GUY DE MAUPASSANT
THE PIECE OF STRING

It was market-day, and from all the country round Goderville
the peasants and their wives were coming toward the town.
The men walked slowly, throwing the whole body forward at
every step of their long, crooked legs. They were deformed
from pushing the plough which makes the left-shoulder
higher, and bends their figures side-ways; from reaping the
grain, when they have to spread their legs so as to keep on
their feet. Their starched blue blouses, glossy as though
varnished, ornamented at collar and cuffs with a little
embroidered design and blown out around their bony bodies,
looked very much like balloons about to soar, whence

issued two arms and two feet.

Some of these fellows dragged a cow or a calf at the end of a
rope. And just behind the animal followed their wives beating
it over the back with a leaf-covered branch to hasten its pace,
and carrying large baskets out of which protruded the heads of
chickens or ducks. These women walked more quickly and
energetically than the men, with their erect, dried-up figures,
adorned with scanty little shawls pinned over their flat
bosoms, and their heads wrapped round with a white cloth,
enclosing the hair and surmounted by a cap.

Now a char-a-banc passed by, jogging along behind a nag and
shaking up strangely the two men on the seat, and the woman
at the bottom of the cart who held fast to its sides to lessen the
hard jolting.

In the market-place at Goderville was a great crowd, a
mingled multitude of men and beasts. The horns of cattle, the
high, long-napped hats of wealthy peasants, the head-dresses
of the women came to the surface of that sea. And the sharp,
shrill, barking voices made a continuous, wild din, while
above it occasionally rose a huge burst of laughter from the
sturdy lungs of a merry peasant or a prolonged bellow from a
cow tied fast to the wall of a house.

It all smelled of the stable, of milk, of hay and of perspiration,
giving off that half-human, half-animal odor which is peculiar
to country folks.

Maitre Hauchecorne, of Breaute, had just arrived at Goderville
and was making his way toward the square when he perceived
on the ground a little piece of string. Maitre Hauchecorne,
economical as are all true Normans, reflected that everything
was worth picking up which could be of any use, and he
stooped down, but painfully, because he suffered from
rheumatism. He took the bit of thin string from the ground and
was carefully preparing to roll it up when he saw Maitre
Malandain, the harness maker, on his doorstep staring at him.
They had once had a quarrel about a halter, and they had
borne each other malice ever since. Maitre Hauchecorne was
overcome with a sort of shame at being seen by his enemy
picking up a bit of string in the road. He quickly hid it beneath
his blouse and then slipped it into his breeches, pocket, then
pretended to be still looking for something on the ground

which he did not discover and finally went off toward the
market-place, his head bent forward and his body almost
doubled in two by rheumatic pains.

He was at once lost in the crowd, which kept moving about
slowly and noisily as it chaffered and bargained. The
peasants examined the cows, went off, came back, always in
doubt for fear of being cheated, never quite daring to decide,
looking the seller square in the eye in the effort to discover
the tricks of the man and the defect in the beast.

The women, having placed their great baskets at their feet,
had taken out the poultry, which lay upon the ground, their
legs tied together, with terrified eyes and scarlet combs.

They listened to propositions, maintaining their prices in a
decided manner with an impassive face or perhaps deciding
to accept the smaller price offered, suddenly calling out to
the customer who was starting to go away:

"All right, I'll let you have them, Mait' Anthime."

Then, little by little, the square became empty, and when the
Angelus struck midday those who lived at a distance poured
into the inns.

At Jourdain's the great room was filled with eaters, just as
the vast court was filled with vehicles of every sort--wagons,
gigs, chars-a-bancs, tilburies, innumerable vehicles which
have no name, yellow with mud, misshapen, pieced together,
raising their shafts to heaven like two arms, or it may be
with their nose on the ground and their rear in the air.

Just opposite to where the diners were at table the huge
fireplace, with its bright flame, gave out a burning heat on
the backs of those who sat at the right. Three spits were
turning, loaded with chickens, with pigeons and with joints
of mutton, and a delectable odor of roast meat and of gravy
flowing over crisp brown skin arose from the hearth, kindled
merriment, caused mouths to water.

All the aristocracy of the plough were eating there at Mait'
Jourdain's, the innkeeper's, a dealer in horses also and a
sharp fellow who had made a great deal of money in his day.

The dishes were passed round, were emptied, as were the
jugs of yellow cider. Every one told of his affairs, of his
purchases and his sales. They exchanged news about the
crops. The weather was good for greens, but too wet for
grain.

Suddenly the drum began to beat in the courtyard before the
house. Every one, except some of the most indifferent, was
on their feet at once and ran to the door, to the windows,
their mouths full and napkins in their hand.

When the public crier had finished his tattoo he called forth
in a jerky voice, pausing in the wrong places:

"Be it known to the inhabitants of Goderville and in general



to all persons present at the market that there has been lost this
morning on the Beuzeville road, between nine and ten o'clock,
a black leather pocketbook containing five hundred francs and
business papers. You are requested to return it to the mayor's
office at once or to Maitre Fortune Houlbreque, of
Manneville. There will be twenty francs reward."

Then the man went away. They heard once more at a distance
the dull beating of the drum and the faint voice of the crier.
Then they all began to talk of this incident, reckoning up the
chances which Maitre Houlbreque had of finding or of not
finding his pocketbook again.

The meal went on. They were finishing their coffee when the
corporal of gendarmes appeared on the threshold.

He asked:
"Is Maitre Hauchecorne, of Breaute, here?"

Maitre Hauchecorne, seated at the other end of the table
answered:

"Here I am, here I am."
And he followed the corporal.

The mayor was waiting for him, seated in an armchair. He was
the notary of the place, a tall, grave man of pompous speech.

"Maitre Hauchecorne," said he, "this morning on the
Beuzeville road, you were seen to pick up the pocketbook lost
by Maitre Houlbreque, of Manneville."

The countryman looked at the mayor in amazement frightened
already at this suspicion which rested on him, he knew not
why.

"I--I picked up that pocketbook?"

"Yes, YOU."

"I swear I don't even know anything about it."

"You were seen."

"I was seen--I? Who saw me?"

"M. Malandain, the harness-maker."

Then the old man remembered, understood, and, reddening
with anger, said:

"Ah! he saw me, did he, the rascal? He saw me picking up this
string here, M'sieu le Maire."

And fumbling at the bottom of his pocket, he pulled out of it
the little end of string.

But the mayor incredulously shook his head:

"You will not make me believe, Maitre Hauchecorne, that M.
Malandain, who is a man whose word can be relied on, has
mistaken this string for a pocketbook."

The peasant, furious, raised his hand and spat on the ground
beside him as if to attest his good faith, repeating:

"For all that, it is God's truth, M'sieu le Maire. There! On my
soul's salvation, I repeat it."

The mayor continued:

"After you picked up the object in question, you even looked
about for some time in the mud to see if a piece of money
had not dropped out of it."

The good man was choking with indignation and fear.

"How can they tell--how can they tell such lies as that to
slander an honest man! How can they?"

His protestations were in vain; he was not believed.

He was confronted with M. Malandain, who repeated and
sustained his testimony. They railed at one another for an
hour. At his own request Maitre Hauchecorne was searched.
Nothing was found on him.

At last the mayor, much perplexed, sent him away, warning
him that he would inform the public prosecutor and ask for
orders.

The news had spread. When he left the mayor's office the old
man was surrounded, interrogated with a curiosity which
was serious or mocking, as the case might be, but into which
no indignation entered. And he began to tell the story of the
string. They did not believe him. They laughed.

He passed on, buttonholed by every one, himself
buttonholing his acquaintances, beginning over and over
again his tale and his protestations, showing his pockets
turned inside out to prove that he had nothing in them.

They said to him:
"You old rogue!"

He grew more and more angry, feverish, in despair at not
being believed, and kept on telling his story.

The night came. It was time to go home. He left with three
of his neighbors, to whom he pointed out the place where he
had picked up the string, and all the way he talked of his
adventure.

That evening he made the round of the village of Breaute for
the purpose of telling every one. He met only unbelievers.

He brooded over it all night long.



The next day, about one in the afternoon, Marius Paumelle, a
farm hand of Maitre Breton, the market gardener at
Ymauville, returned the pocketbook and its contents to Maitre
Holbreque, of Manneville.

This man said, indeed, that he had found it on the road, but not
knowing how to read, he had carried it home and given it to
his master.

The news spread to the environs. Maitre Hauchecorne was
informed. He started off at once and began to relate his story
with the denoument. He was triumphant.

"What grieved me," said he, "was not the thing itself, do you
understand, but it was being accused of lying. Nothing does
you so much harm as being in disgrace for lying."

All day he talked of his adventure. He told it on the roads to
the people who passed, at the cabaret to the people who drank
and next Sunday when they came out of church. He even
stopped strangers to tell them about it. He was easy now, and
yet something worried him without his knowing exactly what
it was. People had a joking manner while they listened. They
did not seem convinced. He seemed to feel their remarks
behind his back.

On Tuesday of the following week he went to market at
Goderville, prompted solely by the need of telling his story.

Malandain, standing on his doorstep, began to laugh as he saw
him pass. Why?

He accosted a farmer of Criquetot, who did not let hire finish,
and giving him a punch in the pit of the stomach cried in his
face: "Oh, you great rogue!" Then he turned his heel upon

him.

Maitre Hauchecorne remained speechless and grew more and
more uneasy. Why had they called him "great rogue"?

When seated at table in Jourdain's tavern he began again to
explain the whole affair.

A horse dealer of Montivilliers shouted at him:

"Get out, get out, you old scamp! I know all about your old
string."”

Hauchecorne stammered:
"But since they found it again, the pocketbook!"
But the other continued:

"Hold your tongue, daddy; there's one who finds it and there's
another who returns it. And no one the wiser."

The farmer was speechless. He understood at last. They
accused him of having had the pocketbook brought back by an
accomplice, by a confederate.

He tried to protest. The whole table began to laugh.

He could not finish his dinner, and went away amid a chorus
of jeers.

He went home indignant, choking with rage, with confusion,
the more cast down since with his Norman craftiness he was,
perhaps, capable of having done what they accused him of
and even of boasting of it as a good trick. He was dimly
conscious that it was impossible to prove his innocence, his
craftiness being so well known. He felt himself struck to the
heart by the injustice of the suspicion.

He began anew to tell his tale, lengthening his recital every
day, each day adding new proofs, more energetic
declarations and more sacred oaths, which he thought of,
which he prepared in his hours of solitude, for his

mind was entirely occupied with the story of the string. The
more he denied it, the more artful his arguments, the less he
was believed.

"Those are liars proofs," they said behind his back.

He felt this. It preyed upon him and he exhausted himself in
useless efforts.

He was visibly wasting away.

Jokers would make him tell the story of "the piece of string"
to amuse them, just as you make a soldier who has been on a
campaign tell his story of the battle. His mind kept growing
weaker and about the end of December he took to his bed.

He passed away early in January, and, in the ravings of death
agony, he protested his innocence, repeating:

"A little bit of string--a little bit of string. See, here it is,
M'sieu le Maire."

A VENDETTA

The widow of Paolo Saverini lived alone with her son in a
poor little house on the outskirts of Bonifacio. The town,
built on an outjutting part of the mountain, in places even
overhanging the sea, looks across the straits, full of
sandbanks, towards the southernmost coast of Sardinia.
Beneath it, on the other side and almost surrounding it, is a
cleft in the cliff like an immense corridor which serves as a
harbor, and along it the little Italian and Sardinian fishing
boats come by a circuitous route between precipitous cliffs
as far as the first houses, and every two weeks the old,
wheezy steamer which makes the trip to Ajaccio.

On the white mountain the houses, massed together, makes
an even whiter spot. They look like the nests of wild birds,
clinging to this peak, overlooking this terrible passage,
where vessels rarely venture. The wind, which blows
uninterruptedly, has swept bare the forbidding coast; it



drives through the narrow straits and lays waste both sides.
The pale streaks of foam, clinging to the black rocks, whose
countless peaks rise up out of the water, look like bits of rag
floating and drifting on the surface of the sea.

The house of widow Saverini, clinging to the very edge of the
precipice, looks out, through its three windows, over this wild
and desolate picture.

She lived there alone, with her son Antonia and their dog
"Semillante," a big, thin beast, with a long rough coat, of the
sheep-dog breed. The young man took her with him when out
hunting.

One night, after some kind of a quarrel, Antoine Saverini was
treacherously stabbed by Nicolas Ravolati, who escaped the
same evening to Sardinia.

When the old mother received the body of her child, which the
neighbors had brought back to her, she did not cry, but she
stayed there for a long time motionless, watching him. Then,
stretching her wrinkled hand over the body, she promised him
a vendetta. She did not wish anybody near her, and she shut
herself up beside the body with the dog, which howled
continuously, standing at the foot of the bed, her head
stretched towards her master and her tail between her legs.
She did not move any more than did the mother, who, now
leaning over the body with a blank stare, was weeping silently
and watching it.

The young man, lying on his back, dressed in his jacket of
coarse cloth, torn at the chest, seemed to be asleep. But he had
blood all over him; on his shirt, which had been torn off in
order to administer the first aid; on his vest, on his trousers, on
his face, on his hands. Clots of blood had hardened in his
beard and in his hair.

His old mother began to talk to him. At the sound of this voice
the dog quieted down.

"Never fear, my boy, my little baby, you shall be avenged.
Sleep, sleep; you shall be avenged. Do you hear? It's your
mother's promise! And she always keeps her word, your
mother does, you know she does."

Slowly she leaned over him, pressing her cold lips to his dead
ones.

Then Semillante began to howl again with a long,
monotonous, penetrating, horrible howl.

The two of them, the woman and the dog, remained there until
morning.

Antoine Saverini was buried the next day and soon his name
ceased to be mentioned in Bonifacio.

He had neither brothers nor cousins. No man was there to
carry on the vendetta. His mother, the old woman, alone
pondered over it.

On the other side of the straits she saw, from morning until
night, a little white speck on the coast. It was the little
Sardinian village Longosardo, where Corsican criminals take
refuge when they are too closely pursued. They compose
almost the entire population of this hamlet, opposite their
native island, awaiting the time to return, to go back to the
"maquis." She knew that Nicolas Ravolati had sought refuge
in this village.

All alone, all day long, seated at her window, she was
looking over there and thinking of revenge. How could she
do anything without help--she, an invalid and so near death?
But she had promised, she had sworn on the body. She could
not forget, she could not wait. What could she do? She no
longer slept at night; she had neither rest nor peace of mind;
she thought persistently. The dog, dozing at her feet, would
sometimes lift her head and howl. Since her master's death
she often howled thus, as though she were calling him, as
though her beast's soul, inconsolable too, had also retained a
recollection that nothing could wipe out.

One night, as Semillante began to howl, the mother suddenly
got hold of an idea, a savage, vindictive, fierce idea. She
thought it over until morning. Then, having arisen at
daybreak she went to church. She prayed, prostrate on the
floor, begging the Lord to help her, to support her, to give to
her poor, broken-down body the strength which she needed
in order to avenge her son.

She returned home. In her yard she had an old barrel, which
acted as a cistern. She turned it over, emptied it, made it fast
to the ground with sticks and stones. Then she chained
Semillante to this improvised kennel and went into the
house.

She walked ceaselessly now, her eyes always fixed on the
distant coast of Sardinia. He was over there, the murderer.

All day and all night the dog howled. In the morning the old
woman brought her some water in a bowl, but nothing more;
no soup, no bread.

Another day went by. Semillante, exhausted, was sleeping.
The following day her eyes were shining, her hair on end
and she was pulling wildly at her chain.

All this day the old woman gave her nothing to eat. The
beast, furious, was barking hoarsely. Another night went by.

Then, at daybreak, Mother Saverini asked a neighbor for
some straw. She took the old rags which had formerly been
worn by her husband and stuffed them so as to make them
look like a human body.

Having planted a stick in the ground, in front of Semillante's
kennel, she tied to it this dummy, which seemed to be

standing up. Then she made a head out of some old rags.

The dog, surprised, was watching this straw man, and was



quiet, although famished. Then the old woman went to the
store and bought a piece of black sausage. When she got home
she started a fire in the yard, near the kennel, and cooked the
sausage. Semillante, frantic, was jumping about, frothing at
the mouth, her eyes fixed on the food, the odor of which went
right to her stomach.

Then the mother made of the smoking sausage a necktie for
the dummy. She tied it very tight around the neck with string,
and when she had finished she untied the dog.

With one leap the beast jumped at the dummy's throat, and
with her paws on its shoulders she began to tear at it. She
would fall back with a piece of food in her mouth, then would
jump again, sinking her fangs into the string, and snatching
few pieces of meat she would fall back again and once more
spring forward. She was tearing up the face with her teeth
and the whole neck was in tatters.

The old woman, motionless and silent, was watching eagerly.
Then she chained the beast up again, made her fast for two
more days and began this strange performance again.

For three months she accustomed her to this battle, to this
meal conquered by a fight. She no longer chained her up, but
just pointed to the dummy.

She had taught her to tear him up and to devour him without
even leaving any traces in her throat.

Then, as a reward, she would give her a piece of sausage.

As soon as she saw the man, Semillante would begin to
tremble. Then she would look up to her mistress, who, lifting
her finger, would cry, "Go!" in a shrill tone.

When she thought that the proper time had come, the widow
went to confession and, one Sunday morning she partook of
communion with an ecstatic fervor. Then, putting on men's
clothes and looking like an old tramp, she struck a bargain
with a Sardinian fisherman who carried her and her dog to the
other side of the straits.

In a bag she had a large piece of sausage. Semillante had had
nothing to eat for two days. The old woman kept letting her
smell the food and whetting her appetite.

They got to Longosardo. The Corsican woman walked with a
limp. She went to a baker's shop and asked for Nicolas
Ravolati. He had taken up his old trade, that of carpenter. He
was working alone at the back of his store.

The old woman opened the door and called:

"Hallo, Nicolas!"

He turned around. Then releasing her dog, she cried:

"Go, go! Eat him up! eat him up!"

The maddened animal sprang for his throat. The man
stretched out his arms, clasped the dog and rolled to the
ground. For a few seconds he squirmed, beating the ground
with his feet. Then he stopped moving, while Semillante dug
her fangs into his throat and tore it to ribbons. Two
neighbors, seated before their door, remembered perfectly
having seen an old beggar come out with a thin, black dog
which was eating something that its master was giving him.

At nightfall the old woman was at home again. She slept
well that night.

THE DIARY OF A MADMAN

He was dead--the head of a high tribunal, the upright
magistrate, whose irreproachable life was a proverb in all the
courts of France. Advocates, young counselors, judges had
saluted, bowing low in token of profound respect,
remembering that grand face, pale and thin, illumined by
two bright, deep-set eyes.

He had passed his life in pursuing crime and in protecting
the weak. Swindlers and murderers had no more redoubtable
enemy, for he seemed to read in the recesses of their souls
their most secret thoughts.

He was dead, now, at the age of eighty-two, honored by the
homage and followed by the regrets of a whole people.
Soldiers in red breeches had escorted him to the tomb, and
men in white cravats had shed on his grave tears that seemed
to be real.

But listen to the strange paper found by the dismayed notary
in the desk where the judge had kept filed the records of
great criminals! It was entitled:

WHY?

June 20, 1851. I have just left court. I have condemned
Blondel to death! Now, why did this man kill his five
children? Frequently one meets with people to whom killing
is a pleasure. Yes, yes, it should be a pleasure--the greatest of
all, perhaps, for is not killing most like creating? To make
and to destroy! These two words contain the history of the
universe, the history of all worlds, all that is, all! Why is it
not intoxicating to kill?

June 25. To think that there is a being who lives, who walks,
who runs. A being? What is a being? An animated thing
which bears in it the principle of motion, and a will ruling
that principle. It clings to nothing, this thing. Its feet are
independent of the ground. It is a grain of life that moves on
the earth, and this grain of life, coming I know not whence,
one can destroy at one's will. Then nothing nothing more. It
perishes; it is finished.

June 26. Why, then, is it a crime to kill? Yes, why? On the
contrary, it is the law of nature. Every being has the mission
to kill; he Kkills to live, and he lives to kill. The beast kills



without ceasing, all day, every instant of its existence. Man
kills without ceasing, to nourish himself; but since in addition
he needs to kill for pleasure, he has invented the chase! The
child kills the insects he finds, the little birds, all the little
animals that come in his way. But this does not suffice for the
irresistible need of massacre that is in us. It is not enough to
kill beasts; we must kill man too. Long ago this need was
satisfied by human sacrifice. Now, the necessity of living in
society has made murder a crime. We condemn and punish the
assassin! But as we cannot live without yielding to this natural
and imperious instinct of death, we relieve ourselves from
time to time, by wars. Then a whole nation slaughters another
nation. It is a feast of blood, a feast that maddens armies and
intoxicates the civilians, women and children, who read, by
lamplight at night, the feverish story of massacre.

And do we despise those picked out to accomplish these
butcheries of men? No, they are loaded with honors. They are
clad in gold and in resplendent stuffs; they wear plumes on
their heads and ornaments on their breasts; and they are given
crosses, rewards, titles of every kind. They are proud,
respected, loved by women, cheered by the crowd, solely
because their mission is to shed human blood! They drag
through the streets their instruments of death, and the passer-
by, clad in black, looks on with envy. For to kill is the great
law put by nature in the heart of existence! There is nothing
more beautiful and honorable than killing!

June 30. To kill is the law, because Nature loves eternal youth.
She seems to cry in all her unconscious acts: "Quick! quick!
quick!" The more she destroys, the more she renews herself.

July 2. It must be a pleasure, unique and full of zest, to kill to
place before you a living, thinking being; to make therein a
little hole, nothing but a little hole, and to see that red liquid
flow which is the blood, which is the life; and then to have
before you only a heap of limp flesh, cold, inert, void of
thought!

August 5. I, who have passed my life in judging, condemning,
killing by words pronounced, killing by the guillotine those
who had killed by the knife, if I should do as all the assassins
whom I have smitten have done, I, I--who would know it?

August 10. Who would ever know? Who would ever suspect
me, especially if I should choose a being I had no interest in
doing away with?

August 22. I could resist no longer. I have killed a little
creature as an experiment, as a beginning. Jean, my servant,
had a goldfinch in a cage hung in the office window. I sent
him on an errand, and I took the little bird in my hand, in my
hand where I felt its heart beat. It was warm. [ went up to my
room. From time to time I squeezed it tighter; its heart beat
faster; it was atrocious and delicious. I was nearly choking it.
But I could not see the blood.

Then I took scissors, short nail scissors, and I cut its throat in
three strokes, quite gently. It opened its bill, it struggled to
escape me, but I held it, oh! I held it--I could have held a mad

dog--and I saw the blood trickle.

And then I did as assassins do--real ones. I washed the
scissors and washed my hands. I sprinkled water, and took
the body, the corpse, to the garden to hide it. I buried it
under a strawberry-plant. It will never be found. Every day I
can eat a strawberry from that plant. How one can enjoy life,
when one knows how!

My servant cried; he thought his bird flown. How could he
suspect me? Ah!

August 25. I must kill a man! I must!

August 30. It is done. But what a little thing! I had gone for
a walk in the forest of Vernes. I was thinking of nothing,
literally nothing. See! a child on the road, a little child eating
a slice of bread and butter. He stops to see me pass and says,
"Good day, Mr. President."

And the thought enters my head: "Shall I kill him?"
I answer: "You are alone, my boy?"

"Yes, sir."

"All alone in the wood?"

"Yes, sir."

The wish to kill him intoxicated me like wine. I approached
him quite softly, persuaded that he was going to run away.
And suddenly I seized him by the throat. He held my wrists
in his little hands, and his body writhed like a feather on the
fire. Then he moved no more. I threw the body in the ditch,
then some weeds on top of it. I returned home and dined
well. What a little thing it was! In the evening I was very
gay, light, rejuvenated, and passed the evening at the
Prefect's. They found me witty. But I have not seen blood! I
am not tranquil.

August 31. The body has been discovered. They are hunting
for the assassin. Ah!

September 1. Two tramps have been arrested. Proofs are
lacking.

September 2. The parents have been to see me. They wept!
Ah!

October 6. Nothing has been discovered. Some strolling
vagabond must have done the deed. Ah! If I had seen the
blood flow it seems to me I should be tranquil now!

October 10. Yet another. I was walking by the river, after
breakfast. And I saw, under a willow, a fisherman asleep. It
was noon. A spade, as if expressly put there for me, was
standing in a potato-field near by.

I took it. I returned; I raised it like a club, and with one blow



of the edge I cleft the fisherman's head. Oh! he bled, this
one!--rose-colored blood. It flowed into the water quite gently.
And I went away with a grave step. If I had been seen! Ah! I
should have made an excellent assassin.

October 25. The affair of the fisherman makes a great noise.
His nephew, who fished with him, is charged with the murder.

October 26. The examining magistrate affirms that the nephew
is guilty. Everybody in town believes it. Ah! ah!

October 27. The nephew defends himself badly. He had gone
to the village to buy bread and cheese, he declares. He swears
that his uncle had been killed in his absence! Who would
believe him?

October 28. The nephew has all but confessed, so much have
they made him lose his head! Ah! Justice!

November 15. There are overwheming proofs against the
nephew, who was his uncle's heir. I shall preside at the
sessions.

January 25, 1852. To death! to death! to death! I have had him
condemned to death! The advocate-general spoke like an
angel! Ah! Yet another! I shall go to see him executed!

March 10. It is done. They guillotined him this morning. He
died very well! very well! That gave me pleasure! How fine it
is to see a man's head cut off!

Now, I shall wait, I can wait. It would take such a little thing
to let myself be caught.

sk osk sk sk ok ok ok

The manuscript contained more pages, but told of no new
crime.

Alienist physicians to whom the awful story has been
submitted declare that there are in the world many unknown
madmen; as adroit and as terrible as this monstrous lunatic.

A DUEL

The war was over. The Germans occupied France. The whole
country was pulsating like a conquered wrestler beneath the
knee of his victorious opponent.

The first trains from Paris, distracted, starving, despairing
Paris, were making their way to the new frontiers, slowly
passing through the country districts and the villages. The
passengers gazed through the windows at the ravaged fields
and burned hamlets. Prussian soldiers, in their black helmets
with brass spikes, were smoking their pipes astride their chairs
in front of the houses which were still left standing. Others
were working or talking just as if they were members of the
families. As you passed through the different towns you saw
entire regiments drilling in the squares, and, in spite of the

rumble of the carriage-wheels, you could every moment hear
the hoarse words of command.

M. Dubuis, who during the entire siege had served as one of
the National Guard in Paris, was going to join his wife and
daughter, whom he had prudently sent away to Switzerland
before the invasion.

Famine and hardship had not diminished his big paunch so
characteristic of the rich, peace-loving merchant. He had
gone through the terrible events of the past year with
sorrowful resignation and bitter complaints at the savagery
of men. Now that he was journeying to the frontier at the
close of the war, he saw the Prussians for the first time,
although he had done his duty on the ramparts and mounted
guard on many a cold night.

He stared with mingled fear and anger at those bearded
armed men, installed all over French soil as if they were at
home, and he felt in his soul a kind of fever of impotent
patriotism, at the same time also the great need of that new
instinct of prudence which since then has, never left us. In
the same railway carriage were two Englishmen, who had
come to the country as sightseers and were gazing about
them with looks of quiet curiosity. They were both also
stout, and kept chatting in their own language, sometimes
referring to their guidebook, and reading aloud the names of
the places indicated.

Suddenly the train stopped at a little village station, and a
Prussian officer jumped up with a great clatter of his sabre
on the double footboard of the railway carriage. He was tall,
wore a tight-fitting uniform, and had whiskers up to his eyes.
His red hair seemed to be on fire, and his long mustache, of
a paler hue, stuck out on both sides of his face, which it
seemed to cut in two.

The Englishmen at once began staring, at him with smiles of
newly awakened interest, while M. Dubuis made a show of
reading a newspaper. He sat concealed in his corner like a
thief in presence of a gendarme.

The train started again. The Englishmen went on chatting
and looking out for the exact scene of different battles; and
all of a sudden, as one of them stretched out his arm toward
the horizon as he pointed out a village, the Prussian officer
remarked in French, extending his long legs and lolling
backward:

"I killed a dozen Frenchmen in that village and took more
than a hundred prisoners."

The Englishmen, quite interested, immediately asked:
"Ha! and what is the name of this village?"
The Prussian replied:

"Pharsbourg." He added: "We caught those French
scoundrels by the ears."



And he glanced toward M. Dubuis, laughing conceitedly into
his mustache.

The train rolled on, still passing through hamlets occupied by
the victorious army. German soldiers could be seen along the
roads, on the edges of fields, standing in front of gates or
chatting outside cafes. They covered the soil like African
locusts.

The officer said, with a wave of his hand:

"If I had been in command, I'd have taken Paris, burned
everything, killed everybody. No more France!"

The Englishman, through politeness, replied simply:
"Ah! yes."
He went on:

"In twenty years all Europe, all of it, will belong to us. Prussia
is more than a match for all of them."

The Englishmen, getting uneasy, no longer replied. Their
faces, which had become impassive, seemed made of wax
behind their long whiskers. Then the Prussian officer began to
laugh. And still, lolling back, he began to sneer. He sneered at
the downfall of France, insulted the prostrate enemy; he
sneered at Austria, which had been recently conquered; he
sneered at the valiant but fruitless defence of the departments;
he sneered at the Garde Mobile and at the useless artillery. He
announced that Bismarck was going to build a city of iron
with the captured cannon. And suddenly he placed his boots
against the thigh of M. Dubuis, who turned away his eyes,
reddening to the roots of his hair.

The Englishmen seemed to have become indifferent to all that
was going on, as if they were suddenly shut up in their own

island, far from the din of the world.

The officer took out his pipe, and looking fixedly at the
Frenchman, said:

"You haven't any tobacco--have you?"

M. Dubuis replied:

"No, monsieur."

The German resumed:

"You might go and buy some for me when the train stops."
And he began laughing afresh as he added:

"I'll give you the price of a drink."

The train whistled, and slackened its pace. They passed a
station that had been burned down; and then they stopped

altogether.

The German opened the carriage door, and, catching M.
Dubuis by the arm, said:

"Go and do what I told you--quick, quick!"

A Prussian detachment occupied the station. Other soldiers
were standing behind wooden gratings, looking on. The
engine was getting up steam before starting off again. Then
M. Dubuis hurriedly jumped on the platform, and, in spite of
the warnings of the station master, dashed into the adjoining
compartment.

He was alone! He tore open his waistcoat, his heart was
beating so rapidly, and, gasping for breath, he wiped the
perspiration from his forehead.

The train drew up at another station. And suddenly the
officer appeared at the carriage door and jumped in,
followed close behind by the two Englishmen, who were
impelled by curiosity. The German sat facing the
Frenchman, and, laughing still, said:

"You did not want to do what I asked you?"

M. Dubuis replied:

"No, monsieur."

The train had just left the station.

The officer said:

"I'll cut off your mustache to fill my pipe with."

And he put out his hand toward the Frenchman's face.

The Englishmen stared at them, retaining their previous
impassive manner.

The German had already pulled out a few hairs, and was still
tugging at the mustache, when M. Dubuis, with a back
stroke of his hand, flung aside the officer's arm, and, seizing
him by the collar, threw him down on the seat. Then, excited
to a pitch of fury, his temples swollen and his eyes glaring,
he kept throttling the officer with one hand, while with the
other clenched he began to strike him violent blows in the
face. The Prussian struggled, tried to draw his sword, to
clinch with his adversary, who was on top of him. But M.
Dubuis crushed him with his enormous weight and kept
punching him without taking breath or knowing where his
blows fell. Blood flowed down the face of the German, who,
choking and with a rattling in his throat, spat out his broken
teeth and vainly strove to shake off this infuriated man who
was killing him.

The Englishmen had got on their feet and came closer in
order to see better. They remained standing, full of mirth and
curiosity, ready to bet for, or against, either combatant.



Suddenly M. Dubuis, exhausted by his violent efforts, rose
and resumed his seat without uttering a word.

The Prussian did not attack him, for the savage assault had
terrified and astonished the officer as well as causing him
suffering. When he was able to breathe freely, he said:
"Unless you give me satisfaction with pistols I will kill you."
M. Dubuis replied:

"Whenever you like. I'm quite ready."

The German said:

"Here is the town of Strasbourg. I'll get two officers to be my
seconds, and there will be time before the train leaves the

station."

M. Dubuis, who was puffing as hard as the engine, said to the
Englishmen:

"Will you be my seconds?" They both answered together:
"Oh, yes!"
And the train stopped.

In a minute the Prussian had found two comrades, who
brought pistols, and they made their way toward the ramparts.

The Englishmen were continually looking at their watches,
shuffling their feet and hurrying on with the preparations,
uneasy lest they should be too late for the train.

M. Dubuis had never fired a pistol in his life.

They made him stand twenty paces away from his enemy. He
was asked:

"Are you ready?"

While he was answering, "Yes, monsieur," he noticed that one
of the Englishmen had opened his umbrella in order to keep
off the rays of the sun.

A voice gave the signal:
"Fire!"

M. Dubuis fired at random without delay, and he was amazed
to see the Prussian opposite him stagger, lift up his arms and
fall forward, dead. He had killed the officer.

One of the Englishmen exclaimed: "Ah!" He was quivering
with delight, with satisfied curiosity and joyous impatience.
The other, who still kept his watch in his hand, seized M.
Dubuis' arm and hurried him in double-quick time toward the
station, his fellow-countryman marking time as he ran beside

them, with closed fists, his elbows at his sides, "One,
two; one, two!"

And all three, running abreast rapidly, made their way to the
station like three grotesque figures in a comic newspaper.

The train was on the point of starting. They sprang into their
carriage. Then the Englishmen, taking off their travelling
caps, waved them three times over their heads, exclaiming:

"Hip! hip! hip! hurrah!"

And gravely, one after the other, they extended their right
hands to M. Dubuis and then went back and sat down in
their own corner.

THE HORRIBLE

The shadows of a balmy night were slowly falling. The
women remained in the drawing-room of the villa. The men,
seated, or astride of garden chairs, were smoking outside the
door of the house, around a table laden with cups and liqueur
glasses.

Their lighted cigars shone like eyes in the darkness, which
was gradually becoming more dense. They had been talking
about a frightful accident which had occurred the night
before--two men and three women drowned in the river
before the eyes of the guests.

General de G----remarked:
"Yes, these things are affecting, but they are not horrible.

"Horrible, that well-known word, means much more than
terrible. A frightful accident like this affects, upsets, terrifies;
it does not horrify. In order that we should experience horror,
something more is needed than emotion, something more
than the spectacle of a dreadful death; there must be a
shuddering sense of mystery, or a sensation of abnormal
terror, more than natural. A man who dies, even under the
most tragic circumstances, does not excite horror; a field of
battle is not horrible; blood is not horrible; the vilest crimes
are rarely horrible.

"Here are two personal examples which have shown me
what is the meaning of horror.

"It was during the war of 1870. We were retreating toward
Pont-Audemer, after having passed through Rouen. The
army, consisting of about twenty thousand men, twenty
thousand routed men, disbanded, demoralized, exhausted,
were going to disband at Havre.

"The earth was covered with snow. The night was falling.
They had not eaten anything since the day before. They were
fleeing rapidly, the Prussians not being far off.

"All the Norman country, sombre, dotted with the shadows



of the trees surrounding the farms, stretched out beneath a
black, heavy, threatening sky.

"Nothing else could be heard in the wan twilight but the
confused sound, undefined though rapid, of a marching
throng, an endless tramping, mingled with the vague clink of
tin bowls or swords. The men, bent, round-shouldered, dirty,
in many cases even in rags, dragged themselves along, hurried
through the snow, with a long, broken-backed stride.

"The skin of their hands froze to the butt ends of their
muskets, for it was freezing hard that night. I frequently saw a
little soldier take off his shoes in order to walk barefoot, as his
shoes hurt his weary feet; and at every step he left a track of
blood. Then, after some time, he would sit down in a field for
a few minutes' rest, and he never got up again. Every man
who sat down was a dead man.

"Should we have left behind us those poor, exhausted soldiers,
who fondly counted on being able to start afresh as soon as
they had somewhat refreshed their stiffened legs? But scarcely
had they ceased to move, and to make their almost frozen
blood circulate in their veins, than an unconquerable torpor
congealed them, nailed them to the ground, closed their eyes,
and paralyzed in one second this overworked human
mechanism. And they gradually sank down, their foreheads on
their knees, without, however, falling over, for their loins and
their limbs became as hard and immovable as wood,
impossible to bend or to stand upright.

"And the rest of us, more robust, kept straggling on, chilled to
the marrow, advancing by a kind of inertia through the night,
through the snow, through that cold and deadly country,
crushed by pain, by defeat, by despair, above all overcome by
the abominable sensation of abandonment, of the end, of
death, of nothingness.

"I saw two gendarmes holding by the arm a curious-looking
little man, old, beardless, of truly surprising aspect.

"They were looking for an officer, believing that they had
caught a spy. The word 'spy' at once spread through the midst
of the stragglers, and they gathered in a group round the
prisoner. A voice exclaimed: 'He must be shot!' And all these
soldiers who were falling from utter prostration, only holding
themselves on their feet by leaning on their guns, felt all of a
sudden that thrill of furious and bestial anger which urges on a
mob to massacre.

"I wanted to speak. I was at that time in command of a
battalion; but they no longer recognized the authority of their
commanding officers; they would even have shot me.

"One of the gendarmes said: 'He has been following us for the
three last days. He has been asking information from every
one about the artillery."

I took it on myself to question this person.

"What are you doing? What do you want? Why are you

accompanying the army?"

"He stammered out some words in some unintelligible
dialect. He was, indeed, a strange being, with narrow
shoulders, a sly look, and such an agitated air in my presence
that I really no longer doubted that he was a spy. He seemed
very aged and feeble. He kept looking at me from under

his eyes with a humble, stupid, crafty air.

"The men all round us exclaimed.

""To the wall! To the wall!'

"I said to the gendarmes:

"'Will you be responsible for the prisoner?’

"I had not ceased speaking when a terrible shove threw me
on my back, and in a second I saw the man seized by the
furious soldiers, thrown down, struck, dragged along the side
of the road, and flung against a tree. He fell in the snow,
nearly dead already.

"And immediately they shot him. The soldiers fired at him,
reloaded their guns, fired again with the desperate energy of
brutes. They fought with each other to have a shot at him,
filed off in front of the corpse, and kept on firing at him, as
people at a funeral keep sprinkling holy water in front of a
coffin.

"But suddenly a cry arose of 'The Prussians! the Prussians!'

"And all along the horizon I heard the great noise of this
panic-stricken army in full flight.

"A panic, the result of these shots fired at this vagabond, had
filled his very executioners with terror; and, without
realizing that they were themselves the originators of the
scare, they fled and disappeared in the darkness.

"I remained alone with the corpse, except for the two
gendarmes whose duty compelled them to stay with me.

"They lifted up the riddled mass of bruised and bleeding
flesh.

""He must be searched,' I said. And I handed them a box of
taper matches which I had in my pocket. One of the soldiers
had another box. I was standing between the two.

"The gendarme who was examining the body announced:

"'Clothed in a blue blouse, a white shirt, trousers, and a pair
of shoes.'

"The first match went out; we lighted a second. The man
continued, as he turned out his pockets:

"'A horn-handled pocketknife, check handkerchief, a
snuffbox, a bit of pack thread, a piece of bread.'



"The second match went out; we lighted a third. The
gendarme, after having felt the corpse for a long time, said:

"'That is all.'

"I said:

"'Strip him. We shall perhaps find something next his skin."
"And in order that the two soldiers might help each other in
this task, I stood between them to hold the lighted match. By
the rapid and speedily extinguished flame of the match, I saw
them take off the garments one by one, and expose to view
that bleeding bundle of flesh, still warm, though lifeless.
"And suddenly one of them exclaimed:

"'Good God, general, it is a woman!'

"I cannot describe to you the strange and poignant sensation
of pain that moved my heart. I could not believe it, and I knelt
down in the snow before this shapeless pulp of flesh to see for
myself: it was a woman.

"The two gendarmes, speechless and stunned, waited for me
to give my opinion on the matter. But I did not know what to
think, what theory to adopt.

"Then the brigadier slowly drawled out:

"'Perhaps she came to look for a son of hers in the artillery,
whom she had not heard from.'

"And the other chimed in:
"'Perhaps, indeed, that is so.'

"And I, who had seen some very terrible things in my time,
began to cry. And I felt, in the presence of this corpse, on that

icy cold night, in the midst of that gloomy plain; at the sight of

this mystery, at the sight of this murdered stranger, the
meaning of that word 'horror.'

"I had the same sensation last year, while interrogating one of
the survivors of the Flatters Mission, an Algerian
sharpshooter.

"You know the details of that atrocious drama. It is possible,
however, that you are unacquainted with one of them.

"The colonel travelled through the desert into the Soudan, and
passed through the immense territory of the Touaregs, who, in
that great ocean of sand which stretches from the Atlantic to
Egypt and from the Soudan to Algeria, are a kind of pirates,
resembling those who ravaged the seas in former days.

"The guides who accompanied the column belonged to the
tribe of the Chambaa, of Ouargla.

"Now, one day we encamped in the middle of the desert, and

the Arabs declared that, as the spring was still some distance
away, they would go with all their camels to look for water.

"One man alone warned the colonel that he had been
betrayed. Flatters did not believe this, and accompanied the
convoy with the engineers, the doctors, and nearly all his
officers.

"They were massacred round the spring, and all the camels
were captured.

"The captain of the Arab Intelligence Department at Ouargla,
who had remained in the camp, took command of the
survivors, spahis and sharpshooters, and they began to
retreat, leaving behind them the baggage and provisions, for
want of camels to carry them.

"Then they started on their journey through this solitude
without shade and boundless, beneath the devouring sun,
which burned them from morning till night.

"One tribe came to tender its submission and brought dates
as a tribute. The dates were poisoned. Nearly all the
Frenchmen died, and, among them, the last officer.

"There now only remained a few spahis with their
quartermaster, Pobeguin, and some native sharpshooters of
the Chambaa tribe. They had still two camels left. They
disappeared one night, along with two, Arabs.

"Then the survivors understood that they would be obliged
to eat each other, and as soon as they discovered the flight of
the two men with the two camels, those who remained
separated, and proceeded to march, one by one, through the
soft sand, under the glare of a scorching sun, at a distance of
more than a gunshot from each other.

"So they went on all day, and when they reached a spring
each of them came to drink at it in turn, as soon as each
solitary marcher had moved forward the number of yards
arranged upon. And thus they continued marching the whole
day, raising everywhere they passed, in that level, burnt up
expanse, those little columns of dust which, from a distance,
indicate those who are trudging through the desert.

"But one morning one of the travellers suddenly turned
round and approached the man behind him. And they all
stopped to look.

"The man toward whom the famished soldier drew near did
not flee, but lay flat on the ground, and took aim at the one
who was coming toward him. When he believed he was
within gunshot, he fired. The other was not hit, and he
continued then to advance, and levelling his gun, in turn,
he killed his comrade.

"Then from all directions the others rushed to seek their
share. And he who had killed the fallen man, cutting the
corpse into pieces, distributed it.



"And they once more placed themselves at fixed distances,
these irreconcilable allies, preparing for the next murder
which would bring them together.

"For two days they lived on this human flesh which they
divided between them. Then, becoming famished again, he
who had killed the first man began killing afresh. And again,
like a butcher, he cut up the corpse and offered it to his
comrades, keeping only his own portion of it.

"And so this retreat of cannibals continued.

"The last Frenchman, Pobeguin, was massacred at the side
of a well, the very night before the supplies arrived.

"Do you understand now what I mean by the horrible?"

This was the story told us a few nights ago by General de
G----.



