specimen!” he would cry. “You look well, there’s
colour in your cheeks, and your temperature’s normal. Out of bed with
you, go and get yourself a hot cup of coffee. But no tricks, mind, and no
running after women. Il sign your discharge and you can rejoin your
regiment tomorrow.”

Every day, he sent three men packing, whether they were sick or not.
That morning, he stops by my bed and says:

‘Ahal By my godfathers, you're looking better, my boy!”

Ideny it, [ say I've never known such agony! He pokes my abdomen.

‘But there is an improvement, your abdomen is not as hard.”

I protest. He looks surprised. Then the orderly puts in a quiet word:

‘Perhaps he ought to be given an enema, but we don’t have either a
syringe or an injection pump here. What if we transfer him to hospital?’

‘Ah yes, that’s an idea,’ said the excellent man, delighted to be shot of
me, and without further ado he signs a note to admit me. Beaming, !
pack my kit and, escorted by a school porter, I walk into the hospital.
There I find Francis! By an incredible piece of luck, the Saint-Vincent
corridor where he has been put because there is no room in the wards
has an empty bed right next to his! At last we are together again! As well
as our two beds, five other cots are lined up one after the other against
the yellow-washed walls. Their occupants are a linesman, two gunners, a
dragoon, and a hussar. The rest of the hospital patients consist of a hand-
ful of demented, senile relics, a sprinkling of young men with rickety,
twisted legs, and a large cohort of soldiers, the remnant of Mac-Mahon’s
army who, after being passed from one field hospital to another, had
washed up on this shore. Francis and [ are the only men wearing the
uniform of the Seine Militia. The men in the neighbouring beds were
decent enough but, to be honest, not exactly stimulating companions.
For the most part, they were the sons of farmers and farm-labourers who
had been called up as soon as war was declared.

While I'm taking off my tunic, a nun appears. She is so dainty, so
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pretty that [ can’t take my eyes off her. Such big, beautiful eves! those
long blond eyelashes! such pearly teeth! She asks me why I have left the
school. T explain in a vague roundabout way that I was turned out due to
the non-availability of a . . . er . . . force-pump. She smiles sweetly and
says:

‘Private, you could have called the thing by its name. We're used to
everything here.”

I quite believe the poor girl was used to the very worst, for the soldiers
never held back and in her presence were less than modest in their
ablutions. In fact, I never saw her blush. She went among them, not
speaking, with her eyes on the ground, seemingly oblivious to the crude
jokes which flew around her.

God, how she spoiled me! I can still see her of a morning, when the
sun snapped the shadow of the barred window on the stone flags, walk-
ing slowly towards me down the corridor, with the wide wings of her coif
flapping against her face. She would reach the side of my bed bearing a
steaming plate on the rim of which one neatly manicured fingernail
gleamed.

“The soup’s a bit thin this morning,” she would say through her pretty
smile, ‘so I've brought you some chocolate, drink up while it’s still hot.”

Despite the care she lavished on me, I grew terminally bored in that
hospital. My friend and T had both sunk to that level of debility which
keeps you in bed like some drowsing beast of the field and leaves you
struggling to kill the unending hours of insufferable days. The only dis-
tractions on offer consisted of lunch and dinner of boiled beef, boiled
marrow, boiled prunes, and an inch of wine, but never in sufficient
quantities to feed a man,

By simply being polite to the nuns and because I wrote out labels for
their pill-boxes, I got the occasional chop or a pear from the hospital
orchard. [ was therefore rather better off than the rest of the soldiers who
were crammed into every cranny of the wards, But for the first few days I
was not even able to get my morning commons down. That was the time
the doctor did his rounds and chose to perform his operations. The day
after I arrived, he slit open a man’s thigh from top to bottom. I heard a
scream of agony. I shut my eyes but not so tight that [ did not see a foun-
tain of blood splash his apron with large red flowers. That morning, [
couldn’t eat a thing. Little by little, however, I grew hardened until T was
able to look the other way and keep my dinner down.

Meanwhile, our situation was becoming intolerable. We had tried, to
no avail, to get hold of newspapers and books, and we were reduced to
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dressing up, such as putting on a hussar’s tunic, for a laugh. But such
puerile antics quickly wore thin and mostly we just stretched, every
twenty minutes or so, exchanging a few words and then burying our
heads in our pillows once more.

There wasn’t much in the way of conversation to be got out of our
comrades. The two gunners and the hussar were too far gone to speak.
The dragoon cursed his head off but actually talked, He kept getting out
of bed and, wrapped in his great white coat, would make for the latrine
whence he returned with evidence of well-trampled excrement on his
bare feet. The hospital was short of chamber pots. A few of the illest
patients, however, had old saucepans under their beds. These the con-
valescent cases would toss like cooks and offer the resulting “hotpot’ to
the nuns as a joke.

That left only the linesman, a wretched grocer’s assistant who had a
son and had been called to the colours. He shook with fever all the time
and lay there shivering under the bedclothes.

Sitting cross-legged on our beds, we listened while he told us about
the battle he had been involved in,

Finding himself somewhere near Freeschweiler, in flat open terrain
surrounded by woods, he had seen flashes of red through plumes of
white smoke and he had ducked, shaking, dazed by the artillery fire and
unnerved by the whine of bullets. Caught up in other regiments, he had
marched over mud and mire without seeing a single Prussian, not know-
ing where he was, hearing all around him groans punctuated by short-
lived screams, Then the ranks of soldiers in front of him had suddenly
turned tail and in the scrimmage that followed the rout, he had some-
how ended up on the ground. He had got up, made a run for it, aban-
doning his rifle and his knapsack, and finally, exhausted by the forced
marches he had endured for a week, drained by fear and weakened by
hunger, he had sat down in a ditch. There he had stayed, stupefied, not
moving, deafened by the bursting shells, determined he would not try to
defend himself or move from where he was. But then he had thought of
his wife and started to cry, asking himself what he had done to deserve
such treatment. He had picked up a leaf, why he could not say, and still
had it. He set great store by it, for he often showed it to us, desiccated and
shrivelled, and kept it safe in his pocket.

While he was in this state, an officer holding a pistol passed by, called
him a coward, and threatened to beat his brains out if he refused to
march. He said: ‘T'd sooner that, and get it all over with.” But the officer,
just as he was yanking him to his feet, fell, pole-axed, with blood oozing
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from the back of his neck. He had panicked again, started running, and
managed to reach a distant road heaving with fleeing men, black with
plodding troopers. Carts drawn by runaway horses careered into them,
crushing them and scattering their ranks.

Finally, they had managed to reach shelter. Shouts of treason went up
from the huddled knots of men. The regulars seemed to have stomach
left for a fight but the recruits refused to go on.

‘Let them go and get themselves killed,” they said, meaning the
officers, “it’s their job?’

‘T got kids. It won’t be the government that'll feed them when I'm a
goner!

And they envied the fate of the walking wounded and the sick who
could find a safe refuge in the field-hospitals.

‘Man, were we scared! 1 can still hear the voices of men shouting
for their mothers and asking for a drink,” he went on, with a shudder.
Then he stopped and surveying our corridor with evident delight,
continued:

‘Tdon’t care, 'm very pleased to be here. Besides, this way my wife can
write to me,"” and from his trouser pocket he pulled out a bundle of
letters and said contentedly:

‘Look, my boy wrote to me,” and he showed at the bottom of the page,
beneath his wife’s laboured handwriting, a series of pen-strokes making
a sentence, clearly dictated, which contained ‘love to Daddy’ and other
such sentiments in a bouquet of ink-blots.

We heard this tale at least a score of times and for hours on end were
forced to listen to him drone on and on about how delighted he was to
have a son. In the end, we stuck our fingers in our ears and tried to sleep
to shut out his voice.

This appalling existence seemed set to continue indefinitely when one
morning Francis, who, unusually for him, had spent the whole of the
previous day prowling round the yard outside, said:

‘Listen, Eugéne, fancy a sniff of fresh air?’

I prick up my ears.

‘There’s a recreation vard they keep for the lunatics,” he went on.
‘There’s no one in it. If we climb onto the roof of the huts, and it’s easy
because the windows have bars across them, we can get on to the top of
the wall, jump and that’s it, we're in the country. A short walk from the
wall is one of the main gates into Evreux. What do you say?’

I'say...Isay that P'm very ready for an outing. But how will we get

back?
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‘Haven't a clue. Let’s go first and think about that later. On your feet,
they’re coming round with the lunch. We'll go over the wall after.

I get out of bed. The hospital was short of water so 1 had been reduced
to washing in the Seltzer the nun had managed to get for me. I reach for
the siphon, aim it at the painter, who shouts ‘firel’, T press the lever, and
he gets it full in the face. Then I stand in front of him, I take a squirt to
the head, rub my face all over with the froth and dry myself. We're ready,
we go down the stairs. There’s no one about in the yard. We climb onto
the wall. Francis steadies himself and jumps. I straddle the top and cast a
quick glance around me: below, a ditch and grass, to my right, one of the
town gates; in the distance a forest undulates gently and hoists clumps of
red and gold against a strip of pale blue sky. I stand upright, T hear a noise
in the yard, I jump. We keep close to the wall and then we are in Evreux!

‘Fancy a hite to cat?

Motion carried.’

As we proceed in search of a suitable venue, we spot a couple of girls
walking along swinging their hips. We follow them and invite them to
lunch. They refuse. We insist. They say no, but with less conviction. We
insist again and they say yes. We go to their place with a pie, bottles, eggs,
and a cold chicken. It seems odd being in a light, airy room decorated
with wallpaper flecked with lilac blooms and verdant with large leaves.
The casement windows are hung with bright-red damask curtains, there
is a mirror on the mantelpiece, an engraving showing Christ answering
the Pharisees, six cherry-wood chairs, a circular table with an oilcloth
over it showing the kings of France, and a bed with pink cotton eider-
down on it. We set up table and chairs and glance greedily at the girls as
they walk round it. It takes some time to lay, however, for we keep stop-
ping them to snatch a kiss, though they are rather ugly and quite stupid.
But did that worry us? It was such a long time that we had been anywhere
near a woman’s Jips!

I carve the chicken, corks pop, we drink like fish and guzzle like trolls.
Coffee steams in the cups, we gild it with cognac. My gloom lifts, we put
a match to the punch, the blue flames from the kirsch flare in the bowl
making it hiss and crackle, the girls laugh, hair hanging down in their
eves and bodices plundered. Suddenly, four chimes ring out from the
slow church bell. It is four o’clock. Oh my God! the hospitall We have
forgotten all about the hospital! T turn pale, Francis looks at me in a
panic, we tear ourselves from the arms of our fair colleens, and decamp
at top speed.

‘How are we going to get in again?’ asks the painter.
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‘We don’t have much choice. We'll have our work cut out to get back
before dinner time. Let’s trust in the Lord and go in through the front
door.”

We reach it, we ring the bell. The nun on gate duty opens up and
stands there, with her mouth hanging open. We doff our caps and | say,
in a voice loud enough for her to hear:

“You know, those people in the Commissariat aren’t exactly welcom-
ing, are they? The fat one could hardly bring himself to be polite . .

The nun says nothing and we set off at a gallop for the ward. We were
only just in time, for I could hear the voice of Sister Angele who was
doling out the rations. I get into bed as quick as a flash and use my hand
to hide a love-bite which my gir] had left on my neck. The nun looks at
me, discovers an unaccustomed sparkle in my eve, and, curious, asks:

‘Are you feeling worse?’

I reassure her and reply:

‘On the contrary, ['m feeling much better, sister, but having nothing
to do and being cooped up is getting me down.

When Itold her how horribly bored I felt, lost in a crowd of soldiers in
the middle of nowhere, far from friends and family, she did not answer,
but her lips tightened and into her eyes came an indefinable expression
of sadness and pity. Yet one day she said to me dryly: Being free
wouldn’t do you any good,” a remark prompted by a conversation she
had overheard between Francis and me as we discussed the surpassing
charms of Parisian women. But then she had softened her tone and
added with that irresistible pouting smile of hers:

“Really, Private, everything is just one big joke to you.’

Next morning the painter and [ agreed that straight after lunch we’d
go over the wall again. At the appointed hour, we were loitering near the
vard but found that the gate was locked!

‘Hell’s teeth! Still, it can’t be helped,’ says Francis. ‘Best foot forward!’

And he heads straight for the hospital’s main entrance. I follow. The
nun on the gate asks us where we’re going.

“To the Commissariat.’

The door opens and we are outside.

When we got to the town’s main square in front of the church and
were studying the statues over the west door, I spotted a portly party,
with a face like a red moon and a bristling white moustache, who was
staring at us in amazement. We stared back brazenly then went on our
way. Francis was dying of thirst so we went into a café where, as I sipped
my coffee, I glance at the local paper and in it find a name which gave me
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pause. Actually, T did not know the person who bore it, but the name
stirred a memory long forgotten. | recalled that a friend of mine had a
relative who was some sort of big noise at Evreux.

‘T must go and see him!’ I tell the painter,

1 ask the proprietor of the café for his address. He does not know it. 1
leave and call at every baker’s and chemist’s I pass. Now everybody eats
bread and swallows potions. It was not possible that among these
upstanding men of industry there was not one who knew the address of
Monsieur de Fréchéde, It is vouchsafed to me. 1 brush the dirt off my
greatcoat, buy a black tie and a pair of gloves, and repair to the rue
Chartraine where I pull gently on the bell of the iron gate of a large house
which rises brick-faced and slate-roofed among the dappled foliage of
extensive grounds. A footman shows me in. Monsieur de Fréchéde is out
but Madame is at home. I am kept waiting for a matter of momentsin a
drawing room and then the door opens and an old lady appears. Her
manner is so gracious that [ am reassured. I explain in a few brief words
who Tam.

‘T have heard’, says she with a broad smile, “a great deal about your
farnily. I do believe that | met your mother at Mme Lezant’s during my
last visit to Paris. You are most welcome in this house.’

We converse at some length, I, somewhat ill at ease, using my cap to
hide the love-bite on my neck, and she, trying to make me accept a gift of
money which I refuse.

‘Please,” she says at length, ‘I am most anxious to be of some help to
you. What can I do?

Ireply: “‘Well, madame, if you could arrange for me to be sent back to
Paris, you would render me a great service. Dispatches might be inter-
cepted any day now, so the papers say. There’s talk of another coup
d’état or the overthrow of the Empire. I really need to see my mother
again. I'm not especially keen on staying here and being taken prisoner if
the Prussians come.’

At this point Monsieur de Fréchéde returns. A few words and he is put
fully in the picture.

‘If vou are agreeable,” he said, ‘come with me and we’ll see what
the head physician at the hospital has to say. There’s not a minute to
waste.’

See the head quack? Oh my God! How would T explain my little
outing? I dare not say anything. I follow my protector wondering how it
will all turn out. We get to the hospital. The doctor looks at me with
astonishment. I do not give him a chance to say a word and trot out, with
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stupendous glibness, a long litany of lamentations which outline my
sorry plight.

Then M. de Fréchéde takes up the theme and, on my behalf, requests a
period of two months convalescent leave.

“This man is certainly ill enough’, said the doctor, “to warrant a couple
of months leave for recuperation. If my colleagues and the general
share my view, your protégé will be able to return to Paris in a matter of
days.”

‘Splendid,” said M. de Fréchéde. ‘T am obliged to you, doctor, I'll have
a word with the general this very evening,’

When we are outside in the street, I heave a sigh of relief. I shake the
hand of the excellent man who was kind enough to take up my case and
hurry off to find Francis. We have just enough time to get back. We reach
the hospital entrance. Francis rings the bell. 1 say good evening to the
nun. She stops me:

‘Dido’t you tell me this morning that you were going to the
Commissariat?’

‘Absolutely, sister.

‘Well, the general has just left. You're to go and see the doctor in
charge and Sister Angele. They're waiting for you. I expect you'll be able
to explain to them what you were doing at the Commissariat.”

Crestfallen, we trudge up the stairs to the ward. Sister Anggle is there,
waiting for me. She says:

‘T'd never have believed such a thing. You've been out, trailing around
the town. You did it yesterday and you’ve done it again today. Goodness
knows what you’ve been up to.”

‘Steady on!’ I exclaim.

She gave me such a look that I was silenced.

‘The fact remains’, she went on, ‘that the general happened to see you
today in the Square. I denied that you’d gone out and looked everywhere
for you in the hospital. The general was right: you weren’t here. He asked
for your names. I told him who one of you was but refused to tell on the
other. But that was wrong of me, very wrong, for you don’t deserve it?’

‘Oh, [ can never thank you enough, sister ...’

But Sister Angele wasn’t listening. She was extremely cross about the
way I'd behaved. There was only one course of action left to me, say
nothing, take what was coming, and not try to avoid it. Meanwhile,
Francis had been summoned to the doctor’s office and because, I can’t
think why, he was suspected of being a bad influence on me, but also
because his constant chaff and banter had made him unpopular with
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either the doctor or the nuns, he was informed that he would be rejoin-
ing his regiment the following day.

“Those dammed girls we had lunch with yesterday were registered tarts
and they shopped us,” he said furiously. “The head man told me himself.

While we were cursing the hussies and lamenting the fact that our
uniform made us so easily recognizable, the rumour spread that the
Emperor had been taken prisoner and thata Republic had been declared
in Paris. I give a franc to an old man who was allowed out to bring me
back a copy of the Gauleis. The ramour was true. In the hospital, joy was
unconfined.

‘Badinguet’s jiggered! And not before time! The war’s over at last]’

Next morning, Francis and I hugged each other and then he left.

‘See you soon,” he shouted as he closed the gate, ‘meet you in Paris!’

But after that first day, how things changed! How we suffered! How
neglected we were! There was no way we could leave the hospital. A
sentry marched up and down outside the entrance, posted there in my
honour. I'was very brave, however, and tried not to take refuge in sleep. 1
prowled round the yard like a caged animal. I roamed in this manner for
twelve solid hours. 1 got to know my prison like the back of my hand. 1
knew the places where pellitory and mosses grew, where the walls bulged
and cracked. I could no longer stand the thought of my corridor, my
mattress now flatter than a pancake, the dirty bedcovers, my filthy
underwear which was falling apart. T passed the time by myself, not
speaking to anyone, kicking stones round the yard, wandering like a lost
soul under the mustard-washed arcades and through the wards, return-
ing to the iron gate from which a flag flew limply, climbing up to the first
floor where my bed was, descending to the depths of the sparkling
kitchens where copper pans gleamed against bare white walls. T fretted
with impatience. At set hours, I watched the comings and goings of
civilians and soldiers, toing and froing on every floor, making the
cavernous halls resound with their slow footsteps.

I no longer had enough strength to avoid the attentions of the nuns
who whisked us off each Sunday to chapel. I became obsessed; I was
haunted by one thought: to get away as soon as possible from my hor-
rible gaol. Contributing to my depression was a shortage of cash. My
mother had sent me a hundred francs at Dunkirk which was, it seemed,
where I was supposed to be. There was no sign of this money. I could see
that the time would soon come when I wouldn’t have enough to buy
tobacco or writing paper.

Meanwhile, one day followed the next. The de Fréchédes seemed to
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have forgotten all about me and I put their silence down to my behaviour,
of which they had doubtless been informed. Soon, to my mental anguish
were added excruciating pains. Badly treated and provoked by all the
moving around I had done, my innards flared into revolt. It was so bad
that I began to be afraid | would not be able to travel. I hid the pain fear-
ing that the doctor might order me to remain in the hospital. I kept to
my bed for a few days. Then, feeling my strength was ebbing, I never-
theless forced myself to my feet and went down to the yard. Sister Angele
had stopped talking to me and when she was doing her evening rounds
of the corridors and wards, turning her head away so that she would not
sce the red glow of tobacco pipes winking in the dark, she would walk
straight past me, cool and indifferent, looking the other way.

One morning, however, as 1 dragged myself around the yard, col-
lapsing onto every bench, she saw me so altered, so pale, that she could
not help feeling sorry for me. That evening, after she had looked in on
the wards for the last time, I was lying with one elbow on my bolster,
staring at the patches of blue light cast by the moon through the corridor
windows, when the far door opened and I saw, now wreathed in a silver
shimmer, now dark and seemingly clad in funereal black as she passed
window or wall, Sister Angele coming towards me. With a gentle smile
she said:

‘Tomorrow morning, you will be examined by the doctor. I went to
see Mme de Fréchéde today and it’s quite likely that you will be sent to
Paris in the next few days.”

I sit up in my bed, my face brightens, I wish I could leap about and
sing: it was the happiest day of my life! When it is morning, T get up,
dress, and, feeling somewhat nervous, make my way to the room wherea
board of military and doctors is in progress.

One by one, soldiers bared torsos which were pitted with scars or
sprouted tufts of hair. The general was picking at a fingernail, the chief
constable was fanning himself with a sheet of paper, the medics chatted
as they prodded and poked the men. Then finally it is my turn. I am
examined from head to foot, hands press my abdomen, which is swollen
and tight as a drum, and with one voice the board gives me sixty days
convalescent leave, I shall see my mother at last! I shall be reunited with
my personal possessions, my books! I cease to feel the red-hot poker that
ravages my insides! I skip and prance like a young goat!

Iinform my family of the good news. My mother writes me letter after
letter, amazed at my non-appearance. Alas, my pass has to be stamped by
Divisional HQ at Rouen. It is returned five days later. My papers are now
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in order, I look for Sister Angele and ask her if she would request permis-
sion for me, before 'm due to leave, to go out so that I can thank the de
Fréchédes who have been so kind to me. She goes straight to the head
physician and brings me a note. I hurry off to see the excellent couple.
They force me to accept a warm scarf and fifty francs for the journey. |
tetch my travel warrant from the Quartermaster and return to the hos-
pital. I've only a matter of minutes left now. I go in search of Sister
Angtle, find her in the garden, and, sincerely moved, | say:

‘Sister, I'm leaving. However can | repay you for everything you've
done for me?’

1 reach for her hand which she tries to take back and raise it to my lips.
She blushes:

‘Goodbye,” she says and then, pointing an admonishing finger, she
adds cheerfully: ‘Behave yourself, and especially don’t fall in with bad
company on the way.’

‘No need to fear on that score, sister, that’s a promise!’

The appointed hour strikes, the gate swings open, I make a dash for
the station and leap into a carriage. The train shudders and I have left
Evreux behind me.

My compartment is half-full but fortunately I have a window seat. |
press my nose to the glass, catch sight of pollarded trees, an outline of
hills snaking into the distance, and a bridge spanning a large expanse of
water which sparkles in the sun like a shard of broken glass. It is not a
particularly cheering sight. | sink back into my corner, looking up from
time to time at the telegraph wires which draw black lines across the blue
sky. When the train stops, the passengers in my compartment get out,
the door closes and then opens again to admit a young woman.

While she sits down and smoothes her dress, I make out her face
under the swell of her veil. She is very pretty: eyes of sky-blue, lips
flushed with crimson, white teeth, and hair the colour of ripe corn.

I start up a conversation. Her name is Reine and she sits quietly
embroidering flowers: we chat like friends. Suddenly she turns pale and
is clearly about to faint. 1 open the top windows and offer her my
smelling salts which [ had brought with me, just in case, when I left Paris.
She thanks me, says it's nothing, then leans against my knapsack and
tries to sleep. Fortunately, there were just the two of us in the compart-
ment but the wooden partition which divided the carriage into equal
sections was only waist-high so that you could see and, more to the
point, hear a crew of country clods and their womenfolk who were
shrieking with laughter and making a dickens of a row. T would have
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gladly handed out a sound thrashing to those morons who dared disturb
her slumbers! Instead, I settled for listening to the half-baked political
views they exchanged. I soon tire of this. I put my fingers in my ears and
I too try to sleep. But the words declaimed by the stationmaster at our
last stop—"This train won’t reach Paris, the line’s cut at Mantes!—keeps
running through my dozing dreams like a persistent refrain. I open my
eyes. The girl wakes up too. I don’t want to share my misgivings with her.
We chat quietly. She tells me she’s on the way to join her mother at
Sévres.

But," say 1, “this train won’t get into Paris before eleven tonight. You'll
never have enough time to change stations and make your connection.’

‘How will I manage,” says she, ‘if my brother isn’t there to meet me?’

Hell’s teeth! I'm filthy and my belly is on fire! I dare not even think of
whisking her off to my bachelor flat, and in any case all I want to do is get
to my mother’s. What am I to do? I look at Reine in anguish and take her
hand. At that moment, the train rattles over the points, the jolt throws
her forward, our lips are close, they touch, I press mine to hers, she
blushes bright red. Good Lord! her mouth flutters imperceptibly and she
returns my kiss, a long drawn-out shiver runs down my spine and as |
hang on those two burning brands I feel myself go weak at the knees. Oh
Sister Angeéle, Sister Angele, leopards don’t change their spots!

Meanwhile the thundering train hurtles on and on, never slowing,
rushing us off at full speed towards Mantes. My fears prove groundless:
the line is clear. Reine’s evelids droop, her head lolls on my shoulder, her
every tremor is transferred to my beard and tickles my lips, I hold her
around her supple waist, cradle her in my arms. It’s not far to Paris now.
We pass docks and warehouses and engine sheds where roaring loco-
motives are being fired among clouds of red steam. The train stops. The
tickets are collected. All things considered, I decide the first thing I shall
do is to take Reine to my flat—if, that is, her brother isn’t waiting for her
at the barrier! All the passengers get out. Her brother is there. ‘Five days’
she whispers through a kiss and then my pretty bird had flown! Five days
later, T was in bed suffering agonies and the Prussians were in Sévres. I
have never seen her since.

My heart is like lead and | heave a deep sigh. But this is no time to be
sad! Now I am trundling along in a cab. I recognize my part of town. I
draw up outside my mother’s house, run up the steps two at a time, tug
frantically on the bell, and the maid opens the door. It’s the young
master! and off she runs to tell my mother who rushes to meet me, turns
pale, kisses me, looks at me from head to foot, stands back a step or two,
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looks again, and kisses me once more. In the meantime, the maid has
ransacked the larder.

‘1 expect youw'll be hungry, Monsieur Eugéne?’

Hungry? I should say!

I devour every last scrap that’s put before me and gulp down large
glasses of wine. To tell the truth, I have no idea what 'm eating and
drinking!

In the end, I go back to my flat to sleep. It is exactly as | had left it. 1
walk through it, beaming contentedly. Then I sit on the divan and stay
there, blissful, in raptures, filling my eyes with the sight of my own things
and my books. I undress, nevertheless, get washed all over, knowing that
for the first time in two months I shall soon be in a clean bed with lily-
white feet and clipped toenails. I jump onto the mattress: it is springy. |
snuggle down into my feathery nest, my eyes close, and I float off under
full sail to the land of dreams.

I seem to see Francis lighting his immense briar and Sister Angele
gazing down at me with that quizzical look of hers, then Reine is walking
towards me and [ wake with a start. T tell myself not to be such a fool and
bury my head in the pillows, but the pain in my intestines which had
faded briefly revives now that the muscles are less tense and I rub my
abdomen gently, thinking that at least the worst horrors of dysentery
which keeps dragging you to a communal latrine where everyone per-
forms together, without modesty or dignity, were no more! I am in my
own apartment and have a bathroom all to myself! And I reflect that you
need to have lived cheek by jowl with men in a hospital or camp before
you can really appreciate the luxury of a modern lavatory closet and
savour the privacy of those little rooms where a man can let his trousers
down in comfort.
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The Lady with the She-Wolf

Translated by Elizabeth Fallaize

Told by Monsieur Pierre Lenoir, 69, rue des Dames, Paris.

T cannot tell you why I began to court the lady. She was not beautiful, nor
pretty, nor even agrecable. Whereas 1 myself (ladies, 1 tell you this
without self-conceit) have sometimes been said by others to be not
undistinguished. T would not say that Nature has bestowed extra-
ordinary gifts upon me, either in the physical or moral domain but, such
as I am, 1 will admit, T have been very kindly treated by the fair sex. Oh!
please be reassured, I am not about to inflict upon vou an immodest
account of my conquests. I am of a modest nature. Besides, my story
does not concern me, as it happens, It concerns the woman, or rather the
girl, that is to say the English girl whose curious countenance I found
pleasing for a while.

She was a strange creature. When I approached her for the first time, a
large beast lay sleeping in the trailing folds of her skirts. The pleasantly
banal phrases which facilitate relations between strangers came to my
lips. The words themselves are of no account in these circumstances—
the art lies in the way in which they are said . ..

But the large beast, lifting up its muzzle, growled in a sinister manner
just as I reached the intriguing unknown lady.

I took a step back, despite myself.

“You have a very bad-tempered dog, there, mademoiselle, I
remarked.

It’s a she-wolf, replied the lady somewhat tartly. ‘And, since she
sometimes takes against people quite violently and quite inexplicably, 1
would advise you to keep your distance.’

She silenced the animal with a stern command: “Helgal”

I beat my retreat, mildly humiliated. A foolish episode, you will agree.
I do not know the meaning of fear, but I detest ridicule. The incident
displeased me all the more in that I believed [ had detected a gleam of
sympathy in the eyes of the young lady. She had certainly taken some-
thing of a fancy to me. No doubt she must have shared my vexation at



The Lady with the She-Wolf

our regrettable contretemps. What a pityl A conversation which had
begun sowelll . ..

Later, I have no idea why, the dreadful animal abandoned its hostility
to me. I was able to approach her mistress without fear. [ have never seen
such a strange face. Beneath the heavy tresses of a dull yet glowing
blonde colour, like reddened ashes, flared the grey pallor of her skin. Her
emaciated body had the fine and fragile delicacy of a handsome skeleton.
{We Parisians all have a touch of the artist about us, you know.) An aura
of harsh and solitary pride, of angry recoil and retreat, emanated from
this woman. Her yvellow eyes resembled those of her she-wolf. They had
the same look of sly hostility. Her step was so silent as to be disturbing.
No one can ever have walked with so little sound. Her clothing was of a
thick material which looked like fur. She was not beautiful, nor pretty,
nor charming. But she was, after all, the only woman on board.

I paid court to her, therefore. I followed the rules most soundly based
on my already considerable experience. She was adroit enough not to let
me see the profound pleasure which my advances caused her. She even
succeeded in maintaining her habitual expression of defiance in her yellow
eyes. What a marvellous example of feminine wiles! The only result of this
ploy was to increase the violence of my attraction to her. Sometimes a long
resistance can be an agreeable surprise, rendering victory more triumph-
ant. I am sure you will not contradict me on this point, gentlemen? We all
share similar sentiments. There is such a fraternity of feeling between us
that conversation is almost impossible. This is the reason [ so often shun
the monotony of male company, too identical to my own.

T was attracted to the Lady with the she-wolf, admittedly. And, shall T
make a confession? The chastity imposed by these floating gaols exacer-
bated the tumult of my senses. She was a woman . . . And my attentions,
which had thus far remained respectful, became more pressing with the
passing of each day. I multiplied passionate compliments. I fashioned
eloquent and elegant turns of phrase.

You will barely credit the powers of deception this woman displayed!
As she listened to me, she affected a faraway look. For all the world she
appeared interested only in the froth on the ship’s wake, like snow turn-
ing into smoke, (Women are not insensible to poetic comparisons.) But,
as a long-time student of the psychology of the female face, T knew that
those heavy lowered eyelids masked the flickers of passion.

One day 1 went further, and had begun to accompany a refined
expression with a flattering gesture, when she sprang round like a
she-wolf to face me.
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‘Go away,” she commanded with almost savage determination. Her
teeth gleamed strangely like those of a wild animal beneath the menacing
snarl of her lips.

I smiled, unperturbed. Women, as we know, require a great deal of
paticnce, and one should never believe a word they say. When they order
you to leave, that is the moment to stay. I must apologize, gentlemen, for
rehearsing such well-worn banalities.

My companion was fixing her large yellow pupils on me.

You fail to understand me. You continue stupidly to pit yourself
against my invincible disdain. I have never known love or hate, I have
never met a human being who merited my hatred. Hatred is more
tenacious and more patient than love, and it requires a worthy adver-
sary.” She stroked Helga's ungainly head whilst the animal conternplated
her with a deep womanly gaze.

‘As for love, T am as ignorant of it as you yourself ave ignorant of the
art, mastered at an early age by my Anglo-Saxon compatriots, of dis-
simulating the self-conceit inherent in the male sex. Had I been a man, I
might have loved a woman. Women have qualities I admire—Iloyalty in
their passions and the capacity for self-sacrifice in affection. They are
generally straightforward and sincere. They give without restriction or
counting the cost. Their patience is as unfailing as their kindness. They
can forgive. They can wait. They possess the highest form of chastity:
constancy.’

Fortunately I am sufficiently sharp-witted to be able to grasp what is
only hinted at. I smiled deliberately at this outburst of enthusiasm. She
glanced absently in my direction and saw what I was thinking.

‘Oh you are singularly mistaken. I have come across women with
great generosity of spirit and heart. But I have never become attached
to one of them. Their sweet nature is in itself a barrier, My soul is not
sufficiently elevated to enable me to be patient with their excessive dis-
plays of candour and devotion.’

I was beginning to find her pretentious discourses rather tedious. She
was turning out to be not only a shrew but a prude and a bluestocking
to boot! But she was the only woman on board . . . And her display of
superior airs was in any case merely designed to make her forthcoming
capitulation all the more precious.

‘The sole object of my affections is Helga. And Helga knows that. As
for you, you may be a perfectly pleasant young man, but you can have no
idea of the depth of my contempt for you.’

She intended to inflame my pride and thus my passion. And she was

158



The Lady with the She-Wolf

succeeding, the saucy miss! My blood ran hot with fury and frustrated
desire.

‘Men who fuss round women, any women they can find, are like dogs
sniffing at bitches.’

She cast one of her long yellow glances at me.

‘I have spent so long breathing in the snow-filled air of the forest, and
have so often felt at one with the vast empty expanses of Whiteness, that
my soul has come to resemble that of a she-wolf vanishing into the dis-
tance,”

This woman was beginning to frighten me. She noticed my reaction
and changed her tone.

‘T have a fondness for clarity and freshness,’ she continued with a little
laugh. ‘I recoil from the vulgarity of men as I do from a stale smell of
garlic, and 1 am as disgusted by their sordidity as 1 am by the reck of
sewers, Men (she insisted) only really feel at home in a house of ill-
repute. They only like courtesans, recognizing in them their own rapa-
ciousness, their lack of emotional intelligence, their stupid cruelty. They
live only for their own self-interest and for debauchery. Morally, I am
sickened by men and, physically, I am repulsed by them . . . I have
watched men kissing women on the lips whilst indulging in obscene
fumblings. The spectacle of a gorilla could not have been more revolt-
ing’

She paused for a moment.

“The most austere of lawmakers only escapes by a miracle the unfortun-
ate consequences of the carnal adventures which endangered his youth. |
cannot understand how a woman of any delicacy at all can submit to
your filthy embraces without repugnance. As a virgin my disdain for
men is equal in its degree of disgust to the nausea felt by the courtesan.’

She is most certainly overplaying her hand, I reflected, even if she is
good at it. Most certainly overplaying.

(If we were not in mixed company, gentlemen, I would tell you that I
have not always scorned the bordello and that I have even, on many an
occasion, picked up pitiful whores off the streets. But for all that the
Parisian ladies remain more accommodating than this butter-wouldn’t-
melt-in-my-mouth performance. I am not in the least self-conceited, but
one must know one’s own worth, after all.)

And so, judging that the conversation had lasted long enough, I took
dignified leave of the Lady with the She-Wolf. Helga, from beneath
lowered eyelids, watched me go with a long vellow stare.

Clouds were gathering heavily on the horizon, like towers. Beneath
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them snaked a strip of murky sky, like a moat. I had the feeling of being
crushed by walls of stone.

And the wind was getting up . . .

Seasickness took hold of me. I apologize for this inelegant detail,
ladies . . . I was horribly indisposed. I eventually fell asleep towards mid-
night, in a more lamentable state than I can tell you.

At about two o clock in the morning, | was awoken by a terrifying
crash, followed by an even more terrifying sound of shattering . . . A
sense of inexpressible dread loomed in the darkness. I realized that the
ship had run aground.

For the first time in my life, 1 neglected my appearance. I emerged on
the bridge improperly dressed.

A chaotic crowd of semi-naked men was already rushing hither and
thither . . . They were hauling down the lifeboats in great haste,

At the sight of their hairy limbs and matted chests I could not help
recalling, with a smile, something that the Lady with the She-Wolf had
said: “The spectacle of a gorilla could not have been more revolting . .

I do not know why this frivolous memory struck me, in the midst of
common danger.

The waves looked like monstrous volcanoes enfolded in white smoke.
Or rather, perhaps, they looked like nothing on earth. They were them-
selves, magnificent, terrible, lethal . . . The wind whipped up their tower-
ing fury to ever greater heights. The salt stung my eyelids. T shivered in
the spray, which filled the air like drizzle. And the pounding of the swell
filled my head, destroying all thought.

The Lady with the She-Wolf was there, calmer than ever. And I was
faint with fear. I could see Death standing over me, almost close enough
to touch. Dazed, I reached up to check my forehead and felt the bones of
my skull, horribly prominent. The skeleton within me filled me with
dread. I began to cry, stupidly.

My flesh would turn bluish and black, swollen more than a bulging
wineskin. The sharks would seize on bits of my severed limbs, floating
here and there. And, when my body sank to the bottom of the sea,
crabs would crawl sideways over my rotting flesh and feed gluttonously
onit.

The wind gusted over the sea . ..

I saw my life pass before my eyes. I reproached myself for the imbecil-
ity of my life, a wasted life, a lost life. I tried to remember a single good
action I might have committed without intending it, or by mistake. Had
I been good for something, useful to someone? My conscience, buried
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deep within me, replied, as fearsomely as a mute who by some miracle
had recovered her voice:

‘Nol’

The wind gusted over the sea . ..

I dimly recalled the words of our Lord exhorting the sinner to repent
and promising salvation to the contrite, even in the very hour of death.
tried to dredge up a few words of prayer from the depths of my memory,
as empty as a drained glass . . . And libidinous thoughts came to torment
me, like little red devils. The soiled beds of women encountered by
chance passed before my eyes. Their stupid obscene invitations filled my
ears. The memory of loveless embraces came to me. The horror of
Pleasure overwhelmed me.

Faced with the terror of the Mystery of the Void, only the instinct of
the animal in rut survived in me, an instinct as powerful in some as the
instinct of preservation. It was Life, Life in all its ugliness and crudeness,
which howled in wild protest against Annihilation . ..

The wind gusted over the sea . ..

The ideas that come to one at such moments are bizarre, it must be
allowed. There was 1, a pretty decent man, when all is said and done, held
in wide esteem except by a few jealous characters, even loved by a woman
or two, reproaching myseif so bitterly for a life which has been no better
or worse than anyone else’s! I must have been the victim of a temporary
madness. We were all on the edge of madness, in any case . ..

The Lady with the She-Wolf was staring calmly at the white waves.
Oh! they were whiter than snow at dusk! And, seated on her haunches,
Helga howled like a bitch. She howled wretchedly, like a bitch baying at
the moon . . . She understood.

I don’t know why that howling froze my veins even more than the
sound of the wind and the waves. She was howling at death itself, that
damned devilish she-wolf! I wanted to knock her senseless to silence that
noise and I searched for a piece of wood, or a spar, an iron bar, anything
that would serve to flatten her on the deck. . . . I found nothing,

The lifeboat was ready to leave at last. Men were leaping frantically to
safety. Only the Lady with the She-Wolf remained where she was.

‘Come aboard!’ I shouted to her as I gotin.

She approached without haste, followed by Helga.

‘Mademoiselle,” said the lieutenant who was more or less in com-
mand, ‘we cannot take the animal with us. There is only room on board
for people.”

‘Then I shall stay behind,” she replied, moving away.
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Men in a panic were jumping in, with loud and incoherent cries. We
had to let her go.

For my own part, I really could not take responsibility for such a
flibbertigibbet. And she had been so impertinent to me! You understand,
gentlemen, do you not? You would not have behaved otherwise.

So I was saved, or almost. The dawn had come, and lord, what a dawn!
A shivering of chilled light, a grey stupor, a mass of creatures and larva-
like beings swarming in a twilight limbo . ..

And we saw the blur of land in the distance . ..

Oh! what a joy and comfort to see the safety and welcome of dry land!
Ever since that horrible experience, | have taken only one sea voyage and
that was the journey back here. I will not be caught out again, that’s for
certain!

I must be lacking in self-interest, ladies. In the midst of the unutter-
able uncertainty in which I found myself, saved from Destruction by a
mere hair’s breadth, [ still made the effort to discover what had become
of my companions in misfortune. The second lifeboat had been sub-
merged by the frantic assault of too many demented passengers. |
watched in horror as it sank. The Lady with the She-Wolf had taken
refuge on a broken mast and the quietened beast was with her on this
floating wreckage. I was quite certain that the woman would be saved, if
her strength and determination did not desert her. I hoped so, with all
my heart. But what of the cold, the slow progress and fragility of her
improvised vessel, lacking sail and rudder, the dangers of fatigue and
feminine weakness!

They were only a short distance from land when the Lady, exhausted,
turned towards Helga as if to say: Tcantgoon../’

And then something sad and solemn occurred. The she-wolf, whe had
undersiood, let out her despairing howl so that it reached the land, so
near and so inaccessible. Then, raising herself up, she placed her front
paws on the shoulders of her mistress, who enfolded her in her arms.
Together they disappeared beneath the waves . ..

162



MARCEL AYME (1902-1967)

The Walking Stick

Translated by Elizabeth Fallaize

Monsieur and Madame Sorbier decided to make the most of Sunday
afterncon and take the children out on a family walk. Mme Sorbier
called through the window to her two boys, Victor and Félicien, who
were playing out in the strect throwing filth in each other’s faces. They
liked rowdy games of the kind that strike despair in the maternal bosom.

‘Come in and put your suits on,” she said. ‘We're going out for a walk.
[€'s a lovely sunny Sunday afternoon.’

Each of the family members dressed up in their Sunday outfits. Victor
and Félicien pulled on their sailor suits with undisguised reluctance. They
were cager to wear men’s clothing, but were obliged to wait until the day
of their first communion when they would also get real silver watches,

Their father fastened his detachable stiff collar and arranged a bow tie
over the top of it. As he was about to slip his jacket on he stopped to
scrutinize the left sleeve with a serious expression and said to his wife:

‘Mathilde, what would you say if T left my black armband off ? In Paris
mourning isn’t worn much.’

“You do as you please,” returned Mathilde, frostily. ‘It’s barely two
months since my Uncle Emile died, but, after all, he was only my
uncle . .. and it obviously doesn’t take you long to forget people.”

‘Mathilde, you know what your Uncle Emile used to say: “When I'm
gone, my dears .7’

‘Well of course you're under no obligation to pay respect to my rela-
tives when they pass away, but you will admit that I've always gone into
mourning for all your family. In eight years of marriage I've hardly got
out of black atalt ..

Sorbier shook his head, looking annoyed, but no reply came to mind.
Giving up the idea, he put his jacket on. But the feeling of virtuous
pleasure that usually accompanies self-denial failed to materialize. He
studied his reflection mournfully in the mirror-fronted wardrobe and
sighed:

‘The thing is, it stands out, you know . . . A dark jacket, now, that
wouldn’tlook sobad..’
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Sorbier was not over-fussy about his appearance. For going to the
office during the week he really didn’t mind wearing clothes which were
past their best, or had been mended even, but he felt quite rightly that
Sundays are for elegant dressing. How indeed could a man be expected
to put up with being pushed around all week by his superiors if he didn’t
have the satisfaction of knowing that he had a Sunday suit in his
wardrobe? It’s a question of huwman dignity. And it’s perfectly obvious
that a black armband lowers the tone of an elegant suit. On the other
hand, a bereavement is a bereavement, there is no gainsaying that,
especially when you are married and head of the family.

Meanwhile Victor and Félicien were playing hide and seek under the
dining-room table. They had been told time and time again that it wasn’t
a game for indoors. A decorative fruit bowl eventually fell to the floor
and smashed. Their mother rushed in when she heard the noise, slapped
the one closest at hand and, in order to keep them apart, locked one of
them in the WC. Now she could get on with dressing in peace with no
fear of a disaster, as the two were separated. When she went back into the
bedroom, she saw her husband sitting in the armchair, gazing at the
ceiling with a little smile of beatitude, stroking the stiff hairs of his
moustache.

“‘Why are you looking at the ceiling? What are you plotting now, with
that little smile of yours?’

T'd like to . . . You know, Mathilde, an idea came to me, just now. ['d
like..’

He was murmuring dreamily. His wife pressed him to speak up,
already suspecting some new idiocy.

‘T'd like,” he said, “to get Uncle Emile’s walking stick out. . .. T hadn’t
given any thought to Uncle Emile’s walking stick before . . . Don’t you
think that instead of leaving it in the wardrobe drawer, it would be
better. ..

Mathilde compressed her lips and her husband flushed slightly.
Obviously, he had been in too much of a hurry wanting the walking
stick, with Uncle Emile still warm in his grave, as his wife was making
abundantly clear to him, her voice trembling with rage and her eyes
moist with indignation:

‘Barely two months! A man who worked his whole life! He had never
even used his walking stick!’

‘Well, exactly ...’
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‘Exactly? What do you mean, exactly? There is no sense in saying:
exactly. Come on!’

Tam saying: exactly.” And his face took on a closed look, as though he
attached some mysterious meaning to his reply.

Mathilde called upon her husband to explain himself. He whistled.
She did up her suspenders whilst planning her revenge. At two-thirty
everyone was ready on the landing. It appeared that the walk was about
to follow the pattern of every Sunday walk: two hours of boredom with a
pause in the middle to stand round a bottle of beer in silence. ‘Forward
march,” said the father. As always, He was about to close the front door
when he changed his mind and said, with an innocent air that com-
pletely took Mathilde in:

‘I've forgotten my watch. You go on down, I'll be with you in a
minute, as soon as I've fetched it

He ran to the wardrobe, opened the drawer, and took out Uncle
Emile’s walking stick. The handle was in yellowed bone carved in the
shape of a bulldog’s head, and it was screwed onto a varnished wooden
stick encircled with a gold band. Sorbier had never suspected that the
mere act of holding a walking stick in the right hand could confer such
an enhanced sense of dignity on a man. When he rejoined his family
waiting for him in front of the building, he remained impervious to the
furious attack launched by his wife. He announced with all the assurance
of a man free to do as he pleases, a man who as head of the family is
determined to defend the rights concomitant with the male responsibil-
ities which naturally fell upon him:

“Yes! That’s right, I'm using your uncle’s walking stick. T see no harm
in that. I am thirty-seven years old, 1 have reached the age where a man
with responsibilities may legitimately carry a walking stick. If you want
the old man’s stick to stay in the wardrobe, I'll buy one of my own, and 1
promise you that I shan’t spare the expense!”’

Mathilde remained tight-lipped, fearing what he might take into his
head. First they buy a walking stick, then they develop a spending habit,
the next thing is a string of mistresses . . . For the first time in years she
cast a glance full of fear and admiration at her husband. Even though
she resented his lack of reverence for her late uncle, she could not help
noticing the easy elegance with which he manipulated the stick. She gave
a little sigh, bordering on the affectionate, which Sorbier interpreted as a
sign of resentment.

‘Go home if your feet are hurting,” he said. ‘T shall go on with the
children; they’ll be more than happy ...
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‘There’s nothing wrong with my feet, but what do you mean the
children ..

‘Perhaps you think | can’t manage my own children out on a walk?
You're suggesting, no doubt, that 'm not much of a father?’

He gave a snort of derision. Victor was walking just ahead of the
family, whilst Félicien was holding hands with his mother, who was grip-
ping him tightly. Sorbier registered this and, in need of a bold initiative
with which to bolster his authority, he declared high-handedly:

I find it extraordinary that people try to prevent children from enjoy-
ing themselves, Come along, Félicien, let go of your mother’s hand.’

*You know perfectly well that when they’re together we can’t keep
them under control,” Mathilde objected. “They're bound to rip their
clothes or end up under the wheels of a car. It’s too late once an accident
has happened . ..

Sorbier offered no reply and, giving Félicien’s calves a friendly tap
with the stick, repeated:

‘Come along, Félicien, run off and find your brother. It'll be more fun
than walking along at your mother’s heel.’

Félicien let go of his mother’s hand and ran off to surprise his brother
with a sudden kick in the backside. Victor slapped him in retwrn and a
beret rolled out into the middle of the road. Mathilde surveyed the
results of this paternal initiative with an ironic show of indifference.
Sorbier began to laugh and said jovially:

“They’re priceless, those two. It would be a real shame not to leave
them to enjoy themselves in their own way.

All the same, he saw the necessity of keeping their amusements within
limits.

‘Stay just in front of me, within reach of my stick, and play nicely.
We've got plenty of time, I'm going to take you on a walk which will be
most educational.’

The family made its way along a kilometre of roads and avenues. The
father pointed out monuments with his stick and held forth with such
cheerfulness and at such length that his wife became exasperated.

‘All these streets are full of historical monuments. Over there are the
magasins du Louvre, this side is the Ministry of Finance. And there is the
statue of Gambetta, who saved our honour in 1870, you remember.

A bit further on, Victor spotted a naked woman standing on a
pedestal, and pointed at her.

‘And over there, papa? What’s that? Did she save our honour as well?’

166



The Walking Stick

His father betrayed a surge of irritation. In a haughty tone he replied:

‘It’s a woman. Come along now, don’t just stand there.”

And he urged Victor forwards with the tip of his stick. He was shocked
to hear a boy of Victor’s age asking about a naked woman. But his self-
control returned almost immediately and, poking his wife with his
elbow, he remarked in a roguish tone of barely disguised challenge:

‘And a damned shapely woman, actually. You can see an artist’s hand
there. Look!”

Conscious of the imperfections which she sought with difficulty to
disguise beneath her corset, Mathilde took on an air of offended dis-
approval. Sorbier made things worse by clicking his tongue apprecia-
tively.

‘Damned shapely! You surely can’t disagree? It’s impossible to im-
agine a woman with a more perfect shape.’

Mathilde replied with an indistinct murmur which was not so much a
dissent as a demurral of modesty. Sorbier reacted strongly, as though he
had been accused of lying. It seemed to him that the incomparable sense
of dignity which Uncle Emile’s walking stick had conferred upon him
was being hypocritically undermined. Taking Mathilde by the arm, he
bundled her forward to stand right in front of the statue.

‘Look at the line of the hips, look at the curve of the belly, mm? A
slightly rounded belly, just like a belly should be rounded. And the
breasts? What about the breasts, then? Have you ever seen anything so
beautiful?’

Mathilde was on the verge of tears. Victor and Félicien were following
their father’s lecture with great interest, and had to hold on to their sides
to stop themselves laughing when he invoked the splendours of the
curves, which he traced out lovingly with his stick. Mathilde tried several
diversions in vain, even expressing her anxiety at seeing the boys taking
in the details of this nude study. Sorbier, getting into his stride, spared
her nothing and, walking round to the back of the statue, let out a verit-
able roar of enthusiasm:

“The other side is the same! Just what’s needed to sit down, and no
morel

His stick drew two circles in the air, as though to isolate the object of
his admiration. Victor and Félicien, already purple from the effort of
containing their hilarity, burst into a snort of laughter which exploded
through their noses and shook their shoulders. Terrified that this out-
burst of merriment would be interpreted by their parents as evidence
of their depraved instincts, they ran off. This persuaded the father to
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abandon the statue. Mathilde had heard him out to the end, without
even thinking of turning her back on him. She fell mechanically into step
behind him, overwhelmed by the image of the naked woman, in all her
crushing detail. She caught herself blushing at the size of her own chest,
which hid her feet from her view. In a fit of humility, she concluded that
she was ridiculous, unworthy of the husband whom she had misjudged.
Sorbier appeared to her in a new and prestigious light; he had suddenly
acquired a wicked seductiveness, with a halo of perversity. A desire
began to stir in her for the pleasures of utter devotion, for the thrill of
total obedience and complete submission to the capricious will of her
husband. Nevertheless, she was careful to give no outward sign of this
revolution in her emotions. Keeping her bearing haughty and her
expression supercilious, she maintained a prudent silence, leaving her
husband to remonstrate with the children. In an effort which brought
the blood to her cheeks, she controlled her breathing so as to minimize
her sizeable stomach, without realizing that this made her chest all the
more prominent. In any case, Sorbier was not paying any attention to
her. Drunk with the fervour of his own invocation to the naked statue, he
was repeating to himself some of the turns of phrase which struck him as
particularly apt; at the same time, he was enjoying evoking the various
body parts of the stone nude. Several times, Mathilde heard him declare
in a staccato rhythm: “thigh, shoulder, belly, shin’. For a moment, she
was able to believe that he was planning an unusual recipe for a hotpot,
but, after a silence, he added in a burst of nervous laughter: ‘And the
breasts, oh yes! The breasts]’ It was already becoming evident that
Sorbier’s aesthetic pleasure was no longer strictly pure. The brightness of
his eves and the warmth of his voice provided clues that his wife was
familiar with. Unable to maintain her affectation of indifference, she said
in a low voice, betraying hurt, but not anger:

‘Tdon’t know if you were playing your cards close to your chest, but in
the past you never allowed yourself to mention such awful things in my
presence. Since you've got hold of Uncle Emile’s stick, you've put on a
very superior air. If my poor uncle were still alive, he would tell you what
your duties are as a husband and father. He would tell you that it isn’t
fair or reasonable to talk about some trollop’s breasts in front of your
wife, even stone breasts. You ought to know from what happened to the
Corvisons that when a husband starts fooling around it leads to the ruin
of his household. And then, I'd like to know, what’s the point? What’s
the point of dreaming about a strange woman'’s breasts? Dearest, remem-
ber the evenings—remember yesterday evening—when my breasts were
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the only ones in the world. Think about it, you can’t possibly have
forgotten.”

Mathilde saw her mistake at once. Carried away by a wave of jealousy
and affection, she had made the error of drawing attention to her breasts.
Not content with having tasted the pleasures of the womanizer, Sorbier
now delighted in the opportunity to be cruel and offensive. He looked
Mathilde up and down with a pitying, ironic air, and the tip of his stick
outlined in space a bulge of insulting proportions. He shook his head ina
manner which signified:

‘ No, no, my poor dear, no, you're quite out of it. Just look at yourself,
compare. ..

His meaning was so clear that Mathilde’s cheeks flushed with rage.
She tried to get back at him:

‘Well, I don’t care. P'm only telling you for the children’s sake and to
try to make you realize how ridiculous you are. When all’s said and done
you're no spring chicken yourself, you're not exactly a woman’s dream.
The concierge was saying so only yesterday morning when I came back
from fetching the bandages for your varicose veins.’

“That old bag, she’s twice tried to kiss me on the stairs! But I told her,
the day it takes my fancy to cheat on my wife, there’s no shortage of pretty
girls in Paris. If a man knows how to go about it—and here Sorbier gave a
knowing smile—he can take his pick of the bunch, thank God?’

As he was speaking, a pretty woman went by and her eyes met
Sorbier’s. Suddenly inspired, he doffed his hat to her and smiled with as
much gallantry as he could muster. Slightly surprised, the young woman
nodded to him, and even gave a half-smile. Mathilde felt that she was
losing her head. Her hand grasped Sorbier’s shoulder.

“That woman. Who is she? Pve never seen her at our house, or any-
where else, I want to know where you met her,”

Sorbier gave no immediate reply, as though he were contemplating
defeat. Mathilde was angrily insistent.

‘I don’t know,” he murmured in an embarrassed tone. ‘I knew her. . .
in the past. . . I don’t remember exactly.’

Savouring the look of panic which appeared on Mathilde’s face, he
went off to extract Félicien from a flowerbed. The family continued on
out of the Tuileries Gardens and reached the boulevards via the rue
Rovyale.

As they went past a patisserie, Félicien complained that he was hungry
and Victor claimed to be even hungrier than his brother.

‘Mother, I'm hungry. U'm hungrier than him . .

169



Marcel Aymé

Irritated, Mathilde distributed slaps all round. The boys began to cry
and whimper more loudly. Mathilde had red swollen eyes herself. The
passers-by looked on with sympathetic curiosity at this mater dolorosa
dragging along two children in tears. Sorbier remained impervious. He
walked along ahead of his family, a spring in his step, a roving sparkle in
his eye, and roses in his cheeks, turning round only to follow with his
eyes a female figure. As he passed in front of the terrace of one of the
boulevard cafés, he stopped and allowed them to catch up.

‘Let’s go in for a drink,” he said. “The walk has made me quite parched.
And we can watch the world go by, women go by ..

Mathilde glanced at the café terrace. The luxurious rattan chairs, all
identical, the mirrors, the smart uniform of the waiters, and the solem-
nity of the majordomo filled her with anxiety. The Sunday walk usually
finished up in some deserted little café reeking of wood shavings and
cheap red wine; a genuine watering hole as Sorbier was fond of saying,
where the patron brought the bottles of beer over himself. Mathilde was
aghast at the thought of what the prices would be on this smart terrace
and felt convinced that her husband was on a slippery slope. Sorbier was
already pushing her ahead with what he imagined to be a practised
gesture. She resisted.

It’s a very expensive-looking café,” she said. “We never go into cafés
like this. You know we don’t.

Tt’s just a café. Anyone would think you'd never seen one. T know it
like the back of my hand.”

Mathilde smiled humbly and murmured timidly:

‘If there were just the two of us, it wouldn’t be so bad, it wouldn’ be
so extravagant. Maybe another day ...

Sorbier was growing impatient. It seemed to him that the crowd on
the terrace was laughing at his wife’s hesitation.

If you don’t feel like going in, you go home with the children. I'm
thirsty. You do as you want.

Without waiting for Mathilde to make her mind up, he began squeez-
ing down between two rows of tables, and the family followed. As he
reached the last row of the terrace a couple got up and Sorbier took
possession of their abandoned table. He ordered an aperitif for himself,
and beer for the children. Mathilde didn’t want anything, claiming she
had a headache. Husband and wife, each sunk into a rattan armchair,
remained in uneasy silence. Sorbier himself appeared ill at ease, worried
about how his family might look to this leisured crowd. Several times, he
felt that the waiter was looking at him severely. He said to Mathilde:
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‘Look, order a drink. You look silly! You don’t come to a café to refuse
a drink, it’s ridiculous.”

Eventually she allowed herself to be persuaded and ordered a small
glass of draught beer. Sorbier was greatly relieved and felt his good
humour returning. He remembered that he had a walking stick and
examined the handle with fond attention.

“You can say what you like, a walking stick is the final touch to a man’s
appearance. | can’t imagine how | managed without one.”

He had addressed Mathilde in a friendly tone. In a rush of love and
gratitude, she was quick to agree:

“You're right. I would never have thought that a walking stick would
suit you so well. 'm glad you thought of getting it out.”

Just at that moment, a woman walked on to the terrace. Her outfit,
her make-up, and the glance with which she assessed each of the men
were clear signs of her profession. She hesitated between several rows of
chairs and, noticing a table free dose to the Sorbier family, she came and
sat down. Sorbier had been following her progress with interest since she
came in. When she was seated, he had no difficulty in catching her eve.
Smiles were exchanged, and even winks. The hussy took part in the
charade obligingly. No doubt the open way in which Sorbier was looking
her over encouraged her to think that Mathilde was not his wife. Leaning
forward over his aperitif to get a better look at her, Sorbier was fully
occupied in smiling and directing meaningful looks. Mathilde could not
pretend not to notice the goings-on but, paralysed by anger and embar-
rassment, and unwilling to face the shame of a marital dispute in public,
she remained silent. However, when Victor and Félicien, curious to
know who their father could be smiling at, turned round to face the
intruder, Mathilde let out a furious protest.

‘It’s disgusting. Behaving like that in front of children! A trollop with-
out a penny to her name, no doubt!’

The crowd of drinkers was so dense on the terrace that the waiters
were having difficulty keeping up with the orders. The hussy was trying
in vain to attract the majordomo’s attention and get served. Sorbier
conveyed, by means of facial expressions, his indignation at the casual
treatment meted out by the staff to an attractive woman. Unable, finally,
to contain himself, he remarked in a voice designed to carry, ignoring
Mathilde’s pressure on his knee recommending silence:

‘It’s impossible to get served here! My word, this café is going down-
hilll When I think what it once was!’

He was delighted to receive in return a long smile of gratitude from the
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attractive woman in question. In order to justify to his wife the interven-
tion which he was considering, Sorbier then added, in a show of dandyism
which he himself found overawing and which appalled Mathilde:

T've been waiting a good quarter of an hour to order a cocktail?’

The word cocktail, which evoked for Mathilde a train of moral
turpitude, naked women, and expensive wax-sealed bottles, was the last
straw. She had a detailed vision of her husband spending the houschold
savings on taxis, top hats, and extravagant dinners, while she took her
last jewel to the pawnbrokers in order to feed her starving children.

‘Waiter, you're wanted over here. It's ridiculous that we can’t get a
waiter!?

Sorbier’s voice was drowned out by the buzz of conversation. The
young woman shook her head in gratitude and impotence. Carried away
by a wave of gallant impetuosity, Sorbier seized hold of the middle of his
walking stick intending to bang the end on the table. He lifted it up
above his shoulder in a bold and generous gesture . ..

Behind him, a mirrored panel shattered into pieces, pulverized by
Uncle Emile’s bulldog. Scarlet, Sorbier sprang up from his armchair. He
was surrounded by a tumult of laughter, comments, and protests. A man
at a neighbouring table complained sharply that there were bits of glass
in his aperitif. People were amused by the consternation of the guilty
party, who stood holding on to his stick with both hands, as if he were
presenting arms.

Mathilde, who had been sunk low in despair, began to recover her
spirits. Sorbier’s air of shock and bewilderment revived her; her sagging
bust began to lift majestically, Half standing up she hissed in her hus-
band’s car, with a cruel sneer unaffected by the hilarity which her
response was causing amongst the witnesses to the drama:

‘Five hundred francs! That’s what your stupidity has cost us! And all
for a slut who was only after your money?’

The manager of the establishment arrived on the scene of the disaster.
A waiter went to fetch the police. Sorbier recited his name and details,
produced his personal documents. Looking suddenly aged, his shoulders
hunched, he stumbled over the same phrases again and again:

‘Officer, I didn’t do it on purpose . . . it was Uncle Emile’s walking
stick . . . I meant to call the waiter with my stick. .’

Mathilde followed the exchange with a malevolent pleasure, shower-
ing him with sarcastic remarks. In a voice full of resignation, Sorbier
pleaded:
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‘Please, Mathilde, leave it till later?’

The police officer took pity on his distress and cut short the formal-
ities. The manager also displayed some compassion, affirming that the
damage was not that serious and that he could easily sort it out with his
insurance company. Distraught with worry, Sorbier sat down again
beside Mathilde, who said to him:

Don’t you want a cocktail to buck you up? You must feel in need of
something. .’

His face was so tortured, so humble, that she saw she could do as she
pleased and inflict the most painful of humiliations on him. She insisted:

‘Whilst you're on a spending spree, you can surely allow yourself a
cocktail! You can give me a little sip of it . .

Sorbier sighed in distress. He looked round to try to catch the eye of
the young woman who had been at the origin of his misfortunes, hoping
for the comfort of friendly sympathy. But she, conscious that the mishap
had broken the spell, had turned her head away and was smiling at a
timorous old gent who couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Just look at your tart,” said Mathilde, “She’s found a man who walks
with two sticks!”

Victor and Félicien, with not altogether unconscious cruelty, were
lkeeping themselves amused by reconstructing the accident. Their
mother, who was enjoying their game, intervened from time to time to
point out some piquant detail in the performance. Sorbier called the
waiter over in a weary voice to pay for the drinks. When at last he was
able to leave the table Mathilde, who was still lounging in her chair,
called him back and said to him in a tone of unbearable sweetness:

“You're forgetting your walking stick, dearest.”

He retraced his steps, took hold of his stick with an awkward gesture
and followed his wife, who was propelling the children between two
rows of drinkers. His stick was hampering his progress; as he negotiated
a table, he knocked off an empty glass which the waiter fortunately
managed to catch in mid-air. Mathilde turned her head and jeered:

‘My, you're on good form this evening. Have you spotted anything
else breakable yet?’

Sorbier reflected that he would take great pleasure in breaking his
stick over his wife’s back, but it was a passing thought that he did not
have the nerve to express out loud. As they left the terrace, he had the
further mortification of witnessing the tarty young woman get up and
join the elderly gentleman. Mathilde, sharp-eyed as ever, made sure that
he knew she had not missed this latest comic twist, but the desire for
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revenge boiling inside her led her to abandon her ironic stance. Fixing
her gaze on her husband’s eyes she demanded in the haughty tone
familiar to Sorbier’s ears:

‘Are you going to tell me now why you thought you had the right to
take that walking stick? A stick that doesn’t even belong to you?”

Sorbier made a vague gesture. He really didn’t know . . . Mathilde
could have slapped him,

‘When a man takes a walking stick, he has a reason. I insist that you
tell me why you took Uncle Emile’s stick.’

She had come to a halt and taken hold of his jacket. Sorbier saw that
she would not let the matter rest until she had an explanation. In a spirit
of probity, he scrupulously examined the inner recesses of his soul and,
when he found nothing, he fell back on poetic inspiration, in the hope
that he might disarm his wife’s anger.

‘What can I say? Well, it was the sunshine . . . yes, the sunshine . . . you
see, when I saw what a lovely day it was, the idea came to me like spring
fever. Spring fever can just take you ..

Mathilde went through the motions of a fit of laughter, whilst he
repeated plaintively:

‘Of course, spring fever. If you just tried to understand . .’

She gave him a shove to start him walking again, as though he were no
more than a puppet, and declared between clenched teeth:

Tust wait, my lad, we’ll see about spring fever. Don’t think Ive for-
gotten your behaviour back there ...

Victor and Félicien had taken advantage of the interrogation to slip off
abead on their own. The parents had to hurry to catch them up in the
Sunday crowd. Mathilde called to one of the boys:

‘Come and take your father’s hand and watch out that he doesi’t let go.”

Docilely, Sorbier took his son’s hand and lengthened his stride.
Mathilde ordered him back in the tone of a sergeant major.

¢ Give him your right hand, he’s hurt his wrist . . . Welll What are you
waiting for? Don’t tell me it’s your stick that’s the trouble. Just hold it in
your left hand. It won’t make you look any sillier.

Sorbier passed his stick over to his left hand and his son over to his
right. The stick was becoming more and more of a nuisance; he held it
tightly squeezed under his arm and Mathilde was amused by his
awloward gait. As he was preparing to take a right turn she called out, ina
calm voice which disturbed him:

‘No, straight on. Carry on. I've decided to take another route.
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Tt’s getting late. It's nearly five o'clock you know.’

You weren't in such a hurry earlier on. I'm still enjoving my walk.
We'll go back down the rue Royale in the opposite direction and we'll
walk through the Tuileries. It’s such a nice walk at this time of year.’

Ever since they left the café she had been meditating her revenge: she
would make her humiliated husband retrace in defeat the very same
route which he had strode with such arrogance earlier on.

Sorbier walked along with a shuffling gait, his head bowed, his
shoulders stooped. It didn’t occur to him to look at the women. He was
just a poor man looking forward to his paper and his slippers. Mathilde
was at his heels, finding every opportunity to underline the gulf between
the proud assurance which he had displayed on the first half of their
walk, and the subdued air which he wore on the return haif,

‘Did you see that pretty girl who just passed us? Look round. Earlier
on, you were a bit more lively ..

In the Tuileries Gardens, Victor and Félicien were allowed to run on
ahead, but Sorbier made no attempt to carry his stick in his right hand
again. He tried to forget it. Mathilde had retained a very precise memory
of each of the places in which her husband had asserted his independ-
ence and his lewd taste. She reminded him of each of his comments,
before taking them acidly to pieces. When they arrived in front of the
statue of the naked woman, she gave a haughty shiver of her chest and
declared, looking him up and down:

‘Well here’s your ironing board! You were very keen on her, earlier
on. Haven’t you got anything to say, now?’

Sorbier gazed at the statue with an air of melancholy in which
Mathilde detected a hint of regret. She took up Uncle Emile’s stick and
began moving the tip over the stone contours, running down each of the
features malevolently as she went.

‘Look at that, it’s all skin and bones. No shoulders to speak of and no
sign of a belly! You’d need strong glasses to see much flesh there.’

Sorbier, eyes in the distance, appeared lost in melancholy thoughts.
Mathilde frowned, laid down the stick on the base of the statue and,
crossing her arms high up, said to him in a harsh tone:

‘Weli’

Sorbier raised his eyes to his wife like a hunted animal. He hesitated
for a moment and then, giving a cowardly little gurgle of a laugh, he
murmured:

‘Of course, she looks too girlish. A beautiful woman should have some
fleshonher..’
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This flattering opinion which she had forced out of her husband
brought a flush of pride to Mathilde’s cheeks. She took his arm, in a slow
and deliberate movement suggesting a definitive repossession, and
directed the family on the homeward route. Victor and Félicien had
removed the stick from the base of the statue. They ran along in front of
their parents, each boy holding on to one end of the stick. Their father
looked on with relief, pleased to be spared a burden which now seemed
intolerable to him. Sensing his greater degree of ease, Mme Sorbier called
to the boys:

‘Give the walking stick back to your father, It's not for playing with.’

And, turning to her husband:

“Now you’ve got it out of the wardrobe, you can bring it every Sunday
in future.



COLETTE (1873-1954)

Gribiche

Translated by Antonia White

I never arrived before quarter past nine. By that time, the temperature
and the smell of the basement of the theatre had already acquired their
full intensity. I shall not give the exact location of the music hall in
which, some time between 1905 and 1910, I was playing a sketch in a
revue. All | need say is that the underground dressing rooms had neither
windows nor ventilators. In our women’s quarters, the doors of the rows
of identical cells remained innocently open; the men . . . far less numer-
ous in revues than nowadays . . . dressed on the floor above, almost at
street level. When T arrived, I found myself among women already
acclimatized to the temperature, for they had been in their dressing
rooms since eight o'clock. The steps of the iron staircase clanged
musically under my feet; the last five steps each gave out their particular
note like a xylophone—B, B flat, C, D, and then dropping a fifth to G. 1
shall never forget their inevitable refrain. But when fifty pairs of heels
clattered up and down like hail for the big ensembles and dance
numbers, the notes blended into a kind of shrill thunder which made the
plaster walls between each dressing room tremble. Halfway up the stair-
case a ventilator marked the level of the street. When it was occasionally
opened during the day, it let in the poisonous air of the street, and
fluttering rags of paper, blown there by the wind, clung to its grating,
which was coated with dried mud.

As soon as we reached the floor of our cellar, cach of us made some
ritual complaint about the suffocating atmosphere. My neighbour across
the passage, a little green-eyed Basque, always panted for a moment
before opening the door of her dressing room, put her hand on her
heart, sighed: ‘Positively filthy!” and then thought no more about it. As
she had short thighs and high insteps, she gummed a kiss-curl on her left
cheek and called herself Carmen Brasero.

Mademoiselle Clara d’Estouteville, known as La Toutou, occupied the
next dressing room. Tall, miraculously fair, slim as women only became
twenty-five vears later, she played the silent part of Commére during the
first half of the second act. When she arrived, she would push back the
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pale gold swathes of hair on her temples with a transparent hand and
murmur: “Oh, take me out of here or 'll burst!” Then, without bending
down, she would kick off her shoes., Sometimes she would hold out her
hand. The gesture was hardly one of cordiality; it was merely that she
was amused by the involuntary start of surprise which an ordinary hand
like my own would give at the touch of her extraordinarily delicate,
almost melting fingers. A moment after her arrival, a chilly smell like
toothpaste would inform us all that the frail actress was eating her half
pound of peppermints. Mademoiselle d’Estouteville’s voice was so loud
and raucous that it prevented her from playing spoken parts, so that
the music hall could only use her exceptional beauty; the beauty of a
spun-glass angel. La Toutou had her own method of explaining the
situation.

You see, on the stage I can’t say my a’s. And however small a part,
there’s nearly always an a in it. And as I can’tsaymy a’s.. .

‘But you do say them!” Carmen pointed out.

La Toutou gave her colleague a blue glance, equally sublime in its
stupidity, its indignation, and its deceitfulness. The anguish of her
indigestion made it even more impressive.

‘Look here, dear, you can’t have the cheek to pretend you know more
about it than Victor de Cottens, who tried me out for his revue at the
Folies!

Her stage costume consisted of strings of imitation diamonds, which
occasionally parted to give glimpses of a rose-tinted knee and an adoles-
cent thigh or the tip of a barely formed breast. When this vision, which
suggested a dawn glittering with frost, was on her way up to the stage,
she passed my other neighbour, Lise Damoiseau, on her way back from
impersonating the Queen of Torments. Lise would be invariably holding
up her long black velvet robe with both hands, candidly displaying her
bow legs. On a long neck built like a tower and slightly widening at the
base, Lise carried a head modelled in the richest tones and textures of
black and white. The teeth between the sad voluptuous lips were flawless;
the enormous dark eves, whose whites were slightly blue, held and
reflected back the light. Her black, oiled hair shone like a river under the
moon. She was always given sinister parts to play. In revues, she held
sway over the Hall of Poisons and the Paradise of Forbidden Pleasures.
Satan, Gilles de Rais, the Nightmare of Opium, the Beheaded Woman,
Delilah, and Messalina all took on the features of Lise. She was seldom
given a line to speak and the dress designers cleverly disguised her
meagre and undistinguished little body. She was far from being vain
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about her appearance. One night when I was paying her a perfectly
sincere compliment she shrugged her shoulders and twrned the fixed
glitter of her eves on me.

M’m, ves,” said Lise. ‘My face is all right. And my neck. Down to here,
but no further.

She looked into the great cracked glass that every actress consulted
before going up the staircase and judged herself with harsh lucidity.

‘I can only get away with it in long skirts.”

After the grand final tableau, Lise Damoiseau went into total eclipse.
Shorn of her make-up and huddled into some old black dress, she would
carry away her superb head, its long neck muftled in a rabbit-skin scarf,
as if it were some object for which she had no further use till tomorrow.
Standing under the gas lamp on the pavement outside the stage door, she
would give a last smouldering glance before she disappeared down the
steps of the métro.

Several other women inhabited the subterrancan corridor, There
was Liane de Parthenon, a tall big-boned blonde, and Fifi Soada, who
boasted of her likeness to Polaire, and Zarzita, who emphasized her
resemblance to the beautiful Otero. Zarzita did her hair like Otero,
imitated her accent, and pinned up photographs of the famous ballerina
on the walls of her dressing room. When she drew one’s attention to
these, she invariably added, “The only difference is that I can dance!’
There was also a dried-up little Englishwoman of unguessable age, with a
face like an old nurse’s and fantastically agile limbs; there was an Algerian,
Miss Qurika, who specialized in the danse du ventre and who was all hips;
there was . . . there was . . . Their names, which I hardly knew, have long
since vanished, All that [ heard of them, beyond the dressing rooms near
me, was a zoo-like noise composed of Anglo-Saxon grunting, the yawns
and sighs of caged creatures, mechanical blasphemies, and a song, always
the same song, sung over and over again by a Spanish voice:

Tou m’abais fait serment
Dé ni’aimer tendrement . . .

Occasionally, a silence would dominate all the neighbouring noises and
give place to the distant hum of the stage; then one of the women would
break out of this silence with a scream, a mechanical curse, a yawn, or a
tag of song: Tou m’abais fait serment . ..

Was L, in those days, too susceptible to the convention of work, glitter-
ing display, empty-headedness, punctuality, and rigid probity which
reigns in the music hall? Did it inspire me to describe it over and over
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again with a violent and superficial love and with all its accompaniment
of commonplace poetry? Very possibly. The fact remains that during six
years of my past life [ was still capable of finding relaxation among its
monsters and its marvels. In that past there still gleams the head of Lise
Damoiseau and the bottomless, radiant imbecility of Mademoiselle
d'Estouteville. I still remember with delight a certain Bouboule with
beautiful breasts who wept offendedly if she had to play even a tiny part
in a high dress and the magnificent, long, shallow-grooved back of some
Lola or Pepa or Concha . .. Looking back, 1 can rediscover some particu-
lar acrobat swinging high up from bar to bar of a nickelled trapeze or
some particular juggler in the centre of an orbit of balls. It was a world
in which fantasy and bureaucracy were oddly interwoven. And I can still
plunge at will into that dense, limited element which bore up my inexperi-
ence and happily limited my vision and my cares for six whole years,

Everything in it was by no means as gay and as innocent as I have
described it elsewhere. Today I want to speak of my debut in that world,
of a time when I had neither learned nor forgotten anything of a theatr-
ical milieu in which I had not the faintest chance of succeeding, that of
the big spectacular revue. What an astonishing milieu it was! One sex
practically eclipsed the other, dominating it, not only by numbers, but
by its own particular smell and magnetic atmosphere. This crowd of
women reacted like a barometer to any vagary of the weather. It needed
only a change of wind or a wet day to send them all into the depths of
depression; a depression which expressed itself in tears and curses, in
talk of suicide and in irrational terrors and superstitions. [ was not a prey
to it myself, but having known very few women and been deeply hurt by
one single man, I accepted it uncritically. I was even rather impressed by
it although it was only latent hysteria; a kind of schoolgirl neurosis which
afflicts women who are arbitrarily and pointlessly segregated from the
other sex.

My contribution to the programme was entitled ‘Maiou-Ouah-Ouah.
Sketch’, On the strength of my first ‘Dialogues de Bétes', the authors of the
revue had commissioned me to bark and mew on the stage. The rest of
my turn consisted mainly of performing a few dance steps in bronze-
coloured tights, On my way to and from the stage [ had to pass by the
star’s dressing room. The leading lady was a remote personage whose
door was only open to her personal friends. She never appeared in the
corridors except attended by two dressers whose job was to carry her
headdresses, powder, comb, and hand mirror and to hold up her trailing
flounces. She plays no part in my story but Iliked to follow her and smell

180



Gribiche

the trail of amazingly strong scent she left in her wake. It was a sweet,
sombre scent; a scent for a beautiful Negress. I was fascinated by it but I
was never able to discover its name.

One night, attired in my decorous kimono, | was dressing as usual with
my door open. I had finished making up my face and my neck and was
heating my curling tongs on a spirit lamp. The quick, hurried little step
of Carmen Brasero (I knew it was Carmen by the clatter of her heels)
sounded on the stone floor and stopped opposite my dressing room.
Without turning around, I wished her good evening and received a hasty
warning in reply.

‘Hide that! The fire inspectors. I saw those chaps upstairs. T know one
of them.’

‘But we've all got spirit lamps in our dressing rooms!’

‘Of course,’ said Carmen. ‘But for goodness’ sake, hide it. That chap 1
know’s a swine. He makes you open your suitcases.”

I put out the flame, shut the lid, and looked helplessly around my bare
cell.

‘Where on earth can I hide it

“You’re pretty green, aren’t you? Do you have to be told every single
thing? Listen . . . I can hear them coming.’

She turned up her skirt, nipped the little Jamp high up between her
thighs, and walked off with an assured step.

The fire inspectors, two in number, appeared. They ferreted about
and went off, touching their bowler hats. Carmen Brasero returned,
fished out my lamp from between her thighs, and laid it down on my
make-up shelf.

‘Here’s the object!

‘Marvellous,” I said. ‘T'd never have thought of doing that,”

She laughed like a child who is thoroughly pleased with itself.

‘Cigarettes, my handbag, a box of sweets . . . I hide them all like that
and nothing ever drops out. Even a loaf that I stole when I was a kid. The
baker’s wife didn’t half shake me! She kept saying, “Have you thrown it
in the gutter?” But [ held my loaf tight between my thighs and she had to
give it up as a bad job. She wasn’t half wild! It’s these muscles here that
Pve got terrifically strong.

She was just going off when she changed her mind and said with
immense dignity: ‘Don’t make any mistakes! It’s nothing to do with the
filthy tricks those Eastern dancers get up to with a bottle! My muscles are
all on the oussidel’
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I protested that I fully appreciated this and the three feathers, shading
from fawn to chestnut, which adorned Carmen’s enormous blue straw
hat went waving away along the corridor.

The nightly ritual proceeded on its way. “The Miracle of the Roses’
trailed its garlands of dusty flowers. A squadron of eighteenth-century
French soldiers galloped up the staircase, banging their arms against the
walls with a noise like the clatter of tin cans.

I did my own turn after these fermale warriors and came down again with
whiffs of the smoke of every tobacco in the world in my hair. Tired from
sheer force of habit and from the contagion of the tiredness all around
me, I sat down in front of the make-up shelf fixed to the wall. Someone
came in behind me and sat down on the other cane-topped stool. Tt was
one of the French soldiers. She was young and, to judge by the colour of
her eyes, dark. Her breeches were half undone and hanging down; she was
breathing heavily through her mouth and not looking in my direction.

Twenty francs!” she exclaimed suddenly. “Twenty francs’ fine! I'm
beyond twenty francs’ fine, Monsieur Remondon! They make me laugh!’

But she did not laugh, She made an agonized grimace which showed
gums almost as white as her teeth between her made-up lips.

‘They fined you twenty francs? Why on earth?’

‘Because I undid my breeches on the stairs.”

‘And why did youundo ..

The French soldier interrupted me: "Why? Why? You and your whys!
Because when you can stick it, you stick it, and when you can’t anymore,
you can’t!’

She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes. T was afraid she
was going to faint, but at the buzz of an electric bell, she leaped to her feet.

‘Hell, that’s us!’

She rushed away, holding up her breeches with both hands. [ watched
her down to the end of the passage.

‘Whoever’s that crazy creature?” asked Mademoiselle d’Estouteville
languidly. She was entirely covered in pearls and wearing a breastplate in
the form of a heart made of sapphires.

I shrugged my shoulders to show that I had not the least idea. Lise
Damoiseau, who was wiping her superb features with a dark rag thick
with Vaseline and grease paint, appeared in her doorway.

Tt’s a girl called Gribiche who's in the chorus. At least that’s who I
think it is.”

‘And what was she doing in your dressing room, Colettevilli?’ asked
Carmen haughtily.
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‘She wasn’t doing anything,. She just came in. She said that Remondon
had just let her in for a twenty-franc fine.

Lise Damoiseau gave a judicious whistle.

“Twenty francs! Lord! Whatever for?’

‘Because she took her breeches down on the staircase when she came
off the stage.”

‘Jolly expensive.

‘We don’t know for certain if it's true. Mightn’t she just have had a
drop too much?’

A woman’s scream, shrill and protracted, froze the words on her lips.
Lise stood stock-still, holding her make-up rag, with one hand on her hip
like the servant in Manet’s Olympe.

The loudness and the terrible urgency of that scream made all the
women who were not up on the stage look out of their dressing rooms.
Their sudden appearance gave an odd impression of being part of some
stage spectacle. As it was near the end of the show, several of them had
already exchanged their stork-printed kimonos for white embroidered
camisoles threaded with pale blue ribbon. A great scarf of hair fell over
the shoulder of one bent head and all the faces were looking the same
way. Lise Damoiseau shut her door, tied a cord around her waist to keep
her kimono in place, and went off to find out what had happened, with
the key of her dressing room slipped over one finger.

A noise of dragging feet announced the procession which appeared at
the end of the passage. Two stagehands were carrying a sagging body: a
limp, white, made-up lay figure which kept slipping out of their grasp.
They walked slowly, scraping their elbows against the walls.

‘Who is it? Who is it?’

‘She’s dead?

‘She’s bleeding from the mouth!’

“No, no, that’s her rouge!’

‘It’s Marcelle Cuvelier! Ah, no, itisn’t...

Behind the bearers skipped a little woman wearing a headdress of glit-
tering beads shaped like a crescent moon. She had lost her head a little
but not enough to prevent her from enjoying her self-importance as an
evewitness. She kept panting: ‘T'm in the same dressing room with her.
She fell right down to the bottom of the staircase . . . It came over her just
like a stroke . . . Just fancy! Ten steps at least she fell.”

‘What's the matter with her, Firmin?’ Carmen asked one of the men
who was carrying her.

‘Couldn’t say, I'm sure.” answered Firmin. "What a smash she went!
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But I haven’t got time to be doing a nurse’s job. There’s my transparency
for the Pierrots not set up yet!’

‘Where are you taking her?’

‘Putting her in a cab, I s’pose.”

When they had gone by, Mademoiselle &’Estouteville laid her hand on
her sapphire breastplate and half collapsed on her dressing stool. Like
Gribiche, the sound of the bell brought her to her feet, her eyes on the
MiTTor.

‘My rouge has gone and come off,” she said in her loud schoolboy’s
voice.

She rubbed some bright pink on her blanched cheeks and went up to
make her entrance. Lise Damoiseau, who had returned, had some defin-
ite information to give us.

‘Her salary was two hundred and ten francs. It came over her like a
giddy fit. They don’t think she’s broken anything. Firmin felt her aver to
see. So did the dresser. More likely something internal.’

But Carmen pointed to something on the stone floor of the passage: a
little star of fresh blood, then another, then still others at regular inter-
vals. Lise tightened her mouth, with its deeply incised corners.

Well, well?”

They exchanged a knowing look and made no further comment. The
little “Crescent Moon’ ran by us again, teetering on her high heels and
talking as she went.

“That’s all fixed. They've packed her into a taxi. Monsieur Bonna-
vent’s driving it.”

‘Where’s he driving her to?’

‘Her home. Ilive in her street.”

‘Why not the hospital?’

‘She didn’t want to. At home she’s got her mother. She came to when
she got outside into the air. She said she didn’t need a doctor. Has the
bell gone for “Up in the Moon™?

‘Tt certainly has. La Toutou went up ages ago.’

The Crescent Moon swore violently and rushed away, obliterating the
little regularly spaced spots with her glittering heels.

The next day nobody mentioned Gribiche. But at the beginning of the
evening show, Crescent Moon appeared breathlessly and confided to
Carmen that she had been to see her. Carmen passed the information on
fo me in a tone of apparent indifference.

‘So she’s better, then? | insisted.

Tfyou like to call it better, She’s feverish now.’
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She was speaking to the looking glass, concentrated on pencilling a
vertical line down the centre of her rather flat upper lip to simulate what
she called ‘the groove of chastity’.

‘Was that all Impéria said?’

‘No. She said it’s simply unbelievable, the size of their room.”

‘Whose room?’

‘Gribiche and her mother’s, Their Lordships the Management have
sent forty-nine francs.”

‘What an odd sum.’

In the mirror, Carmen’s green eyes met mine harshly.

‘It’s exactly what's due to Gribiche. Seven days’ salary. You heard
them say she gets two hundred and ten francs a month.

My neighbour turned severe and suspicious whenever I gave some
proof of inexperience which reminded her that I was an outsider and a
novice.

‘Won't they give her any more than that?’

“There’s nothing to make them. Gribiche doesn’t belong to the union.”

‘Neither do 1.7

‘I should have been awfully surprised if you did,” observed Carmen
with chill formality.

The third evening, when I inquired, ‘How’s Gribiche?’ Lise Damoi-
seau raised her long eyebrows as if T had made a social gaffe.

‘Colettevilli, T notice that when you have an idea in your head, it stays
up in the top storey. All other floors vacant and to let.

‘Oh!” sneered Carmen. ‘You’ll see her again, your precious Gribiche.
She’ll come back here, plaving the interesting invalid.”

‘Well, isn’t she interesting?’

‘No more than any other girl who's done the same.’

You're young,” said Lise Damoiseau. “Young in the profession I
mean, of course.’

‘A blind baby could see that,” agreed Carmen.

I said nothing. Their cruelty which seemed based on a convention left
me with no retort. So did their perspicacity in sensing the bourgeois past
that lay behind my inexperience and in guessing that my apparent youth
was that of a woman of thirty-two who does not look her age.

It was on the fourth or fifth night that Impéria came rushing in at the
end of the show and started whispering volubly to my roommates.
Wanting to make a show of indifference in my turn, [ stayed on my cane
stool, polishing my cheap-looking glass, dusting my make-up shelf, and
trying to make it as maniacally tidy as my writing table at home.
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Then I mended the hem of my skirt and brushed my short hair.
Trying to keep my hair well groomed was a joyless and fruitless task,
since I could never succeed in banishing the smell of stale tobacco which
returned punctually after each shampoo.

Nevertheless, | was observing my neighbours. Whatever was preoccu-
pying them and making them all so passionately eager to speak brought
out all their various characters. Lise stood squarely, her hands on her
hips, as if she were in the street market of the rue Lepic, throwing back
her magnificent head with the authority of a housewife who will stand no
nonsense, Little Impéria kept shifting from one leg to the other, twisting
her stubby feet and suffering with the patience of an intelligent pony.
Carmen was like all those lively energetic girls in Paris who cut out or
finish or sell dresses; girls who instinctively know how to trade on their
looks and who are frankly and avidly out for money. Only La Toutou
belonged to no definite type, except that she embodied a literary infatua-
tion of the time; the legendary princess, the fairy, the siren, or the
perverted angel. Her beauty destined her to be perpetually wringing her
hands at the top of a tower or shimmering palely in the depths of a dun-
geon or swooning on a rock in Liberty draperies dripping with jasper
and agate. Suddenly Carmen planted herself in the frame of my open
doorway and said all in one breath: ‘Well, so what are we going to do?
That little Iimpéria says things are going pretty badly.”

‘What's going badly?’

Carmen looked slightly embarrassed.

‘Oh! Colettevilli, don’t be nasty, dear. Gribiche, of course. Not
allowed to get up. Chemist, medicine, dressings, and all that ..’

‘Not to mention food,” added Lise Damoiseau.

*Quite so. Well . . . you get the idea.’

‘But where’s she been hurt, then?

‘It’s her . . . back,” said Lise.

‘Stomach,’ said Carmen, at the same moment.

Seeing them exchange a conspiratorial look, I began to bristle.

“Trying to make a fool of me, aren’t you?’

Lise laid her big, sensible hand on my arm.

‘Now, now, don’t get your claws out. We'll tell you the whole
thing. Gribiche has had a miscarriage. A bad one, four and a half
months.”

All four of us fell silent. Mademoiselle d’Estouteville nervously pressed
both her hands to her small flat stomach, probably by way of a spell to
avert disaster.
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‘Couldn’t we,” T suggested, “‘get up a collection between us?’

‘A collection, that's the idea,” said Lise. “That’s the word I was looking
for and I couldn’t get it. [ kept saying a “subscription”. Come on, La
Toutou. How much’ll you give for Gribiche?’

“Ten francs,” declared Mademoiselle d’Estouteville without a second’s
hesitation. She ran to her dressing room with a clinking of sham
diamonds and imitation sapphires and returned with two five-franc
pieces.

TH give five francs,” said Carmen Brasero.

Tl give five too,” said Lise. ‘Not more. I've got my people at home.
Will you give something, Colettevilli?’

AlLT could find in my handbag was my key, my powder, some sous,
and a twenty-franc piece. I was awkward enough to hesitate, though only
for a fraction of a second.

‘Want some change?’ asked Lise with prompt tact.

I assured her that I didn’t need any and handed the louis to Carmen,
who hopped on one foot like a little girl.

‘Alouis . . . oh, goody, goody! Lise, go and extract some sous out of
Madame " (she gave the name of the leading lady). “She’s just come
down.

‘Not me,” said Lise. “You or Impéria if you like. I don’t go over big in
my dressing gown.’

‘Impéria, trot around to Madame X. And bring back at least five
hundred of the best.

The little actress straightened her spangled crescent in her mirror and
went off to Madame X’s dressing room. She did not stay there long.

‘Got it? Lise velled to her from the distance.

‘Got what?’

“The big wad.”

The little actress came into my room and opened her closed fist.

“Ten francs!” said Carmen indignantly.

‘Well, what she said was . . ." Impéria began.

Lise put out her big hand, chapped with wet white.

‘Save your breath, dear. We know just what she said. That business
was slack and her rents weren’t coming in on time and things were rotten
on the Bourse. That’s what our celebrated leading actress said.

‘No,” Impéria corrected. ‘She said it was against the rules.’

‘What’s against the rules?’

“Togetup. .. subscriptions.’

Lise whistled with amazement.
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‘First I've heard of it. Is it true, Toutou?’

Mademoiselle d’Estouteville was languidly undoing her chignon.
Every time she pulled out one of the hideous iron hairpins, with their
varnish all rubbed off, a twist of gold slid down and unravelled itself on
her shoulders.

T think,” she said, ‘vou’re too clever by half to worry whether it’s
against the rules. Just don’t mention it.’

*You've hit it for once, dear,’ said Lise approvingly. She ended rashly:
“Tonight, it’s too late, But tomorrow I'll go around with the hat.”

During the night, my imagination was busy with this unknown
Gribiche, I had almost forgotten her face when she was conscious but [
could remember it very clearly white, with the eyes dlosed, dangling over
a stagechand’s arm, The lids were blue and the tip of cach separate lash
beaded with a little blob of mascara . . . I had never seen a serious
accident since I had been on the halls. People who risk their lives daily
are extremely careful. The man who rides a bicycle around and around a
rimless disc, pitting himself against centrifugal force, the girl whom a
knife thrower surrounds with blades, the acrobat who swings from
trapeze to trapeze high up in mid-air—I had imagined their possible end
just as everyone does. | had imagined it with that vague, secret pleasure
we all feel in what inspires us with horror. But I had never dreamed that
someone like Gribiche, by falling down a staircase, would kill her secret
and lie helpless and penniless.

The idea of the collection was enthusiastically received and everyone
swore to secrecy. Nothing else was talked about in the dressing rooms.
Our end of the corridor received various dazzling visitors. The ‘Sacred
Scarab’, glittering in purple and green (*You know,” Carmen reminded
me. ‘She’s the one who was sick on the stage the night of the dress
rehearsal’), and Julia Godard, the queen of male impersonators, who,
close to, looked like an old Spanish waiter, came in person to present
their ten francs. Their arrival aroused as much curiosity as it would
in the street of a little town, for they came from a distant corridor which
ran parallel to ours and they featured in tableaux we had never seen.
Last of all Poupoute (*wonder quick-change child prodigy”) deigned
to bring us what she called her ‘mite’. She owned to being eight and,
dressed as a polo player (‘Aristocratic Sports’, Tableau 14), she strutted
from force of habit, bowed with inveterate grace, and overdid the silvery
laugh! When she left our peaceful regions, she made a careful exit back-
ward, waving her little riding whip. Lise Damoiseau heaved an exasper-
ated sigh.
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‘Has to be seen to be believed! The nerve of Her Majesty! Fourteen if
she’s a day, my dear! After all that, she coughed up ten francs.’

By dint of one- and two-franc and five-franc pieces and the pretty
little gold medals worth ten, the treasurer, Lise Damoiseau, amassed
three hundred and eighty-seven francs, which she guarded fiercely in a
barley-sugar box.

The troupe of ‘Girls” she left out of the affair. (‘How on earth can I
explain to them when they only talk English that Gribiche got herself in
the family way and had a “miss” and all the rest of it?’) Nevertheless ‘Les
Girls’ produced twenty-five francs between them. At the last moment, a
charming American who danced and sang (he still dances and he is still
charming) slipped Carmen a hundred-franc note as he came off the
stage, when we thought the ‘subscription” was closed.

We received some unexpected help. T won fifty francs for Gribiche
playing bezique against a morose and elderly friend. Believe me, fifty
francs meant something to him too and made their hole in the pension
of a retired official in the Colonial Service. One way and another, we
collected over five hundred francs.

‘It’s crazy, said Carmen, the night that we counted out five hundred
and eighty-seven francs,

‘Does Gribiche know?’

Lise shook her splendid head.

‘I'm not crazy. Impéria’s taken her sixty francs for the most pressing
things. It’s deducted on the account, Look, ['ve written it all down.”

I leaned for some time over the paper, fascinated by the astonishing
contrast between the large childish letters, sloping uncertainly now
forward, now backward, and the fluent, assured, majestic figures, all
proudly clear and even.

Thet you're good at sums, Lise!’

She nodded. Her marble chin touched the base of her full, goddess-
like neck.

‘Quite. I like adding up figures. It’s a pity I don’t usually have many to
add up. I like figures. Look, a §s pretty, isn’t it? So’s a 7. Sometimes, at
night, I see 5s and 2’s swimming on the water like swans . .. See what |
mean? There’s the swan’s head . . . and there’s its neck when it’s swim-
ming. And there, underneath, it’s sitting on the water.”

She brooded dreamily over the pretty 5's and the 2’s shaped in the
likeness of Leda’s lover,

‘Queer, isn’t it? But that’s not the whole story. We'te going to take the
five hundred and eighty-seven francs to Gribiche.
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‘Of course. I suppose Impéria will take care of that.’

Lise proudly brushed aside my supposition with a jerk of her elbow.

‘We'll do better than that, I hope. We're not going to fling it at her like
a bundle of nonsense. You coming with us? We're going tomorrow at
four.”

‘But I don’t know Gribiche.”

‘Nor do we, But there’s a right and a wrong way of doing things, Any
particular reason for not wanting to come?’

Under such a direct question, reinforced by a severe look, I gave in,
while blaming myself for giving in,

‘No reason at all. How many of us are going?’

“Three. Impéria’s busy. Meet us outside Number 3 Street.”

I have always liked new faces, provided 1 can see them at a certain dis-
tance or through a thick pane of glass. During the loneliest years of my
life, T lived on ground floors. Beyond the net curtain and the window-
pane passed my dear human beings to whom I would not for the world
have been the first to speak or hold out my hand. In those days I dedi-
cated to them my passionate unsociability, my inexperience of human
creatures, and my fundamental shyness, which had no relation to
cowardice. I was not annoyed with myself because the thought of the
visit to Gribiche kept me awake part of the night. But I was vexed that
a certain peremptory tone could still produce an instinctive reflex of
obedience, or at least of acquiescence.

The next day I bought a bunch of Parma violets and took the métro with
as much bored resentment as if I were going to pay a ceremonial New
Year’s Day call. On the pavement of Street, Carmen and Lise
Damoiseau watched me coming but made no welcoming sign from the
distance. They were dressed as if for a funeral except for a lace jabot
under Lise’s chin and a feather curled like a question mark in Carmen’s
hat. It was the first time I had seen my comrades by daylight. Four
o’clock on a fine May afterncon is ruthless to any defect. I saw with
astonishment how young they were and how much their youth had
already suffered.

They watched me coming, disappeinted themselves perhaps by my
everyday appearance. It felt that they were superior to me by a stoicism
early and dearly acquired. Remembering what had brought me to this
particular street, I felt that solidarity is easier for us than sympathy. And I
decided to say “Good afternoon’ to them.
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Tsn’t that the limit?’ said Lise, by way of reply.

‘What’s the limit? Won't you tell me?’

‘Why, that your eyes are blue. I thought they were brown, Greyish-
brown or blackish-brown. Some sort of brown, anyway.

Carmen thrust out a finger gloved in suede and half pulled back the
tissue paper which protected my flowers.

‘It’s Parmas. Looks a bit like a funeral, perhaps. But the moment
Gribiche is better . .. Do we go in? It's on the ground floor.”

‘Looks out on the yard,” said Lise contemptuously.

Gribiche’s house, like many in the region of Batignolles, had been new
around 1840. Under its eaves, it still preserved a niche for a statue, and in
the courtyard there was a squat drinking fountain with a big brass tap.
The whole building was disintegrating from damp and neglect.

‘It’s not bad,” observed Lise, softening. ‘Carmen, did you see the statue
holding the globe?’

But she caught the expression on my face and said no more. From a
tiny invisible garden, a green branch poked out. I noted for future refer-
ence that the Japanese “Tree of Heaven’ is remarkably tenacious of life.
Following close behind Lise, we groped about in the darkness under the
staircase. In the murk, we could see the faint gleam of a copper door
handle.

‘Well, aren’t you ever going to ring?” whispered Carmen impatiently.

‘Go on, ring yourself, then, if you can find the bell! This place is like a
shoe cupboard. Here we are, I've found the thing. But it's not electric. ..
it’s a thing you pull’

A bell tinkled, crystal clear, and the door opened. By the light of a tiny
oil lamp I could make out that a tall, broad woman stood before us.

‘Mademoiselle Saure?

‘Yes. In here.

‘Can we see her? We've come on behalf of the Eden Concert Com-
pany.’

‘Just a minute, ladies.”

She left us alone in the semidarkness, through which gleamed Lise’s
inflexible face and enormous eyes. Carmen gave her a facetious dig in the
ribs without her deigning to smile. She merely said under her breath:
‘Smells funny here.’

A faint fragrance did indeed bring to my nostrils the memory of
various scents which are at their strongest in autumn. [ thought of the
garden of the peaceful years of my life; of chrysanthemums and
immortelles and the little wild geranium they call Herb Robert. The
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matron reappeared; her corpulence, outlined against a light background,
filling the open frame of the second door.

‘Be 50 good as to come in, ladies. The Couzot girl . . . Mademoiselle
Impéria, [ should say, told us you were coming.’

‘Ah, repeated Lise. ‘Impéria told you we were coming. She shouldn’t
have..’

‘Why not?” asked the matron,

‘For the surprise. We wanted to make it a surprise.”

The word ‘surprise’ on which we went through the door permanently
linked up for me with the astonishing room inhabited by Gribiche and
her mother. ‘It’s unbelievable, the size of their room .. .” We passed with
brutal suddenness from darkness to light. The enormous old room was
lit by a single window which opened on the garden of a private house—
the garden with the Japanese tree. Thirty years ago Paris possessed—and
still possesses—any number of these little houses built to the require-
ments of unassuming, stay-at-home citizens and tucked away behind the
big main buildings which almost stifle them. Three stone steps lead up
to them from a yard with anaemic lilacs and geraniums which have all
run to leaf and look like vegetables. The one in this particular street was
no more imposing than a stage set. Overloaded with blackened stone
ornaments and crowned with a plaster pediment, it seemed designed to
serve as a backcloth to Gribiche’s heavily barred window.

The room seemed all the vaster because there was no furniture in the
middle of it. A very narrow bed was squeezed against one wall, the wall
furthest away from the light. Gribiche was lying on a divan-bed under
the dazzling window. T was soon to know that it was dazzling for only
two short hours in the day, the time it took the sun to cross the slice of
sky between two five-storey houses.

The three of us ventured across the central void towards Gribiche’s
bed. It was obvious that she neither recognized us nor knew who we
were, so Carmen acted as spokesman.

‘Mademoiselle Gribiche, we've all three come on behalf of our com-
rades at the Eden Concert. This is Madame Lise Damoiseau ...

‘Of the “Hell of Poisons” and Messalina in “Orgy”,” supplemented
Lise.

‘Tm Mademoiselle Brasero of the “Corrida” and the “Gardens of
Murcia”. And this is Madame Colettevilli, who plays the sketch “Miaou-
Ouah-Ouah”. It was Madame Colettevilli who had the idea . . . the idea
of the subscription among friends.”

Suddenly embarrassed by her own eloquence, she accomplished her
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mission by laying a manila envelope, tied up with ribbon, in Gribiche’s
lap.

‘Oh, really . . . Isay, really. It’s too much. Honestly, you shouldn’t. .’
protested Gribiche.

Her voice was high and artificial, like that of a child acting a part. I felt
no emotion as I locked at this young girl sitting up in bed. I was, in fact,
seeing her for the first time, since she bore no resemblance either to the
white, unconscious lay figure or to the French soldier who had incurred
a fine of twenty francs. Her fair hair was tied back with a sky-blue ribbon,
of that blue which is so unbecoming to most blondes, especially when,
like Gribiche, they have thin checks, pallid under pink powder, and
hollow temples and eye sockets. Her brown eyes ranged from Lise to
Carmen, from Carmen to me, and from me to the envelope. I noticed
that her breath was so short that I gave the matron a look which asked:
‘Tsn't she going to die?

I gave her my flowers, putting on the gay expression which the occa-
sion demanded.

‘Thope you like violets?’

‘Of course. What an idea! Is there anyone who doesn't like violets?
Thanks so much. How lovely they smell . .

She lifted the scentless bunch to her nostrils.

It smells lovely here too. It reminds me of the smell of the country
where I lived as a child. A bit like the everlastings you hang upside down
to dry so as to have flowers in winter . . . What is it that smells so good?

‘All sorts of little odds and ends,” came the matron’s voice from
behind me. "Biche, pull your legs up so as Madame Colettevilli can sit
down. Do be seated, ladies. I'll bring you up our two chairs.’

Lise accepted her seat with some hesitation, almost as if she had been
asked to drink out of a doubtfully clean glass. For a moment that beauti-
ful young woman looked extraordinarily like a prudish chair attendant.
Then her slightly knitted eyebrows resumed their natural place on her
forehead like two delicate clouds against a pure sky and she sat down,
carefully smoothing her skirt over her buttocks.

‘Well,” said Carmen. ‘Getting better now?’

‘Oh, I'll soon be all right,” said Gribiche. “There’s no reason now why I
shouldn’t get better, is there? Especially with what you’ve brought me.
Everyone’s been ever so kind ..

Shyly she picked up the envelope but did not open it.

‘Will you put it away for me, Mamma?’

She held the envelope out to her mother, and my two companions
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looked decidedly worried as they saw the money pass from Gribiche’s
hands into the depths of a capacious apron pocket.

‘Aren’t you going to count it?’ asked Lise,

*OhY said Gribiche delicately. “‘You wouldn’t like me to do that”

To keep herself in countenance, she kept rolling and unrolling the
ribbons of the sky-blue bed jacket, made of cheap thin wool, which hid
her nightdress.

She had blushed and even this faint upsurge of blood was enough to
start her coughing.

‘Stop that coughing now,” her mother urged her sharply, “You know
quite well what I said.

Tm not doing it on purpose,” protested Gribiche.

‘Why mustn’t she cough?” inquired Carmen.

The tall, heavy woman blinked her prominent eyes. Though she was
fat, she was neither old nor ugly and still had a ruddy complexion under
hair that was turning silver.

‘Because of her losses. She’s lost a lot, you see. And all that isn’t quite
settled yet. As soon as she gets coughing, it all starts up again.

‘Naturally,” said Lise. ‘Her inside’s still weak.”

I's like . . . It’s like a girl 1 know,” said Carmen eagerly. ‘She had an
accident last year and things went all wrong.’

“Whatever did she take, then?” asked Lise.

‘Why, what does the least harm. A bowl of concentrated soap and
after that you run as fast as you can for a quarter of an hour.”

Really, I can’t believe my ears!” exclaimed Madame Gribiche. "My
word, you'd think there was no such thing as progress. A bowl of soapy
water and a run! Why, that goes back to the days of Charlemagne!
Anyone’d think we lived among the savages!’

After this outburst, which she delivered loudly and impressively,
Madame Saure, to give her her right name, relapsed into portentous
silence.

Carmen asked with much interest: “Then she oughti’t to have taken
soapy water? According to you, Madame, she’d have done better to have
gone to one of those “old wives™?’

‘And have herself butchered? said Madame Saure with biting con-
tempt. ‘There’s plenty have done that! No doubt they think it funny,
being poked about with a curtain ring shoved up a rubber tube! Poor
wretches! I don’t blame them. I'm just sorry for them. After all, it’s
nature. A woman, or rather a child, lets a man talk her into it. You can’t
throw stones at her, can you?’
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She flung up her hand pathetically and, in so doing, nearly touched
the low ceiling, It was disfigured by concentric brown stains of damp,
and cracked here and there in zigzags like streaks of lightning. The
middle of it sagged slightly over the tiled floor whose tiles had come
unstuck.

‘When it rains outside, it rains inside,’ said Gribiche, who had seen
what I was looking at.

Her mother rebuked her.

“That’s not fair, Biche. It only rains in the middle. What d’vou expect
nowadays for a hundred and forty-five francs a year? It’s the floors above
that let in the water. The owner doesn’t do any repairs. He’s been expro-
priated. Something to do with the house being out of line. But we get
over it by not putting any furniture in the middle.”

‘A hundred and forty-five francs!” exclaimed Lise enviously, ‘Well,
that certainly won’t ruin you!’

‘Oh, no sir, no sir, no sir!” Gribiche said brightly.

I nearly laughed, for anything which disturbed Lise’s serenity—envy,
avarice, or rage—took away what little feminine softness her statuesque
beauty possessed. | tried to catch Carmen’s eye and make her smile too,
but she was absorbed in some thought of her own and fidgeting with the
kiss-curl on her left cheek.

‘But, look,” said Carmen, reverting to the other topic, ‘if the “old wife”
is no better than the soapy water, what’s one to do? There isn’t all that
much choice.”

“No,” said Madame Saure professionally. ‘But there is such a thing as
education and knowledge.’

“Yes, people keep saying that. And talking about progress and all that
.. . But listen, what about Miss Qurika? She went off to Cochin China,
vou know. Well, we've just heard she’s dead.

‘Miss Ourika? What's that you're saying? said the high, breathless
voice of Gribiche.

We turned simultaneously toward the bed as if we had forgotten her.

‘She’s dead? What did she die of, Miss Qurika?” asked Gribiche
urgently.

‘But she was . .. shetriedto..)

To stop her from saying any more, Lise risked a gesture which gave
everything away. Gribiche put her hands over her eves and cried: ‘Oh,
Mamma! You see, Mamma! You see.”

The tears burst out between her clenched fingers. In three swift steps
Madame Saure was at her daughter’s side. I thought she was going to

195



Coleite

take her in her arms. But she pressed her two hands on her chest, just
above her breasts, and pushed her down flat on her back. Gribiche made
no resistance and slid gently down below the cheap Oriental cushion
which supported ber, In a broken voice, she kept on saying reproach-
fully: “You see, Mamma, you see. [ told you so, Mamma ..

I could not take my eyes off those maternal hands which could so
forcefully push down a small, emaciated body and persuade it to lie
prone. Two big hands, red and chapped like a washerwoman’s. They
disappeared to investigate something under a little blue sateen quilt,
under a cretonne sheet which had obviously been changed in our
honour. I forced myself to fight down my nervous terror of blood, the
terror of seeing it suddenly gush out and spread from its secret channels:
blood set free, with its ferruginous smell and its talent for dyeing
material bright pink or cheerful red or rusty brown. Lise’s head was like a
plaster cast; Carmen’s rouge showed as two purple patches on her
blanched cheeks as they both stared at the bed. 1 kept repeating to myself:
‘T'm not going to faint, ’'m not going to faint.” And I bit my tongue to
distract from that pressure at the base of the spine so many women feel at
the sight of blood or even when they hear a detailed account of an opera-
tion.

The two hands reappeared and Madame Saure heaved a sigh of relief:
‘Nothing wrong . . . nothing wrong,’

She tossed her silvery hair back from her forehead, which was gleam-
ing with sudden sweat. Her large majestic features which recalled so
many portraits of Louis XVI did not succeed in making her face sym-
pathetic. I did not like the way she handled her daughter. It seemed to
me that she did so with an expertness and an apprehension which had
nothing to do with a mother’s anxiety. A great bovine creature, sagacious
and agreeable but not in the least reassuring. Wiping her temples, she
went off to a table pushed right up against the wall at the far end of the
room. The sun had moved on and the room had grown sombre: the
imprisoned garden showed black under its "Tree of Heaver’. In the
distance Madame Saure was washing her hands and clattering with some
glasses. Because of the distance and the darkness, her forchead seemed as
if, any moment, it must touch the ceiling.

‘Won't you ladies take a little of my cordial? Biche, you've carned a
thimbleful too, ducky. I made it myself.

She came back to us and filled four little glasses which did not match.
The one she offered me spilled over, so that I realized her hand was
shaking. Lise took hers without a word, her mouth half open and her
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eyes fixed on the glass. For the first time, I saw a secret terror in those
eyes. Carmen said “Thank you’ mechanically and then seemed to come
out of her trance.

“You know,” she said hesitantly. ‘You know, I don’t think she’s awtully
strong yet, your daughter . .. I | were you . . . What did the doctor say,
Gribiche?

Gribiche smiled at her with vague, still wet eyes and turned her head
on the Oriental cushion. She pursed her lips to reach the greenish-gold
oil of a kind of Chartreuse which was in the glass.

‘Oh well, the doctor. ..

She broke off and blushed. I saw how badly she blushed, in uneven
patches.

‘In the case of women, said Madame Saure, ‘doctors don’t always
know best.’

Carmen waited for the rest of the answer but it did not come. She
swallowed half her liqueur in one gulp and gave an exaggeratedly com-
plimentary ‘mmm!’

‘It’s rather sweet, but very good all the same,” said Lise.

The warmth returned to my stomach with a peppery taste of a kind of
homemade Chartreuse that resembled a syrupy cough mixture. My
colleagues were sufficiently revived to make conversation.

‘Apart from that, is there any news at the theatre?’ inquired Gribiche.

She had pulled her plait of fair hair over one shoulder as young girls of
those days used to do at bedtime.

‘Absolutely not a scrap,” answered Carmen. ‘Everything would be as
dead as mutton if they weren’t rehearsing the new numbers theyre
putting in for the Grand Prix every day.

‘Are you in the new numbers?’

Lise and Carmen shook their heads serencly.

‘We're only in the finale. We're not complaining. We've got quite
enough to do as it is. 'm getting sick of this show, anyway. I'll be glad
when they put on a new one. In the morning, they're rehearsing a sort of
apache sketch.

‘Who?

Carmen shrugged her shoulders with supreme indifference.

‘Some straight actors and actresses. A bitch they call ... Oh, I cant
remember. It'll come back to me. There are quite a lot of them but
they're mainly comedians. The management wanted to get Otero but
she’s going into opera.’

‘Never!” said Gribiche excitedly. “Has she got enough voice?’
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‘She’s got something better than voice, she’s got i1, said Lise. Tt all
goes by intrigue. She’s marrying the director of the Opéra, so he can’t
refuse her anything.’

‘What's his name, the dirvector of the Opéra?

*Search me, dear.”

I half closed my eyes to hear it better, this talk which took me back
into a world unhampered by truth or even verisimilitude., A dazzling
world, a fairy-like bureaucracy where, in the heart of Pavis, ‘artistes’ did
not know the name of Julia Bartet, where it seemed perfectly natural that
the great dancer Otero, dying to sing in Faust and Les Huguenots, should
buy the director of the Opéra . .. I forgot the place and the reason which
had drawn me back into it.

‘Fierval’s back from Russia,” said Lise Damoiseau. “They're giving her
the lead in the Winter Revue at the Eden Concert.

‘Did she enjoy her tour in Russia?’

‘Like anything. Just fancy, the Tsar rented a box for the whole season
just to look in and sec her number every night. And every single night,
my dear, he sent her round presents by his own pope.

‘His what?" asked Gribiche.

‘His pope, dear. It’s the same thing as a footman,”

But of course! Naturally! Why not? Ah, go on . .. don’t stop! How I
loved them like that, swallowing the wildest improbabilities like children
the moment they drop their outer shell of tough, hardworking wage
earners with a shrewd eve on every sou . .. Let’s forget everything except
the absurd, the fantastic. Let’s even forget this tortured little piece of
reality lying flat on her bed beneath a barred window. I hope any
moment to hear at the very least that President Loubet is going to elope
with Alice de Tender .. . Go on, go on! Don’t stop!

‘Mamma.. .. oh, quick, Mamma.

The whispered call barely ruftled a silence pregnant with other sen-
sational revelations. But, faint as it was, Madame Saure found it reason
enough to rush to the bedside. Gribiche’s arm dropped slackly and the
little glass which fell from her hand broke on the tiled floor.

‘Oh, God!” muttered Madame Saure.

Her two hands dived once more under the sheets. She drew them
out quickly, looked at them, and, seeing us on our feet, hid them in the
pockets of her apron. Not one of us questioned her.

You see, Mamma, moaned Gribiche. ‘T told vou it was too strong.
Why didn’t you listen to me? Now, yousee ...

Carmen made a brave suggestion: ‘Shall T call the concierge?’

198



Gribiche

The tall woman with the hidden hands took a step towards us and we
all fell back.

‘Quick, quick, get away from here . . . You mustn’t call anyone . . .
Don’t be afraid, I'll look after her. I've got all that’s needed. Don’t say
anything. You'll make bother for me. Get away, quick. Above all, not a
word.’

She pushed us back towards the door and I remember that we offered
a faint resistance. But Madame Saure drew her hands out of her pockets,
perhaps to drive us away. At the sight of them, Carmen started like a
frightened horse, while [ hustled Lise away, to avoid their contact. I don’t
know whether it was Lise who opened the door of the room and then the
other door. We found ourselves in the mildewed hall under the statue
holding the globe, we walked stiffly past the concierge’s door, and as
soon as we got outside on the pavement, Carmen shot ahead of us,
almost at a run.

‘Carmen! Wait for us!’

But Carmen did not stop till she was out of breath. Then she stood
leaning her back against the wall, The green feather in her hat danced to
the measure of her heartbeats. Whether from passionate desire for air, or
from sheer gratitude, I turned my face up to the sky which twilight was
just beginning to fill with pink clouds and twittering swallows. Carmen
laid her hand on her breast, at the place where we believe our heart lies.

‘Shall we take something to pull ourselves together? I suggested. ‘Lise,
a glass of brandy? Carmen, a pick-me-up?” We were just turning the
corner of a street where the narrow terrace of a little wines and spirits bar
displayed three iron tables. Carmen shook her head.

‘Not there. There’s a policeman.’

“What does it matter if there is?’

She did not answer and walked quickly on ahead of us till we came to
the Place Clichy, whose bustle seemed to reassure her. We sat down
under the awning of a large brasserie.

‘A coffee,” said Carmen.

‘A coffee,” said Lise. ‘As for my dinner tonight . . . my stomach feels as
if it were full of lead.”

We stirred our spoons round and round our cups without saying a
word. Inside, in the restaurant, the electric lights went on all at once,
making us suddenly aware of the blue dusk of approaching evening
flooding the square. Carmen let out a great sigh of relief.

‘It’s a bit stuffy,” said Lise.

“You've got hot walking,” said Carmen. ‘Just feel my hand. T know
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what P'm like. T'll have to put lots of rouge on tonight. Ill put on some
24.

‘Now, I'd look a sight if 1 put on 24, retorted Lise, ‘I'd look like a beet-
root. What [ need is Creole 22 and the same ground as a man.

Carmen leaned politely across the table.

‘T think Colettevilli's awfully well made up on the stage, very natural.
When you're not playing character parts, it’s very important to look
natural.’

I listened to them as if I were only half awake and overhearing a
conversation which had begun while I was asleep.

That coffee, though sugared till it was as thick as syrup, how bitter it
tasted! Beside us, a flower seller was trying to get rid of her last bunch of
lilacs: dark purple lilacs, cut while they were still in the bud, lying on
sprays of yew,

" “Les Girls,” * Carmen was saying, ‘they've got special stuff they use in
England. Colours that make you look pink and white like a baby.

‘But that’s no good in character parts, is it, Colettevilli¥’

I nodded, my lips on the rim of my cup and my eyes dazzled by an
arrow {rom the setting sun.

Lise turned over the little watch which she pinned to the lapel of her
jacket with a silver olive branch whose olives pretended to be jade.

‘It’s half past five,” she announced.

Tdon’t give a damn,” said Carmen. ‘Tm not going to have any dinner,
anyway.”

Half past five! What might have happened in half an hour to that girl
on her soaking mattress? All we had done for her was to take her a hand-
ful of money. Lise held out her packet of cigarettes to me.

‘No, thanks, I don’t smoke. Tell me, Lise . . . isn’t there anything we
can do for Gribiche?

‘Absolutely nothing. Keep out of it. It’s a filthy business. I've got my
people at home who’d be more upset than me to see me mixed up in
anything to do with abortion.’

“Yes. But it was only falling downstairs at the theatre that brought it
on’

She shrugged her shoulders.

“You're an infant. The fall came after.’

‘After what?’

‘After what she'd taken. She fell because she was nearly crazy with
whatever it was she took. Colic, giddiness, and what have you. She told
Impéria all about it in their dressing room. When she came into yours,
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she was so far gone, she was at her wits’ end. She’d stuffed herself with
cotton wool.”

‘Her old ma’s an abortionist,” said Carmen. ‘Gives you a dose to bring
it on. She gave her daughter a lot more than a teaspoonful.’

‘Anyone can sce that Ma Saurc’s already had some “bothers”, as she
calls them.’

‘How can you tell that?’

‘Because she’s so frightened. And also because they haven’t a bean—
no furniture, nothing. I wonder what she can have done to be as hard up
as all that.

‘Old murderess, muttered Carmen. ‘Clumsy old beast.”

Neither of them showed any surprise. I saw that they were, both of
them, thoroughly aware of and inured to such things. They could con-
template impartially certain risks and certain secret dealings of which I
knew nothing. There was a type of criminality which they passively and
discreetly acknowledged when confronted with the danger of having a
child. They talked of the monstrous in a perfectly matter-of-fact way.

‘But what about me? [ suggested rashly. *Couldn’t I try? Leaving both
of you right out of it, of course. If Gribiche could be got into a hospital! As
to what people might say, I don’t care a damn. I'm absolutely on my own.’

Lise stared at me with her great eyes.

* S true? As absolutely on your own as all that? You haven’t anyone at
all? No one who's close to you? Not even your family?’

‘Oh, yes, there’s my family,” I agreed hastily.

‘1 thought as much,’ said Lise.

She stood up as if she considered the subject closed, put on her gloves,
and snapped her fingers.

‘Excuse me if [ leave you now, Colettevilli. As 'm not going to have
any dinner, I'm going to take my time getting down to the theatre. I'll go
by bus; it'll do me good.”

‘Me, too,” said Carmen. ‘If we're hungry, we can buy a cheese sand-
wich off the stage doorkeeper.”

She hesitated a moment before inviting me to join them.

“You coming too?’

Td love to, but I've promised to look in at my place first.”

‘See you later then. Bye-bye.

They went off arm in arm across the square, which was now all pink
and blue: pink with the lit-up shops and bars, blue with the dusk of the
late May afternoon.

My only longing was to get back to my little ground-floor room, to my
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odd scraps of salvaged furniture, to my books, to the smell of green
leaves that sometimes drifted in from the Bois. Most of all { longed for
the companion of my good and bad moments, my tabby cat. Once again
she welcomed me, sniffing my hands and brooding thoughtfully over the
hem of my skirt. Then she sat on the table and opened her golden eyes
wide, staring into space at the invisible world which had no secrets for
her. Neither of us ate more than a morsel or two and [ went off punctu-
ally to the theatre.

When I arrived at the Eden Concert, I found Mademoiselle d’Estoute-
ville in a grubby bathrobe, with her feet as bare as an angel’s and her cape
of golden hair over her shoulders, trying to extract every detail of our
visit to Gribiche from Lise and Carmen.

‘Did it go off well?

‘Oh, yes, splendidly.

‘Was she pleased?

‘T expect she thought it was better than a slap in the belly with a wet
fish.’

‘And how is she? Is she coming back soon?

Lise’s face was impenetrable. She was occupied in making herself up
for her first appearance as the demon Asmodeus.

‘Oh, you know, I think it'll be some time yet. I don’t think that girl’s
awfully strong.

‘Got a decent sort of place?’

‘Yes and no, as you might say. There’s lots of space. At least, you can
breathe there. I'd get the willies, myself, living in such a huge room.’

‘Her mother looks after her well?

‘Almost too well?’

“What did she say about the five hundred and eighty-seven francs?’

I took it on myself to answer so as to give Lise a little respite.

‘She said we were to thank everyone ever so much . . . everyone who'd
taken an interest in her. That she was so awfully touched.”

‘How did her face look? Quite normal again?’

‘She’s got a very babyish face, but you can see she’s got much thinner.
She’d got her hair tied back in a plait like a kid and a little blue bed jacket.
She’s very sweet.

The door of Carmen’s dressing room banged, sharply pulled to from
inside.

‘Who's going to be late?” shouted Lise intelligently. “Colettevilli, of
course. And who’ll be to blame. That pain in the neck, Toutou
d’Estoutevillel
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The harsh voice of Mademoiselle d’Estouteville launched into a volley
of insults, calmed down, and resolved into a laugh. Fach of us went on to
do what we always did: yawn, sing odd snatches of song, curse the stifling
airlessness, cough, eat peppermints, and go and fill a tiny water jug at the
tap in the passage.

Toward half past eleven, | was dressed again and ready to go home. It
was the moment when the heat and lack of oxygen got the better of the
dead-beat chorus girls and overworked dressers. As 1 left my dressing
room, I noticed that the door of Carmen’s dressing room was still shut
and I raised my voice to call out my usual good night. The door opened
and Carmen signed to me to come in. She was engaged in weeping as one
weeps when one is wearing full stage make-up. Armed with a little tube
of blotting paper the size of a pencil, she was pressing it first to her right
eyeball, then to her left, between the lids.

‘Pay no attention. I've got the .. . 'm unwell.’

‘Do you feel ill with it?’

‘Oh, no. It’s just that I'm so awfully relieved. Fancy, I was six days late.
I was terrified of doing what Gribiche did . . . So, T'm so relieved.”

She put her arm on my shoulder, then clasped it around my neck,
and, just for the fraction of a second, laid her head on my breast.

I was just turning the corner of the long passage when she called out to
me from the distance: *Good night! Don’t have bad dreams!”

I had them all the same. T dreamed of anguished anxieties which had
not hitherto fallen to my lot. My dream took place under the plant of
ill-fame wormwood. Unfolding its hairy, symbolic leaves one by one,
the terrible age-old inducer of abortions grew in my nightmare to
monstrous size, like the seed controlled by the fakir’s will.

The next evening little Impéria came hobbling hurriedly up to us. 1
saw her whispering anxiously into Lise’s ear. Balanced on one leg, she
was clutching the foot that hurt her most with both hands. Lise listened
to her, wearing her whitest, most statuesque mask and holding one hand
over her mouth. Then she removed her hand and furtively made the sign
of the cross.

I am perfectly aware that, in the music-hall world, people make the
sign of the cross on the slightest provocation. Nevertheless, I knew at
once and unerringly why Lise did so at that moment. Weakly, I made a
point of avoiding her till the finale. Tt was easy and I think she deliber-
ately made it easier still. Afterward, fate played into my hands. In honour
of the Grand Prix, the management cut out the sketch ‘Miaou-Ouah-
Ouah’, which did not, 1 admit, deserve any preferential treatment.

203



Coleite

Months and years went by during which I made a public spectacle of
myself in various places but reserved the right to say nothing of my
private life.

When I felt that I wanted to write the story of Gribiche, I controlled
myself and replaced it by a ‘blank’, a row of dots, an asterisk. Today,
when I am allowing myself to describe her end, I naturally suppress her
nane, that of the music hall, and those of the girls we worked with, By
such changes and concealments 1 can still surround Gribiche’s memory
with the emblems of silence. Among such emblems are those which, in
musical notation, signify the breaking off of the melody. Three hiero-
glyphs can indicate that break: a mute swallow on the five black wires of
the stave; a tiny hatchet cutting across them, and—for the longest pause
of all—a fixed pupil under a huge, arched, panic-stricken eyebrow.
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The Wall

Translated by Lloyd Alexander

They pushed us into a big white room and I began to blink because the
light hurt my eyes. Then I saw a table and four men behind the table,
civilians, looking over the papers. They had bunched another group of
prisoners in the back and we had to cross the whole room to join them.
There were several | knew and some others who must have been foreign-
ers. The two in front of me were blond with round skulls; they looked
alike. 1 suppose they were French. The smaller one kept hitching up his
pants; nerves.

It lasted about three hours; | was dizzy and my head was empty; but
the room was well heated and I found that pleasant enough: for the past
24 hours we hadn’t stopped shivering. The guards brought the prisoners
up to the table, one after the other. The four men asked cach one his
name and occupation. Most of the time they didn’t go any further—or
they would simply ask a question here and there: ‘Did you have anything
to do with the sabotage of munitions?” or “Where were you the morning
of the gth and what were you doing?” They didn’t listen to the answers or
at least didn’t seem to. They were quiet for a moment and then locking
straight in front of them began to write. They asked Tom if it were true
he was in the International Brigade; Tom couldn’t tell them otherwise
because of the papers they found in his coat. They didn’t ask Juan any-
thing but they wrote for a long time after he told them his name.

‘My brother José is the anarchist,” Juan said, ‘vou know he isn’t here
any more. I don’t belong to any party, I never had anything to do with
politics.

They didn’t answer. Juan went on, ‘I haven’t done anything. I don’t
want to pay for somebody else.”

His lips trembled. A guard shut him up and took him away. It was my
turn.

“Your name is Pablo Ibbieta?’

‘Yes.

The man looked at the papers and asked me, “Where's Ramon Gris?

Tdont know.”
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“You hid him in your house from the 6th to the 19th.’

‘No.

They wrote for a minute and then the guards took me out. In the
corridor Tom and Juan were waiting between two guards. We started
walking. Tom asked one of the guards, ‘So?’

‘So what?” the guard said.

‘Was that the cross-examination or the sentence?’

‘Sentence.” the guard said.

‘What are they going to do with us?

The guard answered dryly, ‘Sentence will be read in your cell”’

As a matter of fact, our cell was one of the hospital cellars. It was terrific-
ally cold there because of the drafts. We shivered all night and it wasn’t
much better during the day. [ had spent the previous five days in a cell in
a monastery, a sort of hole in the wall that must have dated from the
middle ages: since there were a lot of prisoners and not much room, they
locked us up anywhere. I didn’t miss my cell; I hadn’t suffered too much
from the cold but I was alone; after a long time it gets irritating. In the
cellar T had company. Juan hardly ever spoke: he was afraid and he was
too young to have anything to say. But Tom was a good talker and he
knew Spanish well.

There was a bench in the cellar and four mats. When they took us back
we sat and waited in silence. After a long moment, Tom said, “We're
screwed.’

‘I think so too,’ I said, ‘but [ don’t think they’ll do anything to the kid.

‘They don’t have a thing against him,” said Tom. "He’s the brother of a
militiaman and that’s all.”

I looked at Juan: he didn’t seem to hear. Tom went on, You know
what they do in Saragossa? They lay the men down on the road and run
over them with trucks. A Moroccan deserter told us that. They said it was
to save ammunition.’

‘It doesn’t save gas,” I said.

I was annoyed at Tom: he shouldn’t have said that.

“Then there’s officers walking along the road,” he went on, ‘supervising
it all. They stick their hands in their pockets and smoke cigarettes. You
think they finish off the guys? Hell no. They let them scream. Sometimes
for an hour. The Moroccan said he damned near puked the first time.”

‘Tdon’t believe they'll do that here,’ I said. “Unless they're really short
on ammunition.

Day was coming in through four airholes and a round opening they
had made in the ceiling on the left, and you could see the sky through it.
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Through this hole, usually closed by a trap, they unloaded coal into the
cellar. Just below the hole there was a big pile of coal dust; it had been
used to heat the hospital but since the beginning of the war the patients
were evacuated and the coal stayed there, unused; sometimes it even got
rained on because they had forgotten to close the trap.

Tom began to shiver. ‘Goeod Jesus Christ, 'm cold,” he said. ‘Here it
goes again,”

He got up and began to do exercises. At each movement his shirt
opened on his chest, white and hairy. He lay on his back, raised his legs in
the air and bicycled. I saw his great rump trembling. Tom was hefty but
he had too much fat. I thought how rifle bullets or the sharp points of
bayonets would soon be sunk into this mass of tender flesh as in a lump
of butter. It wouldn’t have made me feel like that if he’d been thin.

I wasn’t exactly cold, but I couldn’t feel my arms and shoulders any
more. Sometimes [ had the impression I was missing something and
began to look around for my coat and then suddenly remembered they
hadn’t given me a coat. It was rather uncomfortable. They took our
clothes and gave them to their soldiers leaving us only our shirts—and
those canvas pants that hospital patients wear in the middle of summer.
After a while Tom got up and sat next to me, breathing heavily.

‘Warmer?

‘Good Christ, no. But 'm out of wind.”

Around eight o’clock in the evening a major came in with two
falangistas. He had a sheet of paper in his hand. He asked the guard,
‘What are the names of those three?’

‘Steinbock, Tbbieta and Mirbal,” the guard said.

The major put on his eyeglasses and scanned the list: “Steinbock . . .
Steinbock . . . oh yes . .. you are sentenced to death. You will be shot
tomorrow morning.” He went on looking. ‘The other two as well.”

“That’s not possible,” Juan said. ‘Not me.’

The major looked at him amazed. “What’s your name?’

‘Juan Mirbal,” he said.

‘Well, your name is there,” said the major. “You're sentenced.’

‘1didn’t do anything,” Juan said.

The major shrugged his shoulders and turned to Tom and me.

“You're Basque?’

‘Nobody is Basque.”

He looked annoyed. “They told me there were three Basques. I'm not
going to waste my time running after them. Then naturally you don’t
want a priest?’
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We didn’t even answer.

He said, ‘A Belgian doctor is coming shortly. He is authorized to
spend the night with you.” He made a military salute and left.

‘What did I tell you,” Tom said. ‘We get it

Yes,” | said, ‘it’s a rotten deal for the kid.”

I said that to be decent but I didn’t like the kid. His face was too thin
and fear and suffering had disfigured it, twisting all his features. Three
days before he was a smart sort of kid, not too bad; but now he looked
like an old fairy and 1 thought how he’d never be young again, even if
they were to let him go. It wouldn’t have been too hard to have a little
pity for him but pity disgusts me, or rather it horrifies me. He hadn’t said
anything more but he had turned grey; his face and hands were both
grey. He sat down again and looked at the ground with round eyes. Tom
was good hearted, he wanted to take his arm, but the kid tore himself
away violently and made a face.

‘Let him alone,” I said in a low voice, ‘you can see he’s going to blubber.

Tom obeyed regretfully; he would have liked to comfort the kid, it
would have passed his time and he wouldn’t have been tempted to think
about himself. But it annoyed me: I'd never thought about death because
I never had any reason to, but now the reason was here and there was
nothing to do but think about it.

Tom began to talk. ‘So you think you’ve knocked guys off, do you?” he
asked me. T didn’t answer. He began explaining to me that he had
knocked off six since the beginning of August; he didn’t realize the situa-
tion and I could tell he didn’t want to realize it. I hadn’t quite realized it
myself, I wondered if it hurt much, I thought of bullets, T imagined their
burning hail through my body. All that was beside the real question; but
I was calm: we had all night to understand. After a while Tom stopped
talking and I watched him out of the corner of my eye; I saw he too had
turned grey and he looked rotten; I told myself ‘Now it starts.” It was
almost dark, a dim glow filtered through the airholes and the pile of coal
and made a big stain beneath the spot of sky; I could already see a star
through the hole in the ceiling: the night would be pure and icy.

The door opened and two guards came in, followed by a blond
man in a tan uniform. He saluted us. ‘T am the doctor,” he said. ‘T have
authorization to help you in these trying hours.’

He had an agreeable and distinguished voice. I said, "What do you
want here?’

‘T am at your disposal. I shall do all [ can to make your last moments
less difficult.
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‘What did you come here for? There are others, the hospital’s full of
them.

‘1 was sent here,” he answered with a vague look. *Ah! Would you like
to smoke?” he added hurriedly, ‘T have cigarettes and even cigars.’

He offered us English cigarettes and puros, but we refused. 1 looked
him in the eyes and he seemed irritated. Isaid to him, “You aren’t here on
an errand of mercy. Besides, I know you. I saw you with the fascists in the
barracks yard the day [ was arrested.”

T was going to continue, but something surprising suddenly happened
to me; the presence of this doctor no longer interested me. Generally
when 'm on somebody I don’t let go. But the desire to talk left me
completely; I shrugged and turned my eyes away. A little later I raised my
head; he was watching me curiously. The guards were sitting on a mat.
Pedro, the tall thin one, was twiddling his thumbs, the other shook his
head from time to time to keep from falling asleep.

‘Do you want a light?” Pedro suddenly asked the doctor. The other
nodded “Yes™: I think he was about as smart as a log, but he surely wasn’t
bad. Looking in his cold blue eyes it seemed to me that his only sin was
lack of imagination. Pedro went out and came back with an oil lamp
which he set on the corner of the bench. It gave a bad light but it was
better than nothing: they had left us in the dark the night before. For a
long time I watched the circle of light the lamp made on the ceiling. T was
fascinated. Then suddenly I woke up, the circle of light disappeared and I
felt myself crushed under an enormous weight. It was not the thought of
death, or fear; it was nameless. My cheeks burned and my head ached.

Ishook myself and looked at my two friends. Tom had hidden his face
in his hands. I could only see the fat white nape of his neck. Little Juan
was the worst, his mouth was open and his nostrils trembled. The doctor
went to him and put his hand on his shoulder to comfort him: but his
eyes stayed cold. Then I saw the Belgian’s hand drop stealthily along
Juan’s arm, down to the wrist. Juan paid no attention. The Belgian took
his wrist between three fingers, distractedly, the same time drawing back
a little and turning his back to me. But I leaned backward and saw him
take a watch from his pocket and look at it for a moment, never letting
go of the wrist. After a minute he let the hand fall inert and went and
leaned his back against the wall, then, as if he suddenly remembered
something very important which had to be jotted down on the spot, he
took a notebook from his pocket and wrote a few lines. ‘Bastard,” |
thought angrily, ‘let him come and take my pulse. I'll shove my fist in his
rotten face.”
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He didn’t come but I felt him watching me. I raised my head and
returned his look. Impersonally, he said to me, ‘Doesn’t it seem cold to
you here?’ He looked cold, he was blue,

Tm not cold,” I told him.

He never took his hard eyes off me. Suddenly I understood and my
hands went to my face: I was drenched in sweat. In this cellar, in the
midst of winter, in the midst of drafts, I was sweating. I ran my hands
through my hair, gummed together with perspiration; at the same time |
saw my shirt was damp and sticking to my skin: I had been dripping for
an hour and hadn’t felt it. But that swine of a Belgian hadn’t missed a
thing; he had seen the drops rolling down my cheeks and thought: this is
the manifestation of an almost pathological state of terror; and he had
felt normal and proud of being alive because he was cold. I wanted to
stand up and smash his face but no sooner had I made the slightest
gesture than my rage and shame were wiped out; I fell back on the bench
with indifference.

I satisfied myself by rubbing my neck with my handkerchief because
now [ felt the sweat dropping from my hair onto my neck and it was
unpleasant. I soon gave up rubbing, it was useless; my handkerchief was
already soaked and I was still sweating. My buttocks were sweating too
and my damp trousers were glued to the bench.

Suddenly Juan spoke. “You're a doctor?

“Yes,” the Belgian said.

‘Does it hurt . . . very long?’

‘Huh? When . . . 2 Oh, no,” the Belgian said paternally. Not at all. It’s
over quickly.” He acted as though he were calming a cash customer.

‘Butl...theytold me. .. sometimes they have to fire twice.

‘Sometimes,” the Belgian said, nodding. ‘It may happen that the first
volley reaches no vital organs.’

‘Then they have to reload their rifles and aim all over again?’ He
thought for a moment and then added hoarsely, “That takes time!”

He had a terrible fear of suffering, it was all he thought about: it was
his age. I never thought much about it and it wasn’t fear of suffering that
made me sweat.

I got up and walked to the pile of coal dust. Tom jumped up and
threw me a hateful look: T had annoyed him because my shoes squeaked.
T wondered if my face looked as frightened as his: T saw he was sweating
too. The sky was superb, no light filtered into the dark corner and I had
only to raise my head to see the Big Dipper. But it wasn’t like it had been:
the night before T could see a great piece of sky from my monastery cell
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and each hour of the day brought me a different memory. Morning,
when the sky was a hard, light blue, I thought of beaches on the Atlantic
at noon 1 saw the sun and I remembered a bar in Seville where 1 drank
manzanilla and ate olives and anchovies; afternoons I was in the shade
and I thought of the deep shadow which spreads over half a bull-ring
leaving the other half shimmering in sunlight; it was really hard to see the
whole world reflected in the sky like that. But now I could watch the sky
as much as | pleased, it no longer evoked anything in me. 1 liked that
better. I came back and sat near Tom. A long moment passed.

Tom began speaking in a low voice. He had to talk, without that he
wouldn’t have been able to recognize himself in his own mind. I thought
he was talking to me but he wasn’t looking at me. He was undoubtedly
afraid to see me as [ was, grey and sweating: we were alike and worse than
mirrors of each other, He watched the Belgian, the living.

‘Do you understand?” he said. Tdon’t understand.’

I began to speak in a low voice too. T watched the Belgian, “Why?
What’s the matter?’

‘Something is going to happen to us that I can’t understand.”

There was a strange smell about Tom. It seemed to me I was more
sensitive than usual to odours. I grinned. “You'll understand in a while.”

‘Ttisn’t clear,” he said obstinately. T want to be brave but first I have to
know. . . . Listen, they’re going to take us into the courtyard. Good.
They’re going to stand up in front of us. How many?’

‘I don’t know. Five or eight. Not more.”

‘All right. There’ll be eight. Someone’ll holler “aim!” and I'll see eight
rifles looking at me. T'll think how I'd like to get inside the wall, T'll push
against it with my back . . . with every ounce of strength I have, but the
wall will stay, like in a nightmare. I can imagine all that. If you only knew
how well I can imagine it.’

‘All right, all right!’ I said, ‘T can imagine it too.

‘It must hurt like hell. You know, they aim at the eyes and mouth to
disfigure you,” he added mechanically. ‘T can feel the wounds already;
P’ve had pains in my head and in my neck for the past hour. Not real
pains. Worse. This is what I'm going to feel tomorrow morning. And
then what?’

I well understood what he meant but I didn’t want to act as if 1 did. 1
had pains too, pains in my body like a crowd of tiny scars. I couldn’t get
used to it. But [ was like him, I attached no importance to it. ‘After,” |
said, ‘you'll be pushing up daisies.’

He began to talk to himself: he never stopped watching the Belgian.
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The Belgian didn’t seem to be listening. T knew what he had come to do;
he wasn’t interested in what we thought; he came to watch our bodies,
bodies dying in agony while yet alive.

It’s like a nightmare,” Tom was saying. ‘You want to think something,
you always have the impression that i’s all right, that you’re going to
understand and then it slips, it escapes you and fades away. I tell myself
there will be nothing afterwards, But I don't understand what it means.
Sometimes | almost can . . . and then it fades away and | start thinking
about the pains again, bullets, explosions. I'm a materialist, | swear it to
vou; I'm not going crazy. But something’s the matter. I see my corpse;
that’s not hard but I'mm the one who sees it, with my eyes. Pve got to think
.. . think that I won’t see anything any more and the world will go on for
the others. We aren’t made to think that, Pablo, Believe me: 've already
stayed up a whole night waiting for something. But this isn’t the same:
this will creep up behind us, Pablo, and we won’t be able to prepare for
it’

‘Shut up,’ [ said. ‘Do you want me to call a priest?’

He didn’t answer. I had already noticed he had the tendency to act like
a prophet and call me Pablo, speaking in a toneless voice. I didn’t like
that: but it seems all the Irish are that way. I had the vague impression he
smelled of urine. Fundamentally, T hadn’t much sympathy for Tomand I
didn’t see why, under the pretext of dying together, I should have any
more. It would have been different with some others. With Ramon Gris,
for example. But [ felt alone between Tom and Juan. [ liked that better,
anyhow: with Ramon I might have been more deeply moved. But I was
terribly hard just then and I wanted to stay hard.

He kept on chewing his words, with something like distraction. He
certainly talked to keep himself from thinking. He smelled of urine like
an old prostate case. Naturally, I agreed with him, I could have said
everything he said: it isn’t natural to die. And since I was going to die,
nothing seemed natural to me, not this pile of coal dust, or the bench, or
Pedro’s ugly face. Only it didn’t please me to think the same things as
Tom. And I knew that, all through the night, every five minutes, we
would keep on thinking things at the same time. I looked at him side-
ways and for the first time he seemed strange to me: he wore death on his
face. My pride was wounded: for the past 24 hours I had lived next to
Tom, T had listened to him, T had spoken to him and I knew we had
nothing in common. And now we looked as much alike as twin brothers,
simply because we were going to die together. Tom took my hand with-
out looking at me.
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‘Pablo, Twonder . .. I wonder if it’s really true that everything ends.”

I took my hand away and said, ‘Look between your feet, you pig.

There was a big puddle between his feet and drops fell from his
pants leg.

‘What is it?" he asked, frightened.

“You're pissing in your pants,” I told him.

Trisn’t true,” he said furiously. "Tm not pissing. I don’t feel anything.”

The Belgian approached us. He asked with false solicitude, ‘Do you
feel il

Tom did not answer. The Belgian looked at the puddle and said nothing,

‘1 don’t know what it is,” Tom said ferociously. ‘But I'm not afraid. 1
swear I'm not afraid.

The Belgian did not answer. Tom got up and went to piss in a corner.
He came back buttoning his fly, and sat down without a word. The
Belgian was taking notes.

All three of us watched him because he was alive. He had the motions
ofa living human being, the cares of a living human being; he shivered in
the cellar the way the living are supposed to shiver; he had an obedient,
well-fed body. The rest of us hardly felt ours—not in the same way any-
how. I wanted to feel my pants between my legs but I didn’t dare; I
watched the Belgian, balancing on his legs, master of his muscles, some-
one who could think about tomorrow. There we were, three bloodless
shadows; we watched him and we sucked his life like vampires.

Finally he went over to little Juan. Did he want to feel his neck for
some professional motive or was he obeying an impulse of charity? If he
was acting by charity it was the only time during the whole night.

He caressed Juan’s head and neck. The kid let himself be handled, his
eyes never leaving him, then suddenly, he seized the hand and looked at
it strangely. He held the Belgian’s hand between his own two hands and
there was nothing pleasant about them, two grey pincers gripping this
fat and reddish hand. I suspected what was going to happen and Tom
must have suspected it too: but the Belgian didn’t see a thing, he smiled
paternally. After a moment the kid brought the fat red hand to his mouth
and tried to bite it. The Belgian pulled away quickly and stumbled back
against the wall. For a second he looked at us with horror, he must have
suddenly understood that we were not men like him. I began to laugh
and one of the guards jumped up. The other was asleep, his wide-open
eyes were blank,

I felt relaxed and over-excited at the same time. I didn’t want to think
any more about what would happen at dawn, at death. It made no sense.
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T only found words or emptiness. But as soon as I tried to think of any-
thing else 1 saw rifle barrels pointing at me. Perhaps I lived through my
execution twenty times; once | even thought it was for good: | must have
slept a minute. They were dragging me to the wall and I was struggling: I
was asking for mercy. | woke up with a start and looked at the Belgiam:
I was afraid I might have cried out in my sleep. But he was stroking his
moustache, he hadn’t noticed anything. If T had wanted to, T think I
could have slept a while; I had been awake for 48 hours. | was at the end
of my rope. But I didn’t want to lose two hours of life: they would come
to wake me up at dawn, I would follow them, stupefied with sleep and
I would have croaked without so much as an ‘Oof?’; I didn’t want that, I
didn’t want to die like an animal, I wanted to understand. Then I was
afraid of having nightmares. 1 got up, walked back and forth, and, to
change my ideas, | began to think about my past life. A crowd of mem-
ories came back to me pell-mell. There were good and bad ones—or at
least 1 called them that before. There were faces and incidents. | saw the
face of a little novillere who was gored in Valencia during the Feria, the
face of one of my uncles, the face of Ramon Gris, I remembered my
whole life: how [ was out of work for three months in 1926, how | almost
starved to death. ] remembered a night I spent on a bench in Granada: I
hadn’t eaten: for three days. I was angry, I didn’t want to die. That made
me smile. How madly I ran after happiness, after women, after liberty.
Why? I wanted to free Spain, I admired Pi y Margall, I joined the
anarchist movement, I spoke in public meetings: I took everything as
seriously as if I were immortal.

At that moment T felt that I had my whole life in front of me and I
thought, ‘It’s a damned lie.” It was worth nothing because it was finished.
I wondered how I'd been able to walk, to laugh with the gitls: I wouldn’t
have moved so much as my little finger if I had only imagined I would
die like this. My life was in front of me, shut, closed, like a bag and yet
everything inside of it was unfinished. For an instant I tried to judge it. 1
wanted to tell myself, this is a beautiful life. But T couldn’t pass judge-
ment on it; it was only a sketch; I had spent my time counterfeiting
eternity, I had understood nothing. 1 missed nothing: there were so
many things | could have missed, the taste of manzanilla or the baths I
took in summer in a little creek near Cadiz; but death had disenchanted
everything.

The Belgian suddenly had a bright idea. ‘My friends,” he told us, T will
undertake—if the military administration will allow it—to send a
message for you, a souvenir to those who love you. ...
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Tom mumbled, T don’t have anybody.’

I said nothing. Tom waited an instant then looked at me with curi-
osity. “You don’t have anything to say to Concha?

‘No.

1 hated this tender complicity: it was my own fault, I had talked about
Concha the night before, I should have controlied myself. [ was with her
for a year. Last night I would have given an arm to see her again for five
minutes. That was why I talked about her, I couldn’t help it. Now | had
no more desire to see her, I had nothing more to say to her. I would not
even have wanted to hold her in my arms: my body filled me with horror
because it was grey and sweating—and [ wasn’t sure that her body didn’t
fill me with horror. Concha would cry when she found out I was dead,
she would have no taste for life for months afterward. But T was still the
one who was going to die. I thought of her soft, beautiful eyes. When she
looked at me something passed from her to me. But I knew it was over: if
she looked at me now the look would stay in her eyes, it wouldn’t reach
me. [ was alone.

Tom was alone too but not in the same way, Sitting cross-legged, he
had begun to stare at the bench with a sort of smile, he looked amazed.
He put out his hand and touched the wood cautiously as if he were afraid
of breaking something, then drew back his hand quickly and shuddered.
IfThad been Tom I wouldn’t have amused myself by touching the bench;
this was some more Irish nonsense, but T too found that objects had a
funny look: they were more obliterated, less dense than usual, It was
enough for me to look at the bench, the lamp, the pile of coal dust, to feel
that T was going to die. Naturally T couldn’t think clearly about my death
but I saw it everywhere, on things, in the way things fell back and kept
their distance, discreetly, as people who speak quietly at the bedside of a
dying man. It was his death which Tom had just touched on the bench.

In the state I was in, if someone had come and told me I could go
home quietly, that they would leave me my life whole, it would have left
me cold: several hours or several years of waiting is all the same when
you have lost the illusion of being eternal. I clung to nothing, in a way 1
was calm. But it was a horrible calm—beause of my body; my body, [ saw
with its eves, I heard with its ears, but it was no longer me, it sweated and
trembled by itself and [ didn’t recognize it any more. [ had to touch it
and look at it to find out what was happening, as if it were the body of
someone else. At times I could still feel it, I felt sinkings, and fallings, as
when you’re in a plane taking a nose dive, or I felt my heart beating. But
that didn’t reassure me. Everything that came from my body was all
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cockeyed. Most of the time it was quiet and I felt no more than a sort of
weight, a filthy presence against me; | had the impression of being tied to
an enormous vermin. Once [ felt my pants and 1 felt they were damp; |
didn’t know whether it was sweat or urine, but I went to piss on the coal
pile as a precaution.

The Belgian took out his watch, looked at it. He said, ‘It is three-
thirty.’

Bastard! He must have done it on purpose. Tom jumped; he hadn’t
noticed time was running out; night surrounded us like a shapeless,
sombre mass, I couldn’t even remember that it had begun.

Little Juan began to cry. He wrung his hands, pleaded, ‘I dor’t want to
die. T don’t want to die.”

He ran across the whole cellar waving his arms in the air then fell
sobbing on one of the mats. Tom watched him with mournful eyes,
without the slightest desire to console him. Because it wasn’t worth the
trouble: the kid made more noise than we did, but he was less touched:
he was like a sick man who defends himself against illness by fever. It’s
much more serious when there isn’t any fever,

He wept: 1 could clearly see he was pitying himself; he wasn’t thinking
about death. For one second, one single second, I wanted to weep myself,
0 weep with pity for myself. But the opposite happened: I glanced at the
kid, T saw his thin sobbing shoulders and felt inhuman: T could pity
neither the others nor myself. I said to myself, ‘T want to die cleanly.

Tom had gotten up, he placed himself just under the round opening
and began to watch for daylight. I was determined to die cleanly and I
only thought of that. But ever since the doctor told us the time, I felt time
flying, flowing away drop by drop.

It was still dark when I heard Tom’s voice: ‘Do you hear them?

Men were marching in the courtyard,

Yes.

‘What the hell are they doing? They can’t shoot in the dark.’

After a while we heard no more. I said to Tom, ‘It’s day.

Pedro got up, yawning, and came to blow out the lamp. He said to his
buddy, ‘Cold as hell.’

The cellar was all grey. We heard shots in the distance.

‘It’s starting,” I told Tom. “They must do it in the court in the rear.”

Tom asked the doctor for a cigarette. T didn’t want one; I didn’t want
cigarettes or alcobol, From that moment on they didn’t stop firing.

‘Do you realize what’s happening?” Tom said.

He wanted to add something but kept quiet, watching the door. The
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door opened and a lieutenant came in with four soldiers. Tom dropped
his cigarette.

‘Steinbock?’

Tom didn't answer. Pedro pointed him out.

‘Juan Mirbal?

‘On the mat.’

‘Get up,’ the lieutenant said.

Juan did not move. Two soldiers took him under the arms and set him
on his feet. But he fell as soon as they released him.

The soldiers hesitated.

‘He’s not the first sick one,’ said the lieutenant. ‘You two carry him;
they’ll fix it up down there.’

He turned to Tom. ‘Let’s go.

Tom went out between two soldiers. Two others followed, carrying
the kid by the armpits. He hadn’t fainted; his eyes were wide open and
tears ran down his cheeks. When I wanted to go out the lieutenant
stopped me.

“You Ibbieta?’

“Yes.

“You wait here; they’li come for vou later.”

They left. The Belgian and the two gaolers left too, I was alone. I did
not understand what was happening to me but I would have liked it
better if they had gotten it over with right away. I heard shots at almost
regular intervals; I shook with each one of them. | wanted to scream and
tear out my hair. But I gritted my teeth and pushed my hands in my
pockets because T wanted to stay clean.

After an hour they came to get me and led me to the first floor, to a
small room that smelt of cigars and where the heat was stifling. There
were two officers sitting smoking in the armchairs, papers on their knees.

“You're Ibbieta?’

“Yes.”

‘Where is Ramon Gris?’

Tdon’t know.

The one questioning me was short and fat. His eyes were hard behind
his glasses. He said to me, “Come here.’

I went to him. He got up and took my arms, staring at me with a look
intended to crush me. At the same time he pinched my biceps with all
his might. It wasn’t to hurt me, it was only a game: he wanted to domi-
nate me. He also thought he had to blow his stinking breath square in my
face. We stayed for a moment like that, and I abmost felt like laughing. Tt
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takes a lot to intimidate a man who is going to die; it didn’t work. He
pushed me back violently and sat down again. He said, ‘It’s his life
against yours. You can have yours if you tell us where he is.

These men dolled up with their riding crops and boots were still going
to die. A little later than 1, but not too much. They busied themselves
locking for names in their crumpled papers, they ran after other men to
imprison or suppress themy; they had opinions on the future of Spain and
on other subjects. Their little activities seemed shocking and burlesque
to me; T couldn’t put moyself in their place, I thought they were insane,
The little man was still looking at me, whipping his boots with the riding
crop. All his gestures were calculated to give him the look of a live and
ferocious beast.

‘S0t You understand?’

‘Tdon’t know where Gris is,” | answered. ‘I thought he was in Madrid.’

The other officer raised his pale hand indolently. This indolence was
also calculated. I saw through all their little schemes and I was stupefied
to find there were men who amused themselves that way.

“You have a quarter of an hour to think it over,” he said slowly. ‘Take
him to the laundry, bring him back in fifteen minutes. If he still refuses
he will be executed on the spot.”

They knew what they were doing: I had passed the night in waiting;
then they had made me wait an hour in the cellar while they shot Tom
and Juan and now they were locking me up in the laundry; they must
have prepared their game the night before. They told themselves that
nerves eventually wear out and they hoped to get me that way.

They were badly mistaken. In the laundry I sat on a stool because I felt
very weak and [ began to think. But not about their proposition. Of
course I knew where Gris was; he was hiding with his cousins, four kilo-
metres from the city. I also knew that I would not reveal his hiding place
unless they tortured me (but they didn’t seem to be thinking about that).
All that was perfectly regulated, definite, and in no way interested me.
Only 1 would have liked to understand the reasons for my conduct. I
would rather die than give up Gris. Why? I didn’t like Ramon Gris any
more. My friendship for him had died a little while before dawn at the
same time as my love for Concha, at the same time as my desire to live.
Undoubtedly I thought highly of him: he was tough. But it was not for
this reason that T consented to die in his place; his life had no more value
than mine; no life had value. They were going to slap a man up against a
wall and shoot at him till he died, whether it was [ or Gris or somebody
else made no difference. T knew he was more useful than I to the cause of
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Spain but I thought to hell with Spain and anarchy; nothing was import-
ant. Yet L 'was there, I could save my skin and give up Gris and I refused
to do it. I found that somehow comig; it was obstinacy. I thought, ‘I must
be stubborn!” And a droll sort of gaiety spread over me.

They came for me and brought me back to the two officers. A rat ran
out from under my feet and that amused me. I turned to one of the
falangistas and said, ‘Did you see the rat?’

He didn’t answer. He was very sober, he took himself seriously. 1
wanted to laugh but I held myself back because I was afraid that once
I got started I wouldn’t be able to stop. The falangista had a moustache. I
said to him again, “You ought to shave off your moustache, idiot.” I
thought it funny that he would let the hairs of his living being invade his
face. He kicked me without great conviction and $kept quiet.

‘Well,” said the fat officer, ‘have you thought about it?’

T'looked at them with curiosity, as insects of a very rare species. I told
them, ‘I know where he is. He is hidden in the cemetery. In a vault or in
the gravediggers’ shack.

It was a farce. I wanted to see them stand up, buckle their belts and
give orders busily.

They jumped to their feet. ‘Let’s go. Molés, go get fifteen men from
Lieutenant Lopez. You,” the fat man said, ‘Tl let you off if you're telling
the truth, but it'll cost you plenty if you’re making monkeys out of us.

They left in a great clatter and I waited peacefully under the guard of
falangistas. From time to time I smiled, thinking about the spectacle they
would make. I felt stunned and malicious. I imagined them lifting up
tombstones, opening the doors of the vaults one by one. T represented
this situation to myself as if [ had been someone else: this prisoner obstin-
ately playing the hero, these grim filangistas with their moustaches and
their men in uniform running among the graves; it was irresistibly
funny. After halfan hour the little fat man came back alone. I thought he
had come to give the orders to execute me. The others must have stayed
in the cemetery.

The officer looked at me. He didn’t look at all sheepish. “Take him
into the big courtyard with the others,” he said. “After the military opera-
tions a regular court will decide what happens to him.’

“Then they’re not .. . not going to shootme. .. ¥

‘Not now, anyway. What happens afterwards is none of my business.”

I still didn’t understand. I asked, ‘Butwhy...?

He shrugged his shoulders without answering and the soldiers took
me away. In the big courtyard there were about a hundred prisoners,
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women, children and a few old men. I began walking around the central
grass-plot, | was stupefied. At noon they let us eat in the mess hall. Two
or three people questioned me. I must have known them, but [ didn’t
answer: I didn’t even know where T'was.

Around evening they pushed about ten new prisoners into the court. 1
recognized Garcia, the baker. He said, “What damned luck you have! I
didn’t think I'd see you alive.”

“They sentenced me to death,’” | said, "and then they changed their
minds. I don’t know why.

‘They arrested me at two o'clock,” Garcia said,

‘Why?” Garcia had nothing to do with politics.

T don’t know,” he said. “They arrest everybody who doesn’t think the
way they do.” He lowered his voice. “They got Gris.

I began to tremble. “When?

‘This morning. He messed it up. He left his cousin’s on Tuesday
because they had an argument. There were plenty of people to hide him
but he didn’t want to owe anything to anybody. He said, “I’d go and hide
in Ibbieta’s place, but they got him, so I'll go hide in the cemetery.”’

‘In the cemetery?”

“Yes. What a fool. Of course they went by there this morning, that was
sure to happen. They found him in the gravediggers’ shack. He shot at
them and they got him.

‘In the cemetery!’

Everything began to spin and I found myself sitting on the ground:
I Haughed so hard I cried.
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GEORGES SIMENON (1903-1989)

The Man on the Street

Translated by Elizabeth Fallaize

The four men were squashed up together in the taxi, Paris was frozen
over. At seven thirty in the morning, the town had a ghastly pallor and
the wind was blowing clouds of ice particles along the ground.

The thinnest of the four men occupied the fold-down seat. He had a
cigarette hanging on his lower lip and handcuffs on his wrists. The
biggest man, wearing a heavy overcoat and a bowler hat, had a thickset
chin and smoked his pipe as he watched the railings of the Bois de
Boulogne slip past.

‘Like me to make a scene?” the man with the handcuffs suggested help-
fully. ‘Complete with contortions, foaming at the mouth, insults etc.?’

Maigret, removing the cigarette from his mouth and opening the car
door, for they had arrived at the Porte de Bagatelle, muttered:

‘Don’t try to play the wise guy.’
The paths of the Bois de Boulogne were deserted, white as quarried
stone, and just as hard. A group of about ten people were stamping their
teet on the corner of a bridle path, and a photographer stepped forward
to catch the group that was approaching. But P’tit Louis covered his face
with his arm, as he had been told to do,

Maigret, looking grumpy, turned his head this way and that like a bear,
observing everything, the new blocks on Boulevard Richard-Wallace,
with their shutters still closed, the odd workman on his bike coming in
from Puteaux, a tram lit up, two concierges who were approaching him,
their hands blue with cold.

‘All set?” he asked.

The day before he had arranged for the following information to appear
in the papers:

THE BAGATELLE MURDER

The police appear for once to have made quick work of a crime which had
initially looked impossible to solve. As we reported, on Monday morning a park
keeper at the Bois de Boulogne discovered a corpse on a path about a hundred
metres from the Porte de Bagatelle.
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The body was immediately identified as that of Ernest Borms, a well-known
Viennese doctor who had lived in Neuilly for a number of years. Borms was in
evening dress. It is thought he was attacked between Sunday night and Monday
morning on his way home to his flat on the Boulevard Richard-Wallace.

A bullet fired at point-blank range from a small calibre weapon had entered
the heart.

Borms, a handsome man of elegant and youthful appearance, led an active
social life.

Barely forty-eight hours after the murder the police have made an arrest.
There will be a reconstruction of the crime at the site tomorrow morning,
belween 7and 8§ a.m.

In years to come the case was to be frequently cited, at the Quai des
Orfévres, as perhaps the most typical example of Maigret’s style. But,
when it was mentioned in his hearing, Maigret had a strange way of turn-
ing his head aside and grunting.

Right! Everything was ready. Almost no onlookers, as predicted. It
was no coincidence that he had chosen such an early hour. And even
amongst the ten to fifteen people hanging around, some were recog-
nizable as inspectors, trying to look as innocent as possible. One of them,
Torrence, adored disguises and had dressed up as a milkman, his boss
noted with a shrug.

As long as P’tit Louis didn’t overdo it! He was a regular client, arrested
the day before for pickpocketing in the metro.

‘Give us a hand tomorrow morning and we'll make sure you don’t
cop it too badly this time.’

They had got him up from the cells.

‘Let’s get started,” Maigret grunted. “When you heard someone
coming you were hidden over here, weren’t you?’

Yes, that’s it, Inspector. I was famished you see? Could have eaten a
horse! So, Isaid to myself, that bloke in the penguin suit must have a fat
wallet! “Your money or vour life,” T whispered in his earhole. And 1
swear [ never intended the gun to go off. It must have been the cold that
made my finger slip on the trigger.’

Eleven in the morning. Maigret was pacing up and down his office in the
Quai des Orfévres, smoking pipes and constantly running his hand over
the telephone.

‘Hello? Is that you Boss? Lucas here. I followed the old bloke who
seemed interested in the reconstruction. Nothing gives. Just a crank who
goes for a little walk every morning in the Bois.
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‘Okay. You can come in.

Quarter past eleven,

‘Hello, Boss? Torrence! I trailed the young man you signalled to me
from the corner of your eye. It's his life ambition to be a detective. He's a
salesman in a shop on the Champs-Elysées. Shall I come in?

At five to twelve, at last, a call came through from Janvier.

Tl be brief, Boss. The bird might fly. 'm watching him through the
glass panel in the cabin door. 'm in the bar of the Nain Jaune on
Boulevard Rochechouart. Yup, he’s spotted me, He's got a guilty con-
science. He threw something in the river as he crossed over the Seine.
He’s tried to shake me off at least ten times. Shall I expect you?’

So began a pursuit which was to last five days and five nights, amidst
passers-by hurrying on, across a Paris which remained oblivious. They
went from bar to bar, from bistro to bistro, with a lone man on one side,
and on the other, Maigret and his inspectors relaying each other until
they were as harrassed as the man they were trailing.

It was aperitif time when Maigret got out of the taxi opposite the Nain
Jaune. He found Janvier leaning on the bar. He was’t trying to keep a
low profile, quite the contrary!

‘Which one?’

The inspector motioned with his chin at a man sitting at a corner
table. The man was looking at them with his light blue-grey eyes, which
gave his face a foreign look. Nordic? Slavonic? The latter, probably. He
wore a grey overcoat, a well-cut suit, and a soft felt hat.

About thirty-five years old, as far as they could tell. He was pale,
closely shaved.

‘What'll you have, Boss? Something hot?’

‘Okay, a hot toddy . . . What’s he having?’

‘Brandy. It's his fifth this morning. Don’t take any notice if I seem a
bit overcome, 've had to follow him from one bistro to another. He’s
tough, you know. Look at him. He’s been like that all day. He wouldn’t
lower his eyes for all the world.

It was true. And strange. It wasn’t arrogance, nor defiance. He was
simply looking at them. If he felt worried, there was no exterior sign of it.
His expression was one of sadness, but a calm and studied sadness.

‘When he saw you’d noticed him at the Bagatelle, he left at once and 1
kept close to him. He turned round before he'd gone a hundred metres.
Then, instead of leaving the Bois as he'd apparently intended, he set off
with huge strides down the first path he came across. He turned round
again. He recognized me. He sat down on a bench, despite the cold, and I
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stopped. Several times, I thought he was about to speak to me, but he
went off in the end, shrugging his shoulders.

‘At Porte Dauphine | nearly lost him when he jumped into a taxi. It
was pure chance that I got one immediately afterwards. He got out at the
Place de 'Opéra and rushed down into the metro. I was hard on his heels
and we changed line five times before he began to understand that he
wasn't going to lose me like that. . ..

‘We headed back up above ground, to Place Clichy. Since then we've
been going tfrom bar to bar,

‘T was waiting for a good place to phone from, where I could keep an
eye ont him. When he saw me on the phone, he gave a bitter little laugh.
could swear he was waiting for you after that.’

‘Report back to the ranch. Tell Lucas and Torrence to be ready to join
me at a moment’s notice. And we need a photographer from the crim-
inal records office, with a miniature camera.’

‘Waiter! the man shouted. ‘How much do 1 owe you?’

“Three fifty.

‘Ibet he'’s a Pole,” Maigret whispered to Janvier. ‘We're oft.

They didn’t have far to go . . . They followed their man into a little
restaurant and sat down at the next table to his. It was an Italian restaur-
ant, and they ate pasta.

At three ¢’clock Lucas arrived to take over from Janvier. He and
Maigret were in a brasserie opposite the Gare du Nord.

“The photographer?” Maigret asked.

‘He’s waiting outside to catch him on the way out.”

And indeed, when the Pole left the place, after reading the news-
papers, an inspector went straight up to him. At a distance of less than a
metre, he pressed a button. The man covered his face with his arm, but it
was too late and, in a gesture that showed he had understood, he threw a
reproachful look at Maigret.

‘Okey-dokey, pal,” mused the inspector, I know you don’t want to
lead us home. But, however patient you might be, I'm just as patient.”

Evening drew in, and a few snowflakes danced in the streets as the
man walked on, filling in the time before bed.

‘Shall I take over from you for the night, Boss?’ Lucas suggested.

‘No! I'd prefer you to look into the photograph side. Look through the
files, first. Then check the foreign communities. That chap knows Paris.
He didn’t arrive here yesterday. Someone must know him ..

‘Shall I get his photo put in the papers?

Maigret looked with disdain at his subordinate. Hadn’t Lucas, who'd
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worked with him for years, understood the first thing? Did the police
have a single piece of proof? Nothing! No witness. A man killed at night
in the middle of the Bois de Boulogne. No weapon discovered. No
fingerprints. Dr Borms lived alone, and his only employee had no idea
where he had been that day.

‘Do what I told you! Be off ..

It was midnight before the man decided to go into a hotel. Maigret
was right behind him. It was a second- or even third-class hotel.

Td like a room.”

‘Fill in the form please,’

He filled it in, his fingers numb with cold.

He looked Maigret up and down, as if to say:

“You think that’s got me bothered! [ can write anything down here I
want.’

And he did indeed write down the first name that came to him,
Nicolas Slaatkovitch, resident of Crakow, arrived in Paris the previous
day.

A false name of course. Maigret telephoned CID; the files of rented
accommodation were searched, the registers of foreigners checked, and
the ports and border posts alerted. No Nicolas Slaatkovitch.

‘Do you want a room as well?’ asked the hotel owner, with pursed lips.
He knew a policeman when he saw one.

“No thanks. T'll spend the night on the stairs.

Safer that way. He sat down on a step outside room 7. Twice, the
door opencd. The man peered into the darkness, made out Maigret’s
shape, and ended up by going to bed. In the morning his chin had a
dark shadow and his cheeks bristled. He hadn’t been able to change
his clothes, He had no comb with him, even, and his hair was tousled.

Lucas made an appearance,

‘Shall I take over, Boss?’

Maigret couldn’t make up his mind to abandon his man. He watched
him pay for the room. He saw him go pale. Maigret guessed the problem.

A little later, as the two men ate their croissants and drank their coffee
more or less side by side in a bar, Maigret was proved right as the man
openly counted out what he had left. One hundred franc note, two coins
of twenty, one of ten, and a few bits of small change. He grimaced
bitterly.

Well, he wouldn’t get far with that! When he came to the Bois de
Boulogne of course, he had just left home. He was freshly shaved, and
there wasn’t a speck of dust on his newly pressed garments. He must
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have been expecting to go back home shortly afterwards. He wouldn’t
even have checked how much he had in his pocket.

It was his identity papers and maybe a few visiting cards that had gone
into the Seine, Maigret calculated.

Whatever happened, the man was determined that his home address
would not be discovered.

And so the trudge round the streets of those who have no home to go
to started up again. Long stops in front of shop windows, at stalls in the
street, the occasional entry to a bar, just to be able to sit down, out of the
cold, and sessions reading newspapers in brasseries.

One hundred and fifty francs! No more restaurant lunches. The man
made do with hard-boiled eggs that he ate standing up at the bar, washed
down with a beer, whilst Maigret ate his sandwiches.

The man hesitated for a long while outside a cinema. Hand in his
pocket, he jingled his coins. It would be better to last out . . . he walked
on, and on.

Hang on a minute! It struck Maigret that this exhausting perambula-
tion was taking him over and over the same ground: from La Trinité
church to Place Clichy, Place Clichy to Barbés, via the rue Caulaincourt,
Barbés to the Gare du Nord, and down rue La Fayette,

Did the man fear being recognized in other areas? He had surely
chosen to keep to the districts furthest away from his home or his hotel,
ones he didn’t normally visit.

Perhaps, like a lot of foreigners, the Montparnasse area was his usual
haunt? Or round the Panthéon?

His clothing—comfortable, sober, well-cut—suggested a man on
middle income. A professional man, probably. Ah! He's wearing a
wedding ring! Married then!

Maigret was eventually obliged to let Torrence take his place. He
dropped in at home. Mme Maigret was displeased: her sister had arrived
from Orléans, she had prepared a special dinner and here was her hus-
band, after shaving and changing, announcing that he had to leave again
immediately and had no idea when he would be back.

He made a flying visit to the Quai des Orfevres. “Did Lucas leave
anything for me?’

Yes! There was a note waiting., He had shown the photo around in all
the Polish and Russian neighbourhoods. The man was unknown. No
luck either with political groups. As a last resort, he had had numerous
copies made of the photo. In every area of Paris, police were going from
door to door, from concierge to concierge, hawking the picture around
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the bar owners and the café waiters.

‘Hello? Superintendent Maigret? I'm an usherette at the News Theatre
on Boulevard de Strasbourg. A Monsieur Torrence told me to let you
know he’s here, but he daren’t come to the phone.

The man wasn’t stupid then. He had worked out that a cinema was the
cheapest heated place to spend a few hours. Two francs a ticket, and you
were allowed to sit through several showings!

A strange intimacy had developed between follower and followed,
between the man whose stubble was more and more pronounced and
whose clothes looked increasingly crumpled, and Maigret, who stayed
right behind him. There was even a comic detail. They had both caught
the same cold. Each had a red nose. They took their handkerchiefs out of
their pockets almost in unison and, on one occasion, the man was unable
to repress a vague smile as he heard Maigret succumb to a series of sneezes.

After five consecutive sessions of Pathé news, they ended up in a filthy
hotel on boulevard de la Chapelle. The same name went down on the
register. And Maigret, as before, settled down on the stairway. Only, as it
was a hotel used by prostitutes, he had to move every ten minutes for
couples who eyed him curiously, and the women were uneasy.

When the man had reached the end of his cash, or the end of his
tether, would he head for home? Earlier, he had stayed for quite a while
in a brasserie and had taken off his grey overcoat—Maigret had seized
the opportunity of looking inside the coliar, The garment came from Old
England on the boulevard des Italiens. It was off the peg and the shop
must have sold dozens of similar coats. There was one clue though. The
coat was last year’s model, so the man must have been in Paris for at least
a year. And he must have hung out somewhere for that time . . .

Maigret began to drink hot toddies, to kill off his cold. His quarry was
trying to eke out his cash. He was sticking to coffee, with no brandy, and
feeding himself on croissants and hard-boiled eggs.

The news from base was always the same-—nothing to report. No one
had recognized the Pole’s photo. No one had been noticed missing.

No leads on the dead man either. He had a successful practice, made a
very comfortable living, had no political activities, led a busy social life,
and, as his specialism was nervous illnesses, his clients were mainly
women.

Maigret had never previously had the opportunity to pursue this par-
ticular question to a conclusion: how long does it take a well-dressed,
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well-brought-up, well-turned-out man to lose his external veneer when
he is forced onto the street?

He knew the answer now: four days. The growing stubble was the
most telltale of signs. On the first morning, the man looked like a lawyer,
a doctor, an architect, or an industrialist. He could be imagined stepping
out of a nice little apartment. A four-day stubble had transformed him to
the point where, if his photograph had appeared in the press in connec-
tion with the Bois de Boulogne case, he would have been immediately
identified as a murderous-looking type.

The cold and the lack of sleep had reddened his eyelids and his cheeks
had a feverish glow. His shoes were no longer polished, and had lost their
shape. His overcoat was looking tired and his trousers were baggy at the
knees.

Even the way he walked the streets had changed. He stuck close to
the walls and lowered his gaze when passers-by threw him a glance.
And another telltale sign: he turned his head away when he was
passing restaurants where diners could be seen seated in front of loaded
plates.

“Your last twenty francs, pal,” Maigret calculated. ‘And after that?’

Lucas, Torrence, and Janvier stood in for him from time to time, but
Maigret handed over to them as little as possible. He would hurtle off to
the Quai des Orfévres to report to the boss.

“You ought to take a break, Maigret.” And Maigret would reply gruffly,
touchily, the prey of mixed feelings: ‘Is it or is it not my duty to catch the
murderer?’

‘Of course.”

“Then I'll be off,” he would sigh with a kind of rancour in his voice. I
wonder where we'll be sleeping tonight . ..’

Only twenty francs left! Less even! When he met up with Torrence, he
heard that the man had eaten three hard-boiled eggs and drunk two
coffees with brandy in a bar on the corner of the rue Montmartre.

‘That’s eight francs fifty, eleven francs fifty left.

Maigret admired him. Far from trying to hide, the man walked along
on a level with him, sometimes right beside him, and Maigret had to
restrain himself from speaking to him.

‘Come on, pal. Isn’t it time to spill the beans? There’s a nice warm
house waiting for you somewhere, your own bed, slippers, a razor. And a
good dinner, why not?’

It was not to be. The man was roaming around under the arc lights of
Les Halles, like someone with no idea where to go, amongst the piles of
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cabbages and carrots, stepping out of the way when a train whistle blew,
or a lorry loaded with fresh produce passed by.

‘No cash for a room tonight!’

It was eight degrees below freezing that evening. The man bought
himself some hot sausages that a woman stallholder was cooking in the
open air. He would stink of garlic and grease all night long!

At one point he tried to sneak into one of the warehouses and lie
down in a corner. A policeman, whom Maigret had no time to tip off,
sent him on his way, Now, he was hobbling along. The banks of the
Seine. The Pont des Arts. He'd better not take it into his head to throw
himself in the river! Maigret didn’t feel up to jumping after him into the
dark waters towing along lumps of ice.

He was following the towpath, Tramps were muttering complaints.
Under the bridges, all the good places were taken.

In a little street near the Place Maubert, through the windows of a
strange bistro, old men could be seen asleep, their heads on the table.
Twenty sous, with a glass of red wine thrown in! The man looked at him
through the darkness, gave a fatalistic gesture of the hands, and pushed
open the door. As it opened and closed, a nauseating smell hit Maigret in
the face. He decided to stay outside. He called to an officer, put him on
watch outside on the pavement, and went off to phone Lucas, on duty
that night.

‘We've been looking for you for an hour, boss. We've found him!
Through a concierge. His name is Stéphan Strevski, an architect, age 34,
born in Warsaw, came to France three years ago. Works for an interior
designer on the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Married to a Hungarian woman,
a beauty who goes by the name of Dora. They rent a flat for twelve
thousand francs a month in the Passy area, rue de Ia Pompe. No political
connections. The concierge has never seen the victim. Stéphan went out
on Monday morning earlier than usual. She was surprised not to see him
come home, but she wasn’t worried, given that. .

‘What time is it?’

‘Half past three. I'm on my own in the office. I've had some beer sent
up, but it’s too cold.”

‘Listen, Lucas. Here’s what . . . Yes! I know. It’s too late for the
morning ones. But this evening’s? Okay?’

That morning a silent reek of misery seemed to seep from the man’s
clothing. His eyes were sunken. The look he darted at Maigret, in the
pale dawn, expressed eloquent reproach.
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Hadn’t he been pushed, step by step but still at vertiginous speed, on
to the bottom rung of the ladder? He turned up the collar of his coat. He
didn’t leave the district but, with an embittered scowl, dived into a bistro
which had just opened its doors. He downed four glasses of spirits, as if
to wash away the rank taste that the previous night had left in his mouth
and in his breast.

Well, that was that. His pockets were empty now. Nothing for itbut to
walk the streets, slippery with black ice. He must be aching all over. He
was limping with his left leg. Every now and again, he stopped and
looked around him despairingly.

Now that he wasn’t going into cafés, where there were telephones,
Maigret was unable to get anyone to take over. The banks of the Seine
again! And the man fingered the second-hand books in a mechanical
gesture, turning over the pages, sometimes checking the authenticity of
an engraving or a print! An icy wind swept over the river. In front of the
moving barges, the water was making clinking noises as lumps of ice
came into contact with each other, like spangles.

In the distance, Maigret could make out HQ and his office window.,
He just hoped Lucas . . .

He did not yet know that this dreadful inquiry was set to become a
classic, with every detail recounted by generations of inspectors to the
ones below. The silliest thing was that it was a ridiculous detail which
affected him the most: the man had a pimple on his forehead, a pimple
which, when you looked closely, was more likely a boil and which
seemed to be turning from red to violet.

He just hoped Lucas . . .

At midday the man, who certainly seemed at home in Paris, made his
way to the soup kitchen right at the end of the boulevard Saint-Germain,
He took his place in the queue of down-and-outs. An old man spoke to
him, but he pretended not to understand. Then another, his face pitted
with pox marks, tried him in Russian.

Maigret crossed over to the opposite pavement, hesitated, had no
choice but to eat a sandwich in a bistro. He kept his shoulder turned
away, so that the man could not see him eating.

The vagrants were moving forward slowly, being allowed in groups of
four or six into the room where they were served with a bowl of hot soup.
The queue was lengthening. Every now and again the people at the back
started pushing, and there were protests.

One o’clock. The boy arrived at the end of the street and began run-
ning, his head bent forward.
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‘Read the Intran . .. The Intran ..

The oy was also trying to get there ahead of anyone else. He could
recognize his likely customers from a distance. He took no notice of the
queue of beggars.

‘Read ...

Humbly, the man raised his hand, drew the boy’s attention.

The others looked o, So he had enough money to buy a paper?

Maigret hailed the boy himself, unfolded the paper, and, to his relief,
found what he was looking for on the first page—a photograph of a
young woman, pretty and smiling.

A DISTURBING DISAPPEARANCE
We have been informed of the disappearance, four days age, of a young Polish woman,
Mme Dora Strevski, who has not returned to her home in Passy, 17 rue de la Pompe.
A troubling feature is the fact that her hushand, M. Stéphan Strevski himself
disappeared the previous day, Monday, and the concierge, who alerted the police,
declares . . .

The man had only five or six metres to go, in the queue which was carry-
ing him forward, before being allotted his bowl of steaming soup. He
broke rank at that moment, crossed over the street, almost got run over
by a bus, reached the pavement just as Maigret arrived at the same spot.

‘Tam at your disposal,” he declared. “Take me away, I'll answer all your
questions.’

Everyone was waiting in the corridor back at CID—Lucas, Janvier,
Torrence, and others who had not been working on the case but who
were in the know. As Maigret passed him, Lucas made a gesture which
meant ‘Success’.

A door opened and closed. Beer and sandwiches on the table.

‘Have something to eat first.’

Awkwardness. The mouthfuls refused to go down. The man finally
spoke.

‘As long as she’s gone, and is safe ..

Maigret had a sudden urge to poke the stove.

‘When [ read the account of the murder in the papers . . . I had sus-
pected Dora of having an affair with that man for some time. I realized
she wasn’t his only mistress and T knew Dora and her impetuous charac-
ter. You know? If he had wanted to drop her, I was sure she was capable
of . .. And she always carried a mother-of-pearl revolver in her bag.
When the papers announced the reconstitution of the crime, I wanted to
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Maigret would have liked to warn him, as the English police do, that
‘anything you say may be taken down and used against you.”

The man still hadn’t taken his overcoat off. He was still wearing a hat.

‘Now that she’s in safety. Or I suppose sheis. .’

He looked round him in anguish. A suspicion had crossed his mind.

‘She must have understood, when I didn’t come home. T knew it
would end badly, that Borms wasn’t the man for her, she wouldn’t
accept being a plaything and she would come back to me. She went out
alone on Sunday evening, as she had started to do, recently. She must
have killed him when ../

Maigret blew his nose. He blew it at length. A ray of sunshine, that
piercing winter sunshine which accompanies freezing weather, was
coming through the window. The pimple, the boil, shone on the fore-
head of the person he still thought of as the man.

Yes, your wife killed him. When she understood that he didn’t take
her seriously. And you, you understood that she had killed. And you
didn’twant...

Suddenly, he walked up to the Pole,

‘T'm sorry, old man’ he muttered, as if he were speaking to an old
friend. ‘Tt was my job to find out the truth, wasn't it? My duty to . .

He opened the door.

‘Bring in Mme Dora Strevski. Lucas, you carryon, I...

And he didn’t set foot again in CID for two days. The Boss telephoned
him at home.

‘Well now Maigret, she admitted everything, you know. And by the
way, how’s your cold? I've been told . .

‘It’s nothing, Boss. I'm fine, All be over in 24 hours, And how is he?’

“What? Who?’

‘The man?’

‘Oh! I see. He went to the best lawyer in Paris. He’s hoping . . . Well,
you know, crime passionnel cases . .

Maigret went back to bed and knocked himself out with liberal doses
of hot toddy and aspirin. Whenever, after that, people tried to talk to
him about the case, he would grunt:

‘Case? What case?” in a way that discouraged further questions.

And the man came to see him, once or twice a week, kept him abreast
of the lawyer’s hopes.

[t was not quite an acquittal: a year’s suspended sentence.

And it was the man who taught Maigret to play chess.
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An Errand

Translated by Dorothy S. Blair

When she is the only one at the foot of the mortar-stones, the hen only
scratches with one paw. For she has, so she thinks, plenty of time to
choose her grains of corn.

Penda certainly was not the only girl in M"Badane, but she had only to
appear for the most beautiful to seem almost ugly. Of all the girls in the
village Penda was the most beautiful, and, far from being fastidious and
difficult to please as might have been expected, she was only too anxious
to find a husband, as she was afraid of growing into an old maid, for she
had already turned sixteen. On their side suitors were not lacking: every
single day her girl-friends’ brothers and fathers, young men and old men
from other villages, sent griots and dialis bearing gifts and fine words to
ask her hand in marriage.

If it had only depended on herself, Penda would certainly by now have
had a baby tied on her back, either good, or bad-tempered and crying.
But in the matter of marriage, as in all things, a girl must submit to her
tather’s will. It is her father who must decide whom she is to belong to: a
prince, a rich dioula or a common badoelo who sweats in the fields in the
sun; it is for her father to say if he wishes to bestow her on a powerful
marabout or an insignificant talibé.

Now Mor, the father of Penda, had demanded neither the immense
bride-price of a rich man, nor the meagre possessions of a badolo; still
less had he thought of offering his daughter to a marabout or to a
marabout’s disciple in order to enlarge his place in paradise.

Mor simply told all those who came to ask for his daughter, whether
for themselves, for their masters, for their sons, or for their brothers:

‘Twill give Penda without demanding bride-price or gifts, to the man
who will kill an ox and send me the meat by the agency of a hyena; but
when it arrives not a single morsel of the animal must be missing.

But how can you entrust meat, even dried meat, to a hyena, and pre-
vent her from touching it?

That was more difficult than making the round-eared Narr-the-Moor
keep a secret. It was more difficult than entrusting a calabash full of



Birago Diop

honey to a child and expect him not even to dip his little finger in. You
might as well try to prevent the sun from leaving his home in the morn-
ing or retiring to bed at the end of the day. You might as well forbid the
thirsty sand to drink the first drops of the first rains. Entrust meat to
Bouki-the-Hyena? You might as well entrust a pat of butter to a burning
fire. Entrust meat to Bouki and prevent her from touching it?

It was an impossibie task, so said the griots as they wended their way
home to their masters; so said the mothers who had come on their sons’
behalf; so said the old men who had come to ask for the beautiful Penda
for themselves.

A day’s walk from M’Badane lay the village of N’Diour. The inhabit-
ants of N'Diour were by no means ordinary folk; they were, or so they
believed, the only men and the only women, since earliest times, to have
tamed the double-dealing hyenas, with whom in fact they lived in perfect
peace and good understanding. It is true that the people of N'Diour did
their share to maintain these good relations. Every Friday they killed a
bull which they offered to Bouki-the-Hyena and her tribe.

Of all the young men of N'Diour, Birane was the best at wrestling as
well as at working in the fields; he was also the most handsome. When
his griot brought back the presents that Mor had refused, and told him
the conditions which Penda’s father had laid down, Birane said to him-
self,

T shall be the one to win Penda for my bed.’

He killed an ox, dried the meat, and put it in a goatskin; the skin was
enclosed in a coarse cotton bag and the whole thing placed in the middle
of a truss of straw.

On Friday, when Bouki came with her family to partake of the offer-
ing given by the people of N'Diour, Birane went to her and said,

‘My griot, who has no more sense than a babe at the breast, and who is
as stupid as an ox, has brought back the fine gifts that I sent to Penda, the
daughter of Mor of M’Badane. [ am certain that if you, whose wisdom is
great and whose tongue is as honey, took this simple truss of straw to
M’Badane to the house of Mor, you would only need to say, “Birane asks
for your daughter”, for him to grant her to you.”

‘T have grown old, Birane, and my back is no longer very strong, but
M’Bar, the eldest of my children, is full of vigour and he has inherited a
little of my wisdom. He will go to M'Badane for you, and T am sure that
he will acquit himself well of your mission.’

M’Bar set off very early in the morning, the truss of straw on his back.
When the dew moistened the truss of straw the pleasant odour of the
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meat began to float in the air. M'Bar-the-Hyena stopped, lifted his nose,
sniffed to the right, sniffed to the left, then resumed his way, a little less
hurriedly it seemed. The smell grew stronger, the hyena stopped again,
bared his teeth, thrust his nose to the right, to the left, into the air, then
turned round and sniffed to the four winds.

He resumed his journey, but now hesitating all the time, as if held
back by this penetrating, insistent smell which seemed to come from all
directions,

Not being able to resist it any longer, M Bar left the track thatled from
N’Diour to M’Badane, made huge circling detours in the veld, ferreting
to the right, ferreting to the left, continually retracing his steps, and took
three whole days instead of one to reach M’Badane.

M’Bar was certainly not in the best of tempers when he entered Mor’s
home. He did not wear the pleasant expression of a messenger who
comes to ask a great favour. This smell of meat that had impregnated all
the grass and all the bushes of the veld, and still impregnated the huts
of M'Badane and the courtyard of Mor’s home, had made him forget
on the way from N'Diour all the wisdom that old Bouki had instilled
into him, and stifled the gracious words that one always expects from a
petitioner. M’Bar scarcely even unclenched his teeth to say: “Assalamou
aleykoum! and nobody could even hear his greeting; but as he threw
down the truss of straw from his back that had bent under its weight, he
muttered in a voice that was more than disagreeable,

‘Birane of N’Diour sends you this truss of straw and asks you for your
daughter.’

Under the very eves of M'Bar-the-Hyena, first astonished, then indig-
nant, then covetous, Mor cut the liana ropes that bound the truss of
straw, opened it up, and took out the bag of coarse cotton; from the
coarse cotton bag he took out the goatskin, and from the goatskin the
pieces of dried meat.

‘Go,” Mor said to M'Bar-the-Hyena, who nearly burst with rage at the
sight of all that meat that he had unsuspectingly carried for three days,
and which was spread out there without his being able to touch a single
bit (for the folk of M’Badane were not like the inhabitants of N'Diour,
and in M'Badane hunting spears were lying all round}. ‘Go,’ said Mor,
‘go and tell Birane that [ give him my daughter. Tell him that he is not
only the most spirited and the strongest of all the young men of N'Diour,
but he is also the shrewdest. He has managed to entrust meat to you,
hyena; he will be able to keep a sharp watch on his wife and outwit all
tricks.’
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But M’Bar had certainly not heard the last words of Mor, which were
so flattering to the man who had sent him on this errand; he was already
out of the house and leaving the village, for he recalled having seen on his
long and tortuous path innumerable trusses of straw.

Indeed as soon as he reached the first fields of M'Badane he found
some trusses of straw. He cut the bonds, rummaged inside them,
scattered them all around without finding anything that resembled flesh
or even bones. He ran to the right, he ran to the left, ferreting, rum-
maging, scattering all the trusses of straw that he found in the fields, so
that it eventually took him another three days to get back to the village of
N’Diour.

‘What!” asked Birane, when he saw him arrive sweating and panting.
‘Haven't you done my errand yet, M’Bar? What have you been doing for
six days when you barely needed two days to get to M’Badane and back?’

‘What I did on the way is none of your business,” said M Bar-the-
Hyena in a curt voice. “Suffice to say, if it gives you pleasure, that Mor
gives you his daughter.’

And without waiting for the thanks that Birane would no doubt have
lavished on him, M’Bar went off to rummage in other trusses of straw.

And since that day, hyenas have never run errands for anyone at all.
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The Guest

Translated by Justin (3 Brien

The schoolmaster was watching the two men climb towards him, One
was on horseback, the other on foot. They bad not yet tackled the abrupt
rise leading to the schoolhouse built on the hillside. They were toiling
onwards, making slow progress in the snow, among the stones, on the
vast expanse of the high, deserted plateaun. From time to time the horse
stumbled. Without hearing anything yet, he could see the breath issuing
from the horse’s nostrils. One of the men, atleast, knew the region. They
were following the trail although it had disappeared days ago under a
layer of dirty white snow. The schoolmaster calculated that it would take
them half an hour to get on to the hill. It was cold; he went back into the
school to get a sweater.

He crossed the empty, frigid classroom. On the blackboard the four
rivers of France, drawn with four different coloured chalks, had been
flowing towards their estuaries for the past three days. Snow had
suddenly fallen in mid-October after eight months of drought without
the transition of rain, and the twenty pupils, more or less, who lived in
the villages scattered over the plateau had stopped coming. With fair
weather they would return. Daru now heated only the single room that
was his lodging, adjoining the classroom and giving also on to the
plateau to the east. Like the class windows, his window looked to the
south too. On that side the school was a few kilometres from the point
where the plateau began to slope towards the south. In clear weather
could be seen the purple mass of the mountain range where the gap
opened on to the desert.

Somewhat warmed, Daru returned to the window from which he had
first seen the two men. They were no longer visible. Hence they must
have tackled the rise. The sky was not so dark, for the snow had stopped
falling during the night. The morning had opened with a dirty light
which had scarcely become brighter as the ceiling of clouds lifted. At two
in the afternoon it seemed as if the day were merely beginning. But still
this was better than those three days when the thick snow was falling
amidst unbroken darkness with little gusts of wind that rattled the
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double door of the classroom. Then Daru had spent long hours in his
room, leaving it only to go to the shed and feed the chickens or get some
coal. Fortunately the delivery truck from Tadjid, the nearest village to the
north, had brought his supplies two days before the blizzard. It would
return in forty-eight hours.

Besides, he had enough to resist a siege, for the little room was cluttered
with bags of wheat that the administration left as a stock to distribute to
those of his pupils whose families had suffered from the drought.
Actually they had all been victims because they were all poor. Every day
Daru would distribute a ration to the children. They had missed it, he
knew, during these bad days. Possibly one of the fathers or big brothers
would come this afternoon and he could supply them with grain. It was
just a matter of carrying them over to the next harvest. Now shiploads of
wheat were arriving from France and the worst was over. But it would be
hard to forget that poverty, that army of ragged ghosts wandering in the
sunlight, the plateaux burned to a cinder month after month, the earth
shrivelled up little by little, literally scorched, every stone bursting into
dust under one’s foot. The sheep had died then by thousands and even a
few men, here and there, sometimes without anyone’s knowing.

In contrast with such poverty, he who lived almost like a monk in his
remote schoolhouse, none the less satisfied with the little he had and
with the rough life, had felt like a lord with his whitewashed walls, his
narrow couch, his unpainted shelves, his well, and his weekly provision
of water and food. And suddenly this snow, without warning, without
the foretaste of rain. This is the way the region was, cruel to live in, even
without men—who didn’t help matters either. But Daru had been born
here. Everywhere else, he felt exiled.

He stepped out on to the terrace in front of the schoolhouse. The two
men were now half-way up the slope. He recognized the horseman as
Balducdi, the old gendarme he had known for a long time. Balducci was
holding on the end of a rope an Arab who was walking behind him with
hands bound and head lowered. The gendarme waved a greeting to
which Daru did not reply, lost as he was in contemplation of the Arab
dressed in a faded blue jellaba, his feet in sandals but covered with socks
of heavy raw wool, his head surmounted by a narrow, short chéche. They
were approaching. Balducci was holding back his horse in order not to
hurt the Arab, and the group was advancing slowly.

Within earshot, Balducci shouted: ‘One hour to do the three kilo-
metres from El Ameur!” Daru did not answer. Short and square in his
thick sweater, he watched them climb. Not once had the Arab raised his
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head. “Hello,” said Daru when they got up on to the terrace. "‘Come in and
warm up.’ Balducd painfully got down from his horse without letting go
the rope. From under his bristling moustache he smiled at the school-
master. His little dark eyes, deep-set under a tanned forehead, and his
mouth surrounded with wrinkles made him look attentive and studious.
Daru took the bridle, led the horse to the shed, and came back to the two
men, who were now waiting for him in the school. He led then: into his
room. ‘1 am going to heat up the classroom,” he said. ‘We'll be more
comfortable there.” When he entered the room again, Balducci was on
the couch. He had undone the rope tying him to the Arab, who had
squatted near the stove. His hands still bound, the chéche pushed back on
his head, he was looking towards the window, At first Daru noticed only
his huge lips, fat, smooth, almost negroid; yet his nose was straight, his
eves were dark and full of fever. The chéche vevealed an obstinate fore-
head and, under the weathered skin now rather discoloured by the cold,
the whole face had a restless and rebellious look that struck Daru when
the Arab, turning his face towards him, looked him straight in the eyes.
‘Go into the other room,” said the schoolmaster, ‘and I'll make you some
mint tea.” “Thanks,” Balducci said. ‘What a nuisance! How 1 long for
retirement.” And addressing his prisoner in Arabic: ‘Come on, you.” The
Arab got up and, siowly, holding his bound wrists in front of him, went
into the classroom.

With the tea, Daru brought a chair. But Balducci was already enthroned
on the nearest pupil’s desk and the Arab had squatted against the
teacher’s platform facing the stove, which stood between the desk and
the window. When he held out the glass of tea to the prisoner, Daru
hesitated at the sight of his bound hands. ‘He might perhaps be untied.”
‘Certainly,” said Baldueci. “That was for the journey.” He started to get to
his feet. But Daru, setting the glass on the floor, had knelt beside the
Arab. Without saying anything, the Arab watched him with his feverish
eyes. Once his hands were free, he rubbed his swollen wrists against each
other, took the glass of tea, and sucked up the burning liquid in swift
little sips.

‘Good,” said Daru. ‘And where are vou headed for?’

Balducci withdrew his moustache from the tea. “Here, my boy.

‘Odd pupils! And you're spending the night?’

‘No. I'm going back to El Ameur. And you will deliver this fellow to
Tinguit. He is expected at police headquarters.’

Balducci was looking at Daru with a friendly little smile.

‘What's this story?” asked the schoolmaster. ‘Are you pulling my leg?’
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‘No, my boy. Those are the orders.’

‘The orders? I'm not . . " Daru hesitated, not wanting to hurt the old
Corsican, ‘T mean, that’s not my job.”

‘What! What’s the meaning of that? In wartime people do all kinds of
jobs.”

“Then I'll wait for the declaration of war!’

Balducci nodded.

*O.K. But the orders exist and they concern you too. Things are brew-
ing, it appears. There is talk of a forthcoming revolt. We are mobilized,
inaway.

Daru still had his obstinate look.

Listen, my boy,” Balducci said. T like you and you must understand.
There’s only a dozen of us at El Ameur to patrol throughout the whole
territory of a small department and I must get back in a hurry. I was
tald to hand this man over to you and return without delay. He couldn’t
be kept there. His village was beginning to stir; they wanted to take him
back. You must take him to Tinguit tomorrow before the day is over.
Twenty kilometres shouldn’t worry a husky fellow like you. After that,
all will be over. You'll come back to the pupils and your comfortable
life.”

Behind the wall the horse could be heard snorting and pawing the
earth. Daru was looking out of the window. Decidedly, the weather was
clearing and the light was increasing over the snowy plateau. When all
the snow was melted, the sun would take over again and once more
would burn the fields of stone. For days, still, the unchanging sky would
shed its dry light on the solitary expanse where nothing had any con-
nexion with man,

‘After all,” he said, turning around towards Balducci, ‘what did he do?’
And, before the gendarme had opened his mouth, he asked: ‘Does he
speak French?

‘No, not a word. We had been looking for him for a month, but they
were hiding him. He killed his cousin.’

‘Is he against us?’

‘T don’t think so. But you can never be sure.’

‘Why did he kill?’

‘A family squabble, I think. One owed the other grain, it seems. [ts
not at all clear. In short, he killed his cousin with a billhook. You know,
like a sheep, kreezk!’

Balducci made the gesture of drawing a blade across his throat and the
Arab, his attention attracted, watched him with a sort of anxiety. Daru
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felt a sudden wrath against the man, against all men with their rotten
spite, their tireless hates, their blood lust,

But the kettle was singing on the stove. He served Balducci more tea,
hesitated, then served the Arab again, who, a second time, drank avidly.
His raised arms made the jellaba fall open and the schoolmaster saw his
thin, muscular chest.

“Thanks, my boy,” Balducci said, ‘And now, 'm off”

He got up and went towards the Arab, taking a small rope from his
pocket.

‘What are you doing?’ Daru asked dryly.

Balducdi, disconcerted, showed him the rope.

‘Don’t bother.’

The old gendarme hesitated. “It’s up to you. Of course, you are
armed?

‘T have my shot gun.’

‘Where?’

‘In the trunk.’

“You ought to have it near your bed.

“‘Why? I have nothing to fear.

“You’re mad. If there’s an uprising, no one is safe, we're all in the same
boat.”

Tll defend myself. Pl have time to see them coming.’

Balducci began to laugh, then suddenly the moustache covered the
white teeth.

“You'll have time? O.K. That’s just what I was saying. You have always
been a little cracked. That’s why I like you, my son was like that.”

At the same time he took out his revolver and put it on the desk.

‘Keep it; I don’t need two weapons from here to El Ameur.

The revolver shone agginst the black paint of the gable. When the
gendarme turned towards him, the schoolmaster caught the smell of
leather and horseflesh.

‘Listen, Balducci,” Daru said suddenly, ‘every bit of this disgusts me,
and most of all your fellow here. But I won’t hand him over. Fight, yes, if
I have to. But not that.’

The old gendarme stood in front of him and looked at him severely.

“You're being a fool,” he said slowly. ‘T don’t like it either. You don’t
get used to putting a rope on a man even after vears of it, and you're even
ashamed—ryes, ashamed. But you can’t let them have their way.

‘T wor’t hand him over,” Daru said again.

‘It’s an order, my boy, and I repeat it.”
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‘That’s right. Repeat to them what I've said to you: I won’t hand him
over.

Balducci made a visible effort to reflect. He looked at the Arab and at
Daru. At last he decided.

‘No, I won't tell them anything. If you want to drop us, go ahead; I'll
not denounce you. I have an order to deliver the prisoner and I'm doing
so. And now you’ll just sign this paper for me.’

“There’s no need. U'll not deny that you left him with me.

‘Don’t be mean with me. I know you'll tell the truth. You're from
hereabouts and you are a man, But you must sign, that’s the rule.”

Daru opened his drawer, took out a little square bottle of purple ink,
the red wooden penholder with the “sergeant-major’ pen he used for
making models of penmanship, and signed. The gendarme carefully
folded the paper and put it into his wallet. Then he moved towards the
door.

TH see you off,” Daru said.

‘No,” said Balducci. “There’s no use being polite. You insulted me.’

He looked at the Arab, motionless in the same spot, sniffed peevishly,
and turned away towards the door. ‘Goodbye, son,” he said. The door
shut behind him. Balducd appeared suddenly outside the window and
then disappeared. His footsteps were muffled by the snow. The horse
stirred on the other side of the wall and several chickens fluttered in
fright. A moment later Balducci reappeared outside the window leading
the horse by the bridle. He walked towards the little rise without turning
round and disappeared from sight with the horse following him. A big
stone could be heard bouncing down. Daru walked back towards the
prisoner, who, without stirring, never took his eyes off him. “Wait,” the
schoolmaster said in Arabic and went towards the bedroom. As he was
going through the door, he had a second thought, went to the desk, took
the revolver, and stuck it in his pocket. Then, without looking back, he
went into his room.

For some time he lay on his couch watching the sky gradually close
over, listening to the silence. It was this silence that had seemed painful
to him during the first days here, after the war. He had requested a post
in the little town at the base of the foothills separating the upper plateaux
from the desert. There, rocky walls, green and black to the north, pink
and Javender to the south, marked the frontier of eternal summer. He
had been named to a post farther north, on the plateau itself. In the
beginning, the solitude and the silence had been hard for him on these
wastelands peopled only by stones. Occasionally, furrows suggested
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cultivation, but they had been dug to uncover a certain kind of stone
good for building. The only ploughing here was to harvest rocks.
Elsewhere a thin layer of soil accumulated in the hollows would be
scraped out to enrich paltry village gardens. This is the way it was: bare
rock covered three-quarters of the region. Towns sprang up, flourished,
then disappeared; men came by, loved one another or fought bitterly,
then died. No one in this desert, neither he nor his guest, mattered. And
yet, outside this desert neither of them, Daru knew, could have really
lived.

When he got up, no noise came from the classroom. He was amazed
at the unmixed joy he derived from the mere thought that the Arab
might have fled and that he would be alone with no decision to make.
But the prisoner was there. He had merely stretched out between the
stove and the desk. With eyes open, he was staring at the ceiling. In that
position, his thick lips were particularly noticeable, giving him a pouting
look. "Come,” said Daru. The Arab got up and followed him. In the bed-
room, the schoolmaster pointed to a chair near the table under the win-
dow. The Arab sat down without taking his eyes off Daru.

‘Are you hungry?’

“Yes, the prisoner said.

Daru set the table for two. He took flour and oil, shaped a cake in a
frying-pan, and lighted the little stove that functioned on bottled gas.
While the cake was cooking, he went out to the shed to get cheese, eggs,
dates, and condensed milk. When the cake was done he set it on the
window sill to cool, heated some condensed milk diluted with water, and
beat up the eggs into an omelette. In one of his motions he knocked
against the revolver stuck in his right pocket. He set the bowl down, went
into the classroom, and put the revolver in his desk drawer. When he
came back to the room, night was falling. He put on the light and served
the Arab. ‘Eat,” he said. The Arab took a piece of the cake, lifted it eagerly
to his mouth, and stopped short.

‘And you?” he asked.

‘After you. T'll eat too.”

The thick lips opened slightly, The Arab hesitated, then bit into the
cake determinedly.

The meal over, the Arab looked at the schoolmaster, ‘Are you the
judge?

‘No, I'm simply keeping you until tomorrow.

‘Why do you eat with me?’

‘T'm hungry.’
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The Arab fell silent. Daru got up and went out. He brought back a
folding bed from the shed, set it up between the table and the stove, at
right-angles to his own bed. From a large suitcase which, upright in a
corner, served as a shelf for papers, he took two blankets and arranged
them on the camp bed. Then he stopped, felt useless, and sat down on his
bed. There was nothing more to do or to get ready. He had to look at this
man, He looked at him, therefore, trying to imagine his face bursting
with rage. He couldn’t do so. He could see nothing but the dark yet
shining eyes and the animal mouth.

‘Why did you kill him?¥ he asked in a voice whose hostile tone
surprised him.

The Arab looked away.

‘He ran away. | ran after him.

He raised his eyes to Daru again and they were full of a sort of woeful
interrogation. ‘Now what will they do to me?’

‘Are you afraid?’

He stiffened, turning his eyes away.

‘Are you sorry?

The Arab stared at him open-mouthed. Obviously he did not under-
stand. Daru’s annoyance was growing. At the same time he felt awkward
and self-conscious with his big body wedged between the two beds.

‘Lie down there,” he said impatiently. “That’s your bed.”

The Arab didn’t move. He called to Daru:

“Tell me!’

The schoolmaster looked at him.

Is the gendarme coming back tomorrow?’

‘Tdon’t know.’

*Are you coming with us?’

‘T don’t know. Why?’

The prisoner got up and stretched out on top of the blankets, his feet
towards the window. The light from the electric bulb shone straight into
his eyes and he closed then at once.

‘Why?” Daru repeated, standing beside the bed.

The Arab opened his eyes under the blinding light and looked at him,
trying not to blink,

‘Come with us,” he said.

In the middle of the night, Daru was still not asleep. He had gone to bed
after undressing completely; he generally slept naked. But, when he
suddenly realized that he had nothing on, hesitated. He felt vulnerable
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and the temptation came to him to put on his clothes again. Then he
shrugged his shoulders; after all, he wasn’t a child and, if need be, he
could break his adversary in two. From his bed he could observe him,
lying on his back, still motionless with his eyes closed under the harsh
light. When Daru turned out the light, the darkuess seemed to coagulate
all of a sudden. Little by little, the night came back to life in the window
where the starless sky was stirring gently. The schoolmaster soon made
out the body lying at his feet. The Arab still did not move, but his eyes
seemed open. A faint wind was prowling around the schoolhouse.
Perhaps it would drive away the clouds and the sun would reappear.

During the night the wind increased. The hens fluttered a little
and then were silent. The Arab turned over on his side with his back to
Daru, who thought he heard him moan. Then he listened for his guest’s
breathing, become heavier and more regular. He listened to that breath
so close to him and mused without being able to go to sleep. In this room
where he had been sleeping alone for a year, this presence bothered him.
But it bothered him also by imposing on him a sort of brotherhood he
knew well but refused to accept in the present circurmstances, Men who
share the same rooms, soldiers or prisoners, develop a strange alliance as
if, having cast off their armour with their clothing, they fraternized every
evening, over and above their differenices, in the ancient community of
dream and fatigue. But Daru shook himself; he didn’t like such musings,
and it was essential to sleep.

A little later, however, when the Arab stirred slightly, the school-
master was still not asleep. When the prisoner made a second move, he
stiffened, on the alert. The Arab was lifting himself slowly on his arms
with almost the motion of a sleepwalker. Seated upright in bed, he
waited motionless without turning his head towards Daru, as if he were
listening attentively. Daru did not stir; it had just occurred to him that
the revolver was still in the drawer of his desk. It was better to act at once.
Yet he continued to observe the prisoner, who, with the same slithery
motion, put his feet on the ground, waited again, then began to stand up
slowly. Daru was about to call out to him when the Arab began to walk,
in a quite natural but extraordinarily silent way. He was heading towards
the door at the end of the room that opened into the shed. He lifted the
latch with caution and went out, pushing the door behind him but with-
out shutting it. Daru had not stirred. ‘He is running away,” he merely
thought. ‘Good riddance!” Yet he listened attentively. The hens were not
fluttering; the guest must be on the plateau. A faint sound of water
reached him, and he didn’t know what it was until the Arab again stood
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framed in the doorway, closed the door carefully, and came back to bed
without a sound. Then Daru turned his back on him and fell asleep. Still
later he seemed, from the depths of his sleep, to hear furtive steps around
the schoolhouse. T'm dreaming! 'm dreaming!” he repeated to himself.
And he went on sleeping.

When he awoke, the sky was clear; the loose window let in a cold, pure
air. The Arab was asleep, hunched up under the blankets now, his mouth
open, utterly refaxed. But when Daru shook him, he started dreadfully,
staring at Daru with wild eyes as if he had pever seen him and such a
frightened expression that the schoolmaster stepped back. ‘Don’t be
afraid. It’s me. You must eat.” The Arab nodded his head and said vyes.
Calm had returned to his face, but his expression was vacant and listless.

The coffee was ready. They drank it seated together on the folding bed
as they munched their pieces of the cake. Then Daru led the Arab to
the shed and showed him the tap where he washed. He went back into
the room, folded the blankets and the bed, made his own bed and put the
room in order. Then he went through the classroom and out on to the
terrace. The sun was already rising in the blue sky; a soft, bright light was
bathing the deserted plateaw. On the ridge the snow was melting in spots.
The stones were about to reappear. Crouched on the edge of the plateay,
the schoolmaster looked at the deserted expanse. He thought of Balducci.
He had hurt him, for he had sent him off in a way as if he didn’t want to
be associated with him. He could still hear the gendarme’s farewell and,
without knowing why, he felt strangely empty and vulnerable. At that
moment, from the other side of the schoolhouse, the prisoner coughed.
Daru listened to him almost despite himself and then, furious, threw a
pebble that whistled through the air before sinking into the snow. That
man’s stupid crime revolted him, but to hand him over was contrary to
honour. Merely thinking of it made him smart with humiliation. And he
cursed at one and the same time his own people who had sent him this
Arab and the Arab too who had dared to kill and not managed to get
away. Daru got up, walked in a circle on the terrace, waited motionless,
and then went back into the schoolhouse.

The Arab, leaning over the cement floor of the shed, was washing his
teeth with two fingers. Daru looked at him and said: ‘Come.” He went
back into the room ahead of the prisoner. He slipped a hunting-jacket on
over his sweater and put on walking shoes. Standing, he waited until the
Arab had put on his cléche and sandals. They went into the dassroom
and the schoolmaster pointed to the exit, saying: ‘Go ahead.” The fellow
didn’t budge. ‘T'm coming,” said Daru. The Arab went out. Daru went
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back into the room and made a package of pieces of rusk, dates, and
sugar. In the classroom, before going out, he hesitated a second in front
of his desk, then crossed the threshold and locked the door. “That’s the
way,” he said. He started towards the east, followed by the prisoner. But,
a short distance from the schoolhouse, he thought he heard a slight
sound behind them. He retraced his steps and examined the surround-
ings of the house; there was no one there. The Arab watched him without
secming to understand. *Come on,’ said Daru.

They walked for an hour and rested beside a sharp peak of limestone.
The snow was melting faster and faster and the sun was drinking up the
puddles at once, rapidly cleaning the plateau, which gradually dried and
vibrated like the air itself. When they resumed walking, the ground rang
under their feet. From time to time a bird rent the space in front of them
with a joyful cry. Daru breathed in deeply the fresh morning light. He felt
a sort of rapture before the vast familiar expanse, now almost entirely
yellow under its dome of blue sky. They walked an hour more, descend-
ing towards the south. They reached a level height made up of crumbly
rocks. From there on, the plateau sloped down, eastward, towards a low
plain where there were a few spindly trees and, to the south, towards
outcroppings of rock that gave the landscape a chaotic look.

Daru surveyed the two directions. There was nothing but the sky on
the horizon. Not a man could be seen. He turned towards the Arab, who
was looking at him blankly. Daru held out the package to him. “Take it,’
he said. “There are dates, bread, and sugar. You can hold out for two
days. Here are a thousand francs too.” The Arab took the package and the
money but kept his full hands at chest level as if he didn’t know what to
do with what was being given him. ‘Now look,” the schoolmaster said as
he pointed in the direction of the cast, ‘there’s the way to Tinguit. You
have a two-hour walk. At Tinguit you'll find the administration and the
police. They are expecting you.” The Arab looked towards the east, still
holding the package and the money against his chest. Daru took his
elbow and turned him rather roughly towards the south. At the foot of
the height on which they stood could be seen a faint path. “That’s the trail
across the plateau. In a day’s walk from here you'll find pasture lands and
the first nomads. They’ll take you in and shelter you according to their
faw.” The Arab had now turned towards Daru and a sort of panic was
visible in his expression. ‘Listen, he said. Daru shook his head: ‘No, be
quiet. Now I'm leaving you.” He turned his back on him, took two long
steps in the direction of the school, looked hesitantly at the motionless
Arab, and started off again. For a few minutes he heard nothing but his
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own step resounding on the cold ground and did not turn his head. A
moment later, however, he turned around. The Arab was still there on
the edge of the hill, his arms hanging now, and he was looking at the
schoolmaster. Daru felt something rise in his throat. But he swore with
impatience, waved vaguely, and started off again. He had already gone
some distance when he again stopped and looked. There was no longer
anyone on the hill,

Daru hesitated. The sun was now rather high in the sky and was
beginning to beat down on his head. The schoolmaster retraced his steps,
at first somewhat uncertainly, then with decision. When he reached the
little hill, he was bathed in sweat. He climbed it as fast as he could and
stopped, out of breath, at the top. The rock-fields to the south stood out
sharply against the blue sky, but on the plain to the east a steamy heat
was already rising. And in that slight haze, Daru, with heavy heart, made
out the Arab walking slowly on the road to prison.

Alittle later, standing before the window of the classroom, the school-
master was watching the clear light bathing the whole surface of the
plateau, but he hardly saw it. Behind him on the blackboard, among the
winding French rivers, sprawled the clumsily chalked-up words he had
just read: “You handed over our brother. You will pay for this.” Daru
looked at the sky, the plateau, and, beyond, the invisible lands stretching
all the way to the sea. In this vast landscape he had loved so much, he was
alone.



SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR (1908~1986)

Monologue
Translated by Patrick O’Brien

The monologue is her form of revenge.
Flaubert

The silly bastards! 1 drew the curtains they keep the stupid coloured
lanterns and the fairy lights on the Christmas trees out of the apartment
but the noises come in through the walls. Engines revving brakes and
now here they are starting their horns big shots is what they take them-
selves for behind the wheel of their dreary middle-class family cars their
lousy semisports jobs their miserable little Dauphines their white
convertibles. A white convertible with black seats that’s terrific and the
fellows whistled when I went by with slanting sunglasses on my nose and
a Hermes scarf on my head and now they think they're going to impress
me with their filthy old wrecks and their bawling klaxons! If they all
smashed into one another right under my windows how happy I should
be happy. The swine they are shattering my eardrums I've no more plugs
the last two are jamming the telephone bell they are utterly repulsive yet
still I'd rather have my ears shattered than hear the telephone not ring-
ing. Stop the uproar the silence: sleep. And I shan’t get a wink yesterday 1
couldn’t either T was so sick with horror because it was the day before
today. I've taken so many sleeping pills they don’t work anymore and
that doctor is a sadist he gives them to me in the form of suppositories
and I can’t stuff myself like a gun. I've got to get some rest I have to I
must be able to cope with Tristan tomorrow: no tears no shouting. “This
is an absurd position. A ghastly mess, even from the point of view of
dough! A child needs its mother.” 'm going to have another sleepless
night my nerves will be completely frazzled T'll make a cock of it.
Bastards! They thump thump in my head I can see them I can hear them.
They are stuffing themselves with cheap foie gras and burned turkey they
drool over it Albert and Madame Nanard Etiennette their snooty off-
spring my mother: it’s flying in the face of nature that my own brother
my own mother should prefer my ex-husband to me. P've nothing what-
ever to say to them only just let them stop preventing me sleeping; you
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get so you are fit to be shut up you confess everything, true or false, they
needn’t count on that though I'm tough they won’t get me down.

Celebrations with them, how they stank: it was ghastly enough quite
ghastly enough on ordinary days! I always loathed Christmas Easter July
14. Papa lifted Nanard onto his shoulder so that he could see the fire-
works and I stayed there on the ground squashed between them just at
prick level and that randy crowd’s smell of sex and Mama said ‘there she
is snivelling again’ they stuffed an ice into my hand there was nothing |
wanted to do with it I threw it away they sighed I couldn’t be slapped on
a July 14 evening. As for him he never touched me [ was the one he liked
best: ‘proper little God-damn woman.” But when he kicked the bucket
she didn’t bother to hold in anymore and she used to swipe me across the
face with her rings. I never slapped Sylvie once. Nanard was the king. She
used to take him into her bed in the morning and I heard them tickling
one another he says it’s untrue 'm disgusting of course he’s not going
to confess they never do confess indeed maybe he's forgotten they are
very good at forgetting anything inconvenient and [ say they are shits
on account of I do remember: she used to wander about her brothel of a
room half naked in her white silk dressing gown with its stains and
cigarette holes and be clung around her legs it makes vou really sick
mothers with their little male jobs and I was supposed to be like them no
thank you very much indeed. I wanted decent children clean children I
didn’t want Francis to become a fairy like Nanard. Nanard with his five
kids he’s a bugger for all that you can’t deceive me you really must hate
women to have married that cow.

It’s not stopping. How many of them are there? In the streets of Paris
hundreds of thousands. And it’s the same in every town all over the
world: three thousand million and il get worse and worse: famines
there are not nearly enough more and more and more people: even the
sky’s infested with them presently they will be as thick in space as they
are on the motorways and the moon you can’t look at it anymore with-
out thinking that there are cunts up there spouting away. I used to like
the moon it was like me; and they’ve mucked it up like they muck every-
thing up they were revolting those photos—a dreary greyish dusty thing
anyone at all can trample about on.

I was clean straight uncompromising. No cheating: I've had that in
my bones since [ was a child. T can see myself now a quaint little brat in a
ragged dress Mama looked after me so badly and the kind lady simpering
‘And so we love our little brother do we?” And [ answered calmly T hate
him.” The icy chill: Mama’s look. It was perfectly natural that I should
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have been jealous all the books say so: the astonishing thing the thing 1
like is that I should have admitted it. No compromise no act: that proper
little woman was me all right. I'm clean Pm straight I don’t join in any
act: that makes them mad they hate being seen through they want you to
believe the stuff they hand out or at least to pretend to.

Here’s some of their bloody nonsense now—rushing up the stairs
laughter voices all in a tizzy. What the hell sense does that make, all
working themselves up at a set date a set time just because you start using
a new calendar? All my life it’s made me sick, this sort of hysterical crap. I
ought to tell the story of my life. Lots of women do it people print them
people talk about them they strut about very pleased with themselves my
boek would be more interesting than all their balls: it’s made me sweat
but Pve lived and I've lived without lies without sham how furious it
would make them to see my name and picture in the shop windows and
everyone would learn the real genuine truth. I'd have a whole raft of men
at my feet again they’re such grovelling creatures that the most dreadful
stob once she’s famous they make a wild rush for her. Maybe I should
meet one who would know how to love me.

My father loved me. No one else. Everything comes from that. All
Albert thought of was slipping off I loved him quite madly poor fool that
I was. How I suffered in those days, young and as straight as they come!
So of course you do silly things: maybe it was a put-up job what is there
to show he didn’t know Olivier? A filthy plot it knocked me completely
to pieces.

Now of course that just had to happen they are dancing right over my
head. My night is wrecked finished tomorrow I shall be a rag I shall have
to dope myself to manage Tristan and the whole thing will end in the
shit. You mustn’t do it! Swine! It’s all that matters to me in life sleep,
Swine. They are allowed to shatter my ears and trample on me and
they’re making the most of it. “The dreary bitch downstairs can’t make a
fuss it’s New Year’s Day.” Laugh away I'll find some way of getting even
she’ll bitch you the dreary bitch I've never let anyone walk over me ever.
Albert was livid. "No need to make a scene!” oh yes indeed there was! He
was dancing with Nina belly to belly she was sticking out her big tits she
stank of scent but underneath it you got a whiff of bidet and he was jig-
ging about with a prick on him like a bull. Scenes I've made scenes all
right in my life. I've always been that proper little woman who answered
‘T hate him’ fearless open as a book dead straight.

They’re going to break through the ceiling and come down on my
head. I can see them from here it’s too revolting they're rubbing together
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sex to sex the women the respectable women it makes them wet they're
charmed with themselves because the fellow’s tail is standing up. And
each one of them is getting ready to give his best friend a pair of horns his
dearly beloved girlfriend they’ll do it that very night in the bathroom not
even lying down dress hitched up on their sweating asses when you go
and pee you'll tread in the mess like at Rose’s the night of my scene.
Maybe it’s on the edge of a blue party that couple upstairs they’re in their
fifties at that age they need whorehouse tricks to be able to thread the
needle, I'm sure Albert and his good lady have whore parties you can see
from Christine’s face she’s ready for anything at all he wouldn’t have to
hold himself back with her. Poor bleeder that I was at twenty too simple-
minded too shamefaced. Touching, that awkwardness: I did really
deserve to be loved. Oh I've been done dirt life’s given me no sort of a
break.

Hell I'm dying of thirst 'm hungry but it would slay me to get up out
of my armchair and go to the kitchen. You freeze to death in this hole
only if I turn up the central heating the air will dry out completely there’s
no spit left in my mouth my nose is burning. What a bleeding mess their
civilization. They can muck up the moon but can’t heat a house. If they
had any sense they'd invent robots that would go and fetch me fruit juice
when I want some and see to the house without my having to be sweet to
them and listen to all their crap.

Mariette’s not coming tomorrow fine I'm sick of her old father’s
cancer. At least P've disciplined her she keeps more or less in her place.
There are some that put on rubber gloves to do the washing up and play
the lady that T cannot bear. T don’t want them to be sluts either so you
find hairs in the salad and finger marks on the doors, Tristan is a cunt. |
treat my dailies very well. But I want them to do their jobs properly with-
out making a fuss or telling me the story of their lives. For that you have
to train them just as you have to train children to make worthwhile
grown-ups out of them,

Tristan has not trained Francis: that bitch of a Mariette is leaving me
in the lurch. The drawing room will be a pigsty after they’ve been here.
They'll come with a plushy present everyone will kiss everyone else T will
hand around little cakes Francis will make the answers his father has
gone over with him he les like a grown-up man. I should have made a
decent child of him. T shall tell Tristan a kid deprived of his mother
always ends up by going to the bad he’ll turn into a hooligan or a fairy
you don’t want that. My serious thoughtful voice makes me feel sick:
what T should really like to do is scream it’s unnatural to take a child
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away from its mother! But I'm dependent on him. ‘Threaten him with
divorce,” said DDédé. That made him laugh. Men hold together so the law
is s0 unfair and he has so much pull that it’s him that would get the
decree. He would keep Francis and not another penny and you can
whistle for the rent. Nothing to be done against this filthy blackmail-—an
allowance and the flat in exchange for Francis. I am at his mercy. No
money you can’t stand up for yourself you're less than nothing a zero
twice over. What a numskuldl T didn’t give a damn about money unselfish
half-wit. T didn’t twist their arms a quarter enough. If ] had stayed with
Florent I should have made myself a pretty little nest egg. Tristan fell for
me fell right on his face I had pity on him. And there you are! This
puffed-up litile pseudo-Napoleon leaves me flat because I don’t swoon
go down on my knees in admiration before him. I'll fix him. Pl tell him
I'm going to tell Francis the truth: 'm not ill | live alone because your
swine of a father ditched me he buttered me up then he tortured me he
even knocked me about. Go into hysterics in front of the boy bleed to
death on their doormat that or something else. I have weapons I'll use
them he’ll come back to me I'shan’t go on rotting all alone in this dump
with those people on the next floor who trample me underfoot and the
ones next door who wake me every morning with their radio and no one
to bring me so much as a crust when I'm hungry. All those fat cows have
a man to protect them and kids to wait on them and me nothing: this
can’t go on. For a fortnight now the plumber hasn’t come a woman on
her own they think they can do anything how despicable people are
when you're down they stamp on you. L kick back Tkeep my end up buta
woman alone is spat on. The concierge gives a dirty laugh. At ten in the
morning it is in concordance with the law to have the radio on: if he thinks
I'm impressed by his long words. I had them on the telephone four nights
running they knew it was me but impossible to pin it I laughed and
laughed: they've coped by having calls stopped I'll find something else.
What? Drips like that sleep at night work all day go for a walk on Sunday
there’s nothing you can get a hold on. A man under my roof. The plumber
would have come the concierge would say good day politely the neigh-
bours would turn the volume down. Bloody hell, I want to be treated
with respect I want my husband my son my home like everybody else.

A little boy of eleven it would be fun to take him to the circus to the
zoo. U'd train him right away. He was easier to handle than Sylvie. She
was a tough one to cope with soft and cunning like that slug Albert. Oh, I
don’t hold it against her poor little creep they all put her against me and
she was at the age when girls loathe their mothers they call that ambiva-
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lence but it’s hatred. There’s another of those truths that make them
mad. Etiennette dripped with fury when I told her to look at Claudie’s
diary. She didn’t want to look, like those women who don’t go to the
doctor because they're afraid of having cancer so you're still the dear
little mama of a dear little daughter. Sylvie was not a dear little anything I
had a dose of that when I read her diary: but as for me I look things
straight in the face, I didn’t let it worry me all that much Tknew all T had
to do was wait and one day she would understand and she would say |
was the one who was in the right and not them and cram it down their
throats. I was patient never did I raise a hand against her. I took care of
myself of course. 1 told her, “You won’t get me down.” Obstinate as a
mule whining for hours on end days on end over a whim there wasn’t the
slightest reason for her to see Tristan again. A girl needs a father I ought
to know if anybody does: but nobody’s ever said she needs two. Albert
was quite enough of a nuisance already he was taking everything the law
allowed him and more I had to struggle every inch of the way he’d have
corrupted her if [ hadn’t fought. The frocks he gave her it was immoral.
didn’t want my daughter to turn into a whore like my mother, Skirts up
to her knees at seventy paint all over her face! When 1 passed her in the
street the other day I crossed over to the other sidewalk, With her strut-
ting along like that what a fool I should have looked if she had put on the
great reconciliation act. I'm sure her place is as squalid as ever with the
cash she flings away at the hairdresser’s she could afford herself a clean-
ing woman.

No more horns blowing I preferred that row to hearing them roaring
and bellowing in the street: car doors slamming they shout they laugh
some of them are singing they are drunk already and upstairs that racket
goes on. They’re making me ill there’s a foul taste in my mouth and these
two little pimples on my thigh they horrify me. I take care T only eat
health foods but even so there are people who muck about with them
hands more or less clean there’s no hygiene anywhere in the world the air
is polluted not only because of the cars and the factories but also these
millions of filthy mouths swallowing it in and belching it out from
morning till night: when I think I'm swimming in their breath I feel like
rushing off into the very middle of the desert: how can you keep your
body dean in such a lousy disgusting world you’re contaminated
through all the pores of your skin and yet | was healthy clean T can’t bear
them infecting me. If | had to go to bed there’s not one of them that
would move a finger to look after me. I could croak any minute with
my poor overloaded heart no one would know anything about it that
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terrifies the guts out of me. They'll find a rotting corpse behind the door
I'll stink I'll have shat the rats will have eaten my nose. Die alone live
alone no [ can’t bear it. I need to have a man [ want Tristan to come back
lousy dunghill of a world they are shouting they are laughing and here
am withering on the shelf: forty-three it’s too soon it’s unfair I want to
live. Big-time life that’s me: the convertible the apartment the dresses
everything. Florent shelled out and no horsing around-—except a little in
bed right’s right—all he wanted to do was to go to bed with me and show
me off in smart joints I was lovely my loveliest time all my girlfriends
were dying with envy. It makes me sick to think of those days nobody
takes me out anymore | just stay here stewing in my own shit. 'm sick of
it I'm sick of it sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick
sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick
sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick
sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick
sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick
sick sick sick.

That bastard Tristan I want him to have me out to a restaurant to a
theatre I'll insist upon it I don’t insist nearly enough all he does is come
drooling along here either by himself or with the kid sits there with a
mealy-mouthed smirk on his face and at the end of an hour he drools off
again. Not so much as a sign of life even on New Year’s Evel Swine! I'm
bored black I'm bored through the ground it’s inhuman. If T slept that
would kill the time, But there is this noise outside. And inside my head
they are giving that dirty laugh and saying, ‘She’s all alone.” They’ll laugh
the other side of their faces when Tristan comes back to me. He'll come
back I'll make him I certainly will. I'll go to the couturiers again I'll give
cocktail parties evening parties my picture will be in Vogue with a neck-
line plunging to there I have better breasts than anyone. ‘Have you seen
the picture of Murielle?” They will be utterly fucked and Francis will tell
them about how we go to the zoo the circus the skating rink I'll spoil
him that’ll make them choke on their lies their slanders. Such hatred!
Clear-sighted too clear-sighted. They don’t like being seen through: as
for me I'm straight I don’t join their act I tear masks off. They dont
forgive me for that. A mother jealous of her daughter so now I've seen
everything. She flung me at Albert’s head to get rid of me for other
reasons too no I don’t want to believe it. What a dirty trick to have urged
me into that marriage me so vital alive a burning flame and him stuffy
middle-class coldhearted prick like limp macaroni. I would have known
the kind of man to suit Sylvie. I had her under control yes [ was firm but
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I was always affectionate always ready to talk I wanted to be a friend to
her and I would have kissed my mother’s hands if she had behaved like
that to me. But what a thankless heart. She's dead and so all right what of
it? The dead are not saints. She wouldn’t cooperate she never confided in
me at all. There was someone in her life a boy or maybe a girl who can tell
this generation is so twisted. But there wasn’t a precaution she didn’t
take. Not a single letter in her drawers and the last two years not a single
page of diary: if she went on keeping one she hid it terribly well even after
her death I didn’t find anything. Blind with fury just because I was doing
my duty as a mother. Me the selfish one when she ran away like that it
would have been in my interest to have left her with her father. Without
her I still had a chance of making a new life for myself. It was for her own
good that I was having none of it. Christine with her three great lumps of
children it would have suited her down to the ground to have had a big
fifteen-year-old girl she could have given all the chores to poor lamb she
had no notion the hysterics she put on for the benefit of the police, . . .
Yes the police. Was I supposed to put on kid gloves? What are the police
there for? Stray cats? Albert offering me money to give up Sylvie! Always
this money how grovelling men are they think everything can be bought
anyhow [ didn’t give a damn about his money it was peanuts compared
with what Tristan allows me. And even if T had been broke I'd never have
sold my daughter. “‘Why don’t you let her go, that chick only brings you
headaches’ Dédé said to me. She doesn’t understand a mother’s feelings
she never thinks of anything but her own pleasure. But one must not
always be at the receiving end one must also know how to give. L had a
great deal to give Sylvie I should have made her into a fine gitl: and 1
asked nothing from her for myself. 1 was completely devoted. Such
ingratitude! It was perfectly natural I should ask that teacher’s help.
According to her diary Sylvie worshiped her and I thought she’d hold her
bloody tongue the lousy half-baked intellectual. No doubt there was
much more between them than I imagined I've always been so clean-
minded I never see any harm these alleged brain workers are all bull
dykes. Sylvie’s snivelling and fuss after it and my mother who told me on
the phone I had no right to intermeddle with my daughter’s friendships.
That was the very word she used intermeddle. ‘Oh as far as that was
concerned you never intermeddled. And don’t you begin now if you
please.” Straight just like that. And T hung up. My own mother it’s utterly
unnatural. In the end Sylvie would have realized. That was one of the
things that really shattered me at the cemetery. I said to myself ‘A little
later she would have said T was in the right.” The ghastliness of remem-
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bering the blue sky all those flowers Albert crying in front of everyone
Christ you exercise some self-control. I controlled myself yet L knew very
well Id never recover from the blow. It was me they were burying. [ have
been buried. They've all got together to cover me over deep. Even on this
night not a sign of life. They know very well that nights when there are
celebrations everybody laughing gorging stuffing one another the lonely
ones the bereaved kill themselves just like that. It would suit them
beautifully if I were to vanish they hide me in a hole but it doesn’t work
P'm a burr in their pants. I don’t intend to oblige them, thank you very
much indeed. I want to live I want to come to life again. Tristan will
come back to me U'll be done right by I'll get out of this filthy hole. If 1
talked to him now I should feel better maybe I'd be able to sleep. He
must be at home he’s an early bedder, he saves himself up. Be calm
friendly don’t get his back up otherwise my night is shot to hell,

He doesn’t answer. Either he’s not there or he doesn’t want to answer,
He’s jammed the bell he doesn’t want to listen to what 1 have to say. They
sit in judgement upon me find me guilty not one of them ever listens
to me. | never punished Sylvie without listening to what she had to say
first it was she who clammed up who wouldn’t talk. Only vesterday he
wouldn't let me say a quarter of what I had to say and I could hear him
dozing at the other end of the line. It’s disheartening. I reason I explain
I prove: patiently step by step 1 force them to the truth I think they’re
following me and then I ask “What have I just said? They don’t know
they stuff themselves with mental earplugs and if a remark happens to
get through their answer is just so much balls. I start over again [ pile up
fresh arguments: same result. Albert is a champion at that game but
Tristan is not so bad either. “You ought to take me away with Francis for
the holidays.” He doesn’t answer he talks of something else. Children
have to listen but they manage they forget. “What have I said, Sylvie?’
“You said when one is messy in small things one is messy in big ones and
I must tidy my room before I go out.” And then the next day she did not
tidy it. When I force Tristan to listen to me and he can’t find anything to
reply—a boy needs his mother a mother can’t do without her child it’s so
obvious that even the crookedest mind can’t deny it—he goes to the
door flies down the stairs four at a time while I shout down the well and
cut myself off short in case the neighbours think I'm cracked: how
cowardly it is he knows I loathe scenes particularly as T've an odd sort of
a reputation in this house of course I have they behave so weirdly—
unnaturally—that sometimes I do the same. Oh what the hell | used to
behave so well it gave me a pain in the ass Tristan’s casualness his big
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laugh his loud voice I should have liked to see him drop down dead when
he used to horse around in public with Sylvie.

Wind! It’s suddenly started to blow like fury how | should like an
enormous disaster that would sweep everything away and me with it a
typhoon a cyclone it would be restful to die if there were no one left to
think about me: give up my body my poor little life to them no! But for
everybody to plunge into nothingness that would be fine: I'm tired of
fighting them even when I'm alone they harry me it’s exhausting I wish it
would all come to an end! Alas! I shan’t have my typhoon I never have
anything I want. It’s only a little very ordinary wind it'll have torn off a
few tiles a few chimney pots everything is mean and piddling in this
world nature’s as bad as men. ’'m the only one that has splendid dreams
and it would have been better to choke them right away everything
disappoints me always.

Perhaps T ought to stuff up these sleeping things and go to bed. But
m still too wide awake I'd only writhe about. If I had got him on the
phone if we'd talked pleasantly I should have calmed down. He doesn’t
give a fuck, Here I am torn to pieces by heartbreaking memories I call
him and he doesn’t answer. Don’t bawl him out don’t begin by bawling
him out that would muck up everything. I dread tomorrow. [ shall have
to be ready before four o’clock I shan’t have had a wink of sleep I'll go
out and buy petits fours that Francis will tread into the carpet he’ll break
one of my little ornaments he’s not been properly brought up that child
as clumsy as his father who’ll drop ash all over the place and if I say
anything at all Tristan will blow right up he never let me keep my house
as it ought to be yet after all it’s enormously important. Just now it’s
perfect the drawing room polished shining like the moon used to be, By
seven tomorrow evening it'll be utterly filthy Il have to spring-clean it
even though I'll be all washed out. Explaining everything to him from a
to z will wash me right out. He’s tough. What a clot I was to drop Florent
for him! Florent and I we understood one another he coughed up I lay
on my back it was cleaner than those capers where you hand out tender
words to one another. I'm too softhearted I thought it was a terrific proof
of love when he offered to marry me and there was Sylvie the ungrateful
little thing I wanted her to have a real home and a mother no one could
say a thing against a married woman a banker’s wife. For my part it gave
me a pain in the ass to play the lady to be friends with crashing bores.
Not so surprising that | burst out now and then. “You're setting about it
the wrong way with Tristan’ Dédé used to tell me. Then later on ‘I told
you sob’ It's true I'm headstrong I take the bit between my teeth I dont
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calculate. Maybe I should have learned to compromise if it hadn’t been
for all those disappointments. Tristan made me utterly sick I let him
know it. People can’t bear being told what you really think of them. They
want you to believe their fine words or at least to pretend to. As for me
Pm clear-sighted I'm frank I tear masks off. The dear kind lady simper-
ing ‘So we love our little brother do we?” and my collected little voice: ‘I
hate him.” 'm still that proper little woman who says what she thinks
and doesn’t cheat. It made my guts grind to hear him holding forth and
all those bloody fools on their knees before him. I came cdlumping along
in my big boots I cut their fine words down to size for them—progress
prosperity the future of mankind happiness peace aid for the under-
developed countries peace upon earth. 'm not a racist but don’t give a
fuck for Algerians Jews Negroes in just the same way I don’t give a fuck
tor Chinks Russians Yanks Frenchmen. I don’t give a fuck for humanity
what has it ever done for me I ask you. If they are such bleeding fools as
to murder one another bomb one another plaster one another with
napalm wipe one another out I'm not going to weep my eyes out. A
million children have been massacred so what? Children are never any-
thing but the seed of bastards it unclutters the planet a little they all
admit it’s overpopulated don’t they? If | were the earth it would disgust
me, all this vermin on my back, I'd shake it off. I'm quite willing to die if
they all die too. I'm not going to go all soft-centred about kids that mean
nothing to me. My own daughter’s dead and they've stolen my son from
me.

I should have won her back. I'd have made her into a worthwhile
person. But it would have taken me time. Tristan did not help me the
selfish bastard our quarrels bored him he used to say to me ‘Leave her in
peace.” You ought not to have children in a way Dédé is right they only
give you one bloody headache after another. But if you do have them you
ought to bring them up properly. Tristan always took Sylvie’s side: now
even if | had been wrong—Iet’s say [ might have been sometimes for the
sake of argument—from an educational point of view it’s disastrous for
one parent to run out on the other. He was on her side even when I was
right. Over that little Jeanne for example. It quite touches my heart to
think of her again her moist adoring gaze: they can be very sweet little
girls she reminded me of my own childhood badly dressed neglected
slapped scolded by that concierge of a mother of hers always on the edge
of tears: she thought I was lovely she stroked my furs she did little things
for me and I slipped her pennies when no one was looking 1 gave her
sweeties poor pet. She was the same age as Sylvie I should have liked
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them to be friends Sylvie disappointed me bitterly. She whined ‘Being
with Jeanne bores me.” I told her she was a heartless thing I scolded her
punished her. Tristan stood up for her on the grounds that you can’t
force liking that battle lasted for ages I wanted Sylvie to learn generosity
in the end it was little Jeanne who backed out.

It's quietened down a bit up there. Footsteps voices in the staircase car
doors slamming there’s still their bloody fool dance music but they
aren’t dancing anymeore. I know what they’re at. This is the moment they
make love on beds on sofas on the ground in cars the time for being sick
sick sick when they bring up the turkey and the caviar it’s filthy I have a
feeling there’s a smell of vomit 'm going to burn a joss stick. If only 1
could sleep P'm wide awake dawn is far away still this is a ghastly hour of
the night and Sylvie died without understanding me I'll never get over it.
This smell of incense is the same as at the funeral service: the candles the
flowers the catafalque. My despair. Dead: It was impossible! For hours
and hours | sat there by her body thinking no of course not she’ll wake
up I'll wake up. All that effort all those struggles scenes sacrifices—all in
vain, My life’s work gone up in smoke. I left nothing to chance; and
chance at its cruellest reached out and hit me. Sylvie is dead. Five years
already. She is dead. Forever. I can’t bear it. Help it hurts it burts too
much get me out of here I can’t bear the breakdown to start again no
help me I can’t bear it any longer don’t leave me alone. . ..

Who to call? Albert Bernard would hang up like a flash: he blubbered
in front of everybody but tonight he’s gorged and had fun and I'm the
one that remembers and weeps. My mother: after all a mother is a
mother I never did her any harm she was the one who mucked up my
childhood she insulted me she presumed to tell me. . .. I want her to take
back what she said I won’t go on living with those words in my ears a
daughter can’t bear being cursed by her mother even if she’s the ultimate
word in tarts.

‘Was it you who called me? . .. It surprised me too but after all on a
night like this it could happen you might think of my grief and say to
vourself that a mother and daughter can’t be on bad terms all their lives
long; above all since I really can’t see what you can possibly blame me
for.... Don’t shout like that.. ..

She has hung up. She wants peace. She poisons my life the bitch I'll
have to settle her hash. What hatred! She’s always hated me: she killed
two birds with one stone in marrying me to Albert. She made sure of her
fun and my unhappiness. I didn’t want to admit it ’'m too clean too pure
but it’s staringly obvious. It was she who hooked him at the physical
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culture class and she treated herself to him slut that she was it can’t have
been very inviting to stuff her but what with all the men who’d been
there before she must have known a whole bagful of tricks like getting
astride over the guy I can just imagine it it’s perfectly revolting the way
respectable women make love. She was too long in the tooth to keep him
she made use of me they cackled behind my back and went to work
again: one day when I came back unexpectedly she was all red. How old
was she when she stopped? Maybe she treats herself to gigolos she’s not
50 poor as she says she’s no doubt kept jewels that she sells off on the sly.
I think that after you’re fifty you ought to have the decency to give it up:
I gave it up well before ever since I went into mourning. It doesn’t inter-
est me anymore I'm blocked I never think of those things anymore even
in dreams. That old bag it makes you shudder to think of between her
legs she drips with scent but underneath she smells she used to make up
she titivated she didn’t wash not what I call wash when she pretended
to use a douche it was only to show Nanard her backside. Her son her
son-in-law: it makes you feel like throwing up. They would say, “‘You've
got a filthy mind.” They know how to cope. If you point out that they're
walking in shit they scream it's you that have dirty feet. My dear little
girlfriends would have liked to have a go with my husband women
they're all filthy bitches and there he was shouting at me, “You are
contemptible.” Jealousy is not contemptible real love has a beak and
claws. T was not one of those women who will put up with sharing or
whorehouse parties like Christine | wanted us to be a clean proper cou-
ple a decent couple. I can control myself but 'm not a complete drip P've
never been afraid of making a scene. I did not allow anyone to make fun
of me 1 can look back over my past—nothing unwholesome nothing
dubious. ’'m the white blackbird.

Poor white blackbird: it’s the only one in the world. That's what
maddens them: 'm something too far above them. They'd like to do
away with me they’ve shut me up in a cage. Shut in locked in I'll end by
dying of boredom really dying. It seems that that happens to babies even,
when no one looks after them. The perfect crime that leaves no trace.
Five vears of this torture already. That ass Tristan who says travel you've
plenty of money. Plenty to travel on the cheap like with Albert in the old
days: you don’t catch me doing that again. Being poor is revolting at any
time but when you travell . . . I'm not a snob T showed Tristan I wasn’t
impressed by deluxe palace hotels and women dripping with pearls the
fancy doormen. But second-rate boardinghouses and cheap restaurants,
no sir. Dubious sheets filthy tablecloths sleep in other people’s sweat in
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other people’s filth eat with badly washed knives and forks you might
catch lice or the pox and the smells make me sick: quite apart from the
fact that I get deadly constipated because those johns where everybody
goes turn me off like a tap: the brotherhood of shit only a very little for
me please. Then what carthly point is there in travelling alone? We had
fun Dédé and T it’s terrific two pretty girls in a convertible their hair
strearning in the wind: we made a terrific impression in Rome at night
on the Piazza del Popolo. P've had fun with other friends too. But alone?
What sort of impression do you make on beaches in casinos if you
haver’t got a man with you? Ruins museums I had my bellyful of them
with Tristan. I'm not a hysterical enthusiast I don’t swoon at the sight of
broken columns or tumbledown old shacks. The people of former times
my foot they’re dead that’s the only thing they have over the living but in
their own day they were just as sickening. Picturesqueness: 1 don’t fall for
that not for one minute. Stinking filth dirty washing cabbage stalks what
a pretentious fool you have to be to go into ecstasies over that! And it’s
the same thing everywhere all the time whether they're stuffing them-
selves with chips paella or pizza it’s the same crew a filthy crew the rich
who trample over you the poor who hate you for your money the old
who dodder the young who sneer the men who show off the women who
open their legs. I'd rather stay at home reading a thriller although they've
become so dreary nowadays. The TV too what a clapped-out set of fools!
T was made for another planet altogether I mistook the way.

Why do they have to make all that din right under my windows?
They're standing there by their cars they can’t make up their minds to
put their stinking feet into them. What can they be going on and on
about? Snotty little beasts snotty little beastesses grotesque in their
miniskirts and their tights I hope they catch their deaths haven’t they any
mothers then? And the boys with their hair down their necks. From a
distance those ones seem more or less clean. But all those louse-breeding
beatniks if the chief of police had any sort of drive he’d toss them all into
the brig. The youth of today! They drug they stuff one another they
respect nothing. I'm going to pour a bucket of water on their heads. They
might break open the door and beat me up I'm defenceless I'd better
shut the window again. Rose’s daughter is one of that sort it seems
and Rose plays the elder sister they’re always together in one another’s
pockets. Yet she used to hold her in so she even boxed her ears she didn’t
bother to bring her to reason she was impulsive arbitrary: I loathe
capriciousness. Oh, Rose will pay for it all right as Dédé says she’ll have
Danielle on her hands pregnant. . . . I should have made a lovely person
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of Sylvie. I'd have given her dresses jewels I'd have been proud of her we
should have gone out together. There’s no justice in the world. That’s
what makes me so mad—the injustice. When 1 think of the sort of
mother I was! Tristan acknowledges it: I've forced him to acknowledge
it. And then after that he tells me he’s ready for anything rather than let
me have Francis: they don’t give a damn for logic they say absolutely
anything at all and then escape at the run, He races down the stairs four
at a time while I shout down the well after him. I won’t be had like that.
I'll force him to do me justice: cross my heart. He'll give me back my
place in the home my place on earth, T'll make a splendid child of Francis
they’ll see what kind of a mother [ am.

They are killing me the bastards. The idea of the party tomorrow
destroys me. I must win. I must I must I must I must I must. Tl tell my
fortune with the cards. No. If it went wrong I'd throw myself out of the
window no I mustn’t it 