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			The Lerouge Case

		
	
		
			I

			On Thursday, the 6th of March, 1862, two days after Shrove Tues­day, five wo­men be­long­ing to the vil­lage of La Jonchere presen­ted them­selves at the po­lice sta­tion at Bou­giv­al. They stated that for two days past no one had seen the Wid­ow Ler­ouge, one of their neigh­bours, who lived by her­self in an isol­ated cot­tage. They had sev­er­al times knocked at the door, but all in vain. The win­dow-shut­ters as well as the door were closed; and it was im­possible to ob­tain even a glimpse of the in­teri­or. This si­lence, this sud­den dis­ap­pear­ance alarmed them. Ap­pre­hens­ive of a crime, or at least of an ac­ci­dent, they re­ques­ted the in­ter­fer­ence of the po­lice to sat­is­fy their doubts by for­cing the door and en­ter­ing the house.

			Bou­giv­al is a pleas­ant river­side vil­lage, peopled on Sundays by crowds of boat­ing parties. Tri­fling of­fences are fre­quently heard of in its neigh­bour­hood, but crimes are rare. The com­mis­sary of po­lice at first re­fused to listen to the wo­men, but their im­por­tun­it­ies so fa­tigued him that he at length ac­ceded to their re­quest. He sent for the cor­por­al of gen­darmes, with two of his men, called in­to re­quis­i­tion the ser­vices of a lock­smith, and, thus ac­com­pan­ied, fol­lowed the neigh­bours of the Wid­ow Ler­ouge.

			La Jonchere owes some celebrity to the in­vent­or of the slid­ing rail­way, who for some years past has, with more en­ter­prise than profit, made pub­lic tri­als of his sys­tem in the im­me­di­ate neigh­bour­hood. It is a ham­let of no im­port­ance, rest­ing upon the slope of the hill which over­looks the Seine between La Mal­mais­on and Bou­giv­al. It is about twenty minutes’ walk from the main road, which, passing by Rueil and Port-Marly, goes from Par­is to St. Ger­main, and is reached by a steep and rugged lane, quite un­known to the gov­ern­ment en­gin­eers.

			The party, led by the gen­darmes, fol­lowed the main road which here bordered the river un­til it reached this lane, in­to which it turned, and stumbled over the rugged in­equal­it­ies of the ground for about a hun­dred yards, when it ar­rived in front of a cot­tage of ex­tremely mod­est yet re­spect­able ap­pear­ance. This cot­tage had prob­ably been built by some little Parisi­an shop­keep­er in love with the beau­ties of nature; for all the trees had been care­fully cut down. It con­sisted merely of two apart­ments on the ground floor with a loft above. Around it ex­ten­ded a much-neg­lected garden, badly pro­tec­ted against mid­night prowl­ers, by a very dilap­id­ated stone wall about three feet high, and broken and crum­bling in many places. A light wooden gate, clum­sily held in its place by pieces of wire, gave ac­cess to the garden.

			“It is here,” said the wo­men.

			The com­mis­sary stopped. Dur­ing his short walk, the num­ber of his fol­low­ers had been rap­idly in­creas­ing, and now in­cluded all the in­quis­it­ive and idle per­sons of the neigh­bour­hood. He found him­self sur­roun­ded by about forty in­di­vidu­als burn­ing with curi­os­ity.

			“No one must enter the garden,” said he; and, to en­sure obed­i­ence, he placed the two gen­darmes on sen­try be­fore the en­trance, and ad­vanced to­wards the house, ac­com­pan­ied by the cor­por­al and the lock­smith.

			He knocked sev­er­al times loudly with his leaded cane, first at the door, and then suc­cess­ively at all the win­dow shut­ters. After each blow, he placed his ear against the wood and listened. Hear­ing noth­ing, he turned to the lock­smith.

			“Open!” said he.

			The work­man un­strapped his satchel, and pro­duced his im­ple­ments. He had already in­tro­duced a skel­et­on key in­to the lock, when a loud ex­clam­a­tion was heard from the crowd out­side the gate.

			“The key!” they cried. “Here is the key!”

			A boy about twelve years old play­ing with one of his com­pan­ions, had seen an enorm­ous key in a ditch by the road­side; he had picked it up and car­ried it to the cot­tage in tri­umph.

			“Give it to me, young­ster,” said the cor­por­al. “We shall see.”

			The key was tried, and it proved to be the key of the house. The com­mis­sary and the lock­smith ex­changed glances full of sin­is­ter mis­giv­ings. “This looks bad,” muttered the cor­por­al. They entered the house, while the crowd, re­strained with dif­fi­culty by the gen­darmes, stamped with im­pa­tience, or leant over the garden wall, stretch­ing their necks eagerly, to see or hear some­thing of what was passing with­in the cot­tage.

			Those who an­ti­cip­ated the dis­cov­ery of a crime, were un­hap­pily not de­ceived. The com­mis­sary was con­vinced of this as soon as he crossed the threshold. Everything in the first room poin­ted with a sad elo­quence to the re­cent pres­ence of a mal­efact­or. The fur­niture was knocked about, and a chest of draw­ers and two large trunks had been forced and broken open. In the in­ner room, which served as a sleep­ing apart­ment, the dis­order was even great­er. It seemed as though some furi­ous hand had taken a fiendish pleas­ure in up­set­ting everything. Near the fire­place, her face bur­ied in the ashes, lay the dead body of Wid­ow Ler­ouge. All one side of the face and the hair were burnt; it seemed a mir­acle that the fire had not caught her cloth­ing.

			“Wretches!” ex­claimed the cor­por­al. “Could they not have robbed, without as­sas­sin­at­ing the poor wo­man?”

			“But where has she been wounded?” in­quired the com­mis­sary, “I do not see any blood.”

			“Look! here between the shoulders,” replied the cor­por­al; “two fierce blows, by my faith. I’ll wager my stripes she had no time to cry out.”

			He stooped over the corpse and touched it. “She is quite cold,” he con­tin­ued, “and it seems to me that she is no longer very stiff. It is at least thirty-six hours since she re­ceived her deathblow.”

			The com­mis­sary began writ­ing, on the corner of a table, a short of­fi­cial re­port. “We are not here to talk, but to dis­cov­er the guilty,” said he to the cor­por­al. “Let in­form­a­tion be at once con­veyed to the justice of the peace, and the may­or, and send this let­ter without delay to the Pal­ais de Justice. In a couple of hours, an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate can be here. In the mean­while, I will pro­ceed to make a pre­lim­in­ary in­quiry.”

			“Shall I carry the let­ter?” asked the cor­por­al of gen­darmes.

			“No, send one of your men; you will be use­ful to me here in keep­ing these people in or­der, and in find­ing any wit­nesses I may want. We must leave everything here as it is. I will in­stall my­self in the oth­er room.”

			A gen­darme de­par­ted at a run to­wards the sta­tion at Rueil; and the com­mis­sary com­menced his in­vest­ig­a­tions in reg­u­lar form, as pre­scribed by law.

			“Who was Wid­ow Ler­ouge? Where did she come from? What did she do? Upon what means, and how did she live? What were her habits, her mor­als, and what sort of com­pany did she keep? Was she known to have en­emies? Was she a miser? Did she pass for be­ing rich?” The com­mis­sary knew the im­port­ance of as­cer­tain­ing all this: but al­though the wit­nesses were nu­mer­ous enough, they pos­sessed but little in­form­a­tion. The de­pos­itions of the neigh­bours, suc­cess­ively in­ter­rog­ated, were empty, in­co­her­ent, and in­com­plete. No one knew any­thing of the vic­tim, who was a stranger in the coun­try. Many presen­ted them­selves as wit­nesses moreover, who came for­ward less to af­ford in­form­a­tion than to grat­i­fy their curi­os­ity. A garden­er’s wife, who had been friendly with the de­ceased, and a milk-wo­man with whom she dealt, were alone able to give a few in­sig­ni­fic­ant though pre­cise de­tails. In a word, after three hours of la­bor­i­ous in­vest­ig­a­tion, after hav­ing un­der­gone the in­flic­tion of all the gos­sip of the coun­try, after re­ceiv­ing evid­ence the most con­tra­dict­ory, and listened to com­ment­ar­ies the most ri­dicu­lous, the fol­low­ing is what ap­peared the most re­li­able to the com­mis­sary.

			Twelve years be­fore, at the be­gin­ning of 1850, the wo­man Ler­ouge had made her ap­pear­ance at Bou­giv­al with a large wag­on piled with fur­niture, lin­en, and her per­son­al ef­fects. She had alighted at an inn, de­clar­ing her in­ten­tion of set­tling in the neigh­bour­hood, and had im­me­di­ately gone in quest of a house. Find­ing this one un­oc­cu­pied, and think­ing it would suit her, she had taken it without try­ing to beat down the terms, at a rent­al of three hun­dred and twenty francs pay­able half yearly and in ad­vance, but had re­fused to sign a lease. The house taken, she oc­cu­pied it the same day, and ex­pen­ded about a hun­dred francs on re­pairs.

			She was a wo­man about fifty-four or fifty-five years of age, well pre­served, act­ive, and in the en­joy­ment of ex­cel­lent health. No one knew her reas­ons for tak­ing up her abode in a coun­try where she was an ab­so­lute stranger. She was sup­posed to have come from Nor­mandy, hav­ing been fre­quently seen in the early morn­ing to wear a white cot­ton cap. This night­cap did not pre­vent her dress­ing very smartly dur­ing the day; in­deed, she or­din­ar­ily wore very hand­some dresses, very showy rib­bons in her caps, and covered her­self with jew­els like a saint in a chapel. Without doubt she had lived on the coast, for ships and the sea re­curred in­cess­antly in her con­ver­sa­tion.

			She did not like speak­ing of her hus­band who had, she said, per­ished in a ship­wreck. But she had nev­er giv­en the slight­est de­tail. On one par­tic­u­lar oc­ca­sion she had re­marked, in pres­ence of the milk-wo­man and three oth­er per­sons, “No wo­man was ever more miser­able than I dur­ing my mar­ried life.” And at an­oth­er she had said, “All new, all fine! A new broom sweeps clean. My de­funct hus­band only loved me for a year!”

			Wid­ow Ler­ouge passed for rich, or at the least for be­ing very well off and she was not a miser. She had lent a wo­man at La Mal­mais­on sixty francs with which to pay her rent, and would not let her re­turn them. At an­oth­er time she had ad­vanced two hun­dred francs to a fish­er­man of Port-Marly. She was fond of good liv­ing, spent a good deal on her food, and bought wine by the half cask. She took pleas­ure in treat­ing her ac­quaint­ances, and her din­ners were ex­cel­lent. If com­pli­men­ted on her easy cir­cum­stances, she made no very strong deni­al. She had fre­quently been heard to say, “I have noth­ing in the funds, but I have everything I want. If I wished for more, I could have it.”

			Bey­ond this, the slight­est al­lu­sion to her past life, her coun­try, or her fam­ily had nev­er es­caped her. She was very talk­at­ive, but all she would say would be to the det­ri­ment of her neigh­bours. She was sup­posed, how­ever, to have seen the world, and to know a great deal. She was very dis­trust­ful and bar­ri­caded her­self in her cot­tage as in a fort­ress. She nev­er went out in the even­ing, and it was well known that she got tipsy reg­u­larly at her din­ner and went to bed very soon af­ter­wards. Rarely had strangers been seen to vis­it her; four or five times a lady ac­com­pan­ied by a young man had called, and upon one oc­ca­sion two gen­tle­men, one young, the oth­er old and dec­or­ated, had come in a mag­ni­fi­cent car­riage.

			In con­clu­sion, the de­ceased was held in but little es­teem by her neigh­bours. Her re­marks were of­ten most of­fens­ive and odi­ous in the mouth of a wo­man of her age. She had been heard to give a young girl the most de­test­able coun­sels. A pork butcher, be­long­ing to Bou­giv­al, em­bar­rassed in his busi­ness, and temp­ted by her sup­posed wealth, had at one time paid her his ad­dresses. She, how­ever, re­pelled his ad­vances, de­clar­ing that to be mar­ried once was enough for her. On sev­er­al oc­ca­sions men had been seen in her house; first of all, a young one, who had the ap­pear­ance of a clerk of the rail­way com­pany; then an­oth­er, a tall, eld­erly man, very sun­burnt, who was dressed in a blouse, and looked very vil­lain­ous. These men were re­por­ted to be her lov­ers.

			Whilst ques­tion­ing the wit­nesses, the com­mis­sary wrote down their de­pos­itions in a more con­densed form, and he had got so far, when the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate ar­rived, at­ten­ded by the chief of the de­tect­ive po­lice, and one of his sub­or­din­ates. M. Dabur­on was a man thirty-eight years of age, and of pre­pos­sess­ing ap­pear­ance; sym­path­et­ic not­with­stand­ing his cold­ness; wear­ing upon his coun­ten­ance a sweet, and rather sad ex­pres­sion. This settled mel­an­choly had re­mained with him ever since his re­cov­ery, two years be­fore, from a dread­ful mal­ady, which had well-nigh proved fatal. In­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate since 1859, he had rap­idly ac­quired the most bril­liant repu­ta­tion. La­bor­i­ous, pa­tient, and acute, he knew with sin­gu­lar skill how to dis­en­tangle the skein of the most com­plic­ated af­fair, and from the midst of a thou­sand threads lay hold to the right one. None bet­ter than he, armed with an im­plac­able lo­gic, could solve those ter­rible prob­lems in which X—in al­gebra, the un­known quant­ity—rep­res­ents the crim­in­al. Clev­er in de­du­cing the un­known from the known, he ex­celled in col­lect­ing facts, and in unit­ing in a bundle of over­whelm­ing proofs cir­cum­stances the most tri­fling, and in ap­pear­ance the most in­sig­ni­fic­ant.

			Al­though pos­sessed of qual­i­fic­a­tions for his of­fice so nu­mer­ous and valu­able, he was trem­blingly dis­trust­ful of his own abil­it­ies and ex­er­cised his ter­rible func­tions with dif­fid­ence and hes­it­a­tion. He wanted au­da­city to risk those sud­den sur­prises so of­ten re­sor­ted to by his col­leagues in the pur­suit of truth. Thus it was re­pug­nant to his feel­ings to de­ceive even an ac­cused per­son, or to lay snares for him; in fact the mere idea of the pos­sib­il­ity of a ju­di­cial er­ror ter­ri­fied him. They said of him in the courts, “He is a trem­bler.” What he sought was not con­vic­tion, nor the most prob­able pre­sump­tions, but the most ab­so­lute cer­tainty. No rest for him un­til the day when the ac­cused was forced to bow be­fore the evid­ence; so much so that he had been jest­ingly re­proached with seek­ing not to dis­cov­er crim­in­als but in­no­cents.

			The chief of de­tect­ive po­lice was none oth­er than the cel­eb­rated Gev­rol. He is really an able man, but want­ing in per­sever­ance, and li­able to be blinded by an in­cred­ible ob­stin­acy. If he loses a clue, he can­not bring him­self to ac­know­ledge it, still less to re­trace his steps. His au­da­city and cool­ness, how­ever, render it im­possible to dis­con­cert him; and be­ing pos­sessed of im­mense per­son­al strength, hid­den un­der a most mea­gre ap­pear­ance, he has nev­er hes­it­ated to con­front the most dar­ing of mal­efact­ors. But his spe­cialty, his tri­umph, his glory, is a memory of faces, so prodi­gious as to ex­ceed be­lief. Let him see a face for five minutes, and it is enough. Its pos­sessor is cata­logued, and will be re­cog­nised at any time. The im­possib­il­it­ies of place, the un­like­li­hood of cir­cum­stances, the most in­cred­ible dis­guises will not lead him astray. The reas­on for this, so he pre­tends, is be­cause he only looks at a man’s eyes, without no­ti­cing any oth­er fea­tures. This fac­ulty was severely tested some months back at Poissy, by the fol­low­ing ex­per­i­ment. Three pris­on­ers were draped in cov­er­ings so as to com­pletely dis­guise their height. Over their faces were thick veils, al­low­ing noth­ing of the fea­tures to be seen ex­cept the eyes, for which holes had been made; and in this state they were shown to Gev­rol. Without the slight­est hes­it­a­tion he re­cog­nised the pris­on­ers and named them. Had chance alone as­sisted him?

			The sub­or­din­ate Gev­rol had brought with him, was an old of­fend­er, re­con­ciled to the law. A smart fel­low in his pro­fes­sion, crafty as a fox, and jeal­ous of his chief, whose abil­it­ies he held in light es­tim­a­tion. His name was Le­coq.

			The com­mis­sary, by this time heart­ily tired of his re­spons­ib­il­it­ies, wel­comed the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate and his agents as lib­er­at­ors. He rap­idly re­lated the facts col­lec­ted and read his of­fi­cial re­port.

			“You have pro­ceeded very well,” ob­served the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. “All is stated clearly; yet there is one fact you have omit­ted to as­cer­tain.”

			“What is that, sir?” in­quired the com­mis­sary.

			“On what day was Wid­ow Ler­ouge last seen, and at what hour?”

			“I was com­ing to that presently. She was last seen and spoken to on the even­ing of Shrove Tues­day, at twenty minutes past five. She was then re­turn­ing from Bou­giv­al with a bas­ket­ful of pur­chases.”

			“You are sure of the hour, sir?” in­quired Gev­rol.

			“Per­fectly, and for this reas­on; the two wit­nesses who fur­nished me with this fact, a wo­man named Tel­li­er and a cooper who lives hard by, alighted from the om­ni­bus which leaves Marly every hour, when they per­ceived the wid­ow in the cross­road, and hastened to over­take her. They con­versed with her and only left her when they reached the door of her own house.”

			“And what had she in her bas­ket?” asked the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“The wit­nesses can­not say. They only know that she car­ried two sealed bottles of wine, and an­oth­er of brandy. She com­plained to them of head­ache, and said, ‘Though it is cus­tom­ary to en­joy one­self on Shrove Tues­day, I am go­ing to bed.’ ”

			“So, so!” ex­claimed the chief of de­tect­ive po­lice. “I know where to search!”

			“You think so?” in­quired M. Dabur­on.

			“Why, it is clear enough. We must find the tall sun­burnt man, the gal­lant in the blouse. The brandy and the wine were in­ten­ded for his en­ter­tain­ment. The wid­ow ex­pec­ted him to sup­per. He came, sure enough, the ami­able gal­lant!”

			“Oh!” cried the cor­por­al of gen­darmes, evid­ently scan­dal­ised, “she was very old, and ter­ribly ugly!”

			Gev­rol sur­veyed the hon­est fel­low with an ex­pres­sion of con­temp­tu­ous pity. “Know, cor­por­al,” said he, “that a wo­man who has money is al­ways young and pretty, if she de­sires to be thought so!”

			“Per­haps there is some­thing in that,” re­marked the ma­gis­trate; “but it is not what strikes me most. I am more im­pressed by the re­mark of this un­for­tu­nate wo­man. ‘If I wished for more, I could have it.’ ”

			“That also at­trac­ted my at­ten­tion,” ac­qui­esced the com­mis­sary.

			But Gev­rol no longer took the trouble to listen. He stuck to his own opin­ion, and began to in­spect minutely every corner of the room. Sud­denly he turned to­wards the com­mis­sary. “Now that I think of it,” cried he, “was it not on Tues­day that the weath­er changed? It had been freez­ing for a fort­night past, and on that even­ing it rained. At what time did the rain com­mence here?”

			“At half-past nine,” answered the cor­por­al. “I went out from sup­per to make my cir­cuit of the dan­cing halls, when I was over­taken op­pos­ite the Rue des Pech­eurs by a heavy shower. In less than ten minutes there was half an inch of wa­ter in the road.”

			“Very well,” said Gev­rol. “Then if the man came after half-past nine his shoes must have been very muddy. If they were dry, he ar­rived soon­er. This must have been no­ticed, for the floor is a pol­ished one. Were there any im­prints of foot­steps, M. Com­mis­sary?”

			“I must con­fess we nev­er thought of look­ing for them.”

			“Ah!” ex­claimed the chief de­tect­ive, in a tone of ir­rit­a­tion, “that is vex­a­tious!”

			“Wait,” ad­ded the com­mis­sary; “there is yet time to see if there are any, not in this room, but in the oth­er. We have dis­turbed ab­so­lutely noth­ing there. My foot­steps and the cor­por­al’s will be eas­ily dis­tin­guished. Let us see.”

			As the com­mis­sary opened the door of the second cham­ber, Gev­rol stopped him. “I ask per­mis­sion, sir,” said he to the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, “to ex­am­ine the apart­ment be­fore any­one else is per­mit­ted to enter. It is very im­port­ant for me.”

			“Cer­tainly,” ap­proved M. Dabur­on.

			Gev­rol passed in first, the oth­ers re­main­ing on the threshold. They all took in at a glance the scene of the crime. Everything, as the com­mis­sary had stated, seemed to have been over­turned by some furi­ous mad­man. In the middle of the room was a table covered with a fine lin­en cloth, white as snow. Upon this was placed a mag­ni­fi­cent wine­glass of the rarest man­u­fac­ture, a very hand­some knife, and a plate of the finest por­cel­ain. There was an opened bottle of wine, hardly touched, and an­oth­er of brandy, from which about five or six small glasses had been taken. On the right, against the wall, stood two hand­some wal­nut-wood ward­robes, with or­na­ment­al locks; they were placed one on each side of the win­dow; both were empty, and the con­tents scattered about on all sides. There were cloth­ing, lin­en, and oth­er ef­fects un­fol­ded, tossed about, and crumpled. At the end of the room, near the fire­place, a large cup­board used for keep­ing the crock­ery was wide open. On the oth­er side of the fire­place, an old sec­ret­ary with a marble top had been forced, broken, smashed in­to bits, and rum­maged, no doubt, to its in­most re­cesses. The desk, wrenched away, hung by a single hinge. The draw­ers had been pulled out and thrown upon the floor. To the left of the room stood the bed, which had been com­pletely dis­ar­ranged and up­set. Even the straw of the mat­tress had been pulled out and ex­amined.

			“Not the slight­est im­print,” mur­mured Gev­rol dis­ap­poin­ted. “He must have ar­rived be­fore half-past nine. You can all come in now.”

			He walked right up to the corpse of the wid­ow, near which he knelt.

			“It can not be said,” grumbled he, “that the work is not prop­erly done! the as­sas­sin is no ap­pren­tice!” Then look­ing right and left, he con­tin­ued: “Oh! oh! the poor dev­il was busy with her cook­ing when he struck her; see her pan of ham and eggs upon the hearth. The brute hadn’t pa­tience enough to wait for the din­ner. The gen­tle­man was in a hurry, he struck the blow fast­ing; there­fore he can’t in­voke the gayety of dessert in his de­fense!”

			“It is evid­ent,” said the com­mis­sary to the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, “that rob­bery was the motive of the crime.”

			“It is prob­able,” answered Gev­rol in a sly way; “and that ac­counts for the ab­sence of the sil­ver spoons from the table.”

			“Look here! Some pieces of gold in this draw­er!” ex­claimed Le­coq, who had been search­ing on his own ac­count, “just three hun­dred and twenty francs!”

			“Well, I nev­er!” cried Gev­rol, a little dis­con­cer­ted. But he soon re­covered from his em­bar­rass­ment, and ad­ded: “He must have for­got­ten them; that of­ten hap­pens. I have known an as­sas­sin, who, after ac­com­plish­ing the murder, be­came so ut­terly be­wildered as to de­part without re­mem­ber­ing to take the plun­der, for which he had com­mit­ted the crime. Our man be­came ex­cited per­haps, or was in­ter­rup­ted. Someone may have knocked at the door. What makes me more will­ing to think so is, that the scamp did not leave the candle burn­ing. You see he took the trouble to put it out.”

			“Pooh!” said Le­coq. “That proves noth­ing. He is prob­ably an eco­nom­ic­al and care­ful man.”

			The in­vest­ig­a­tions of the two agents were con­tin­ued all over the house; but their most minute re­searches res­ul­ted in dis­cov­er­ing ab­so­lutely noth­ing; not one piece of evid­ence to con­vict; not the faintest in­dic­a­tion which might serve as a point of de­par­ture. Even the dead wo­man’s pa­pers, if she pos­sessed any, had dis­ap­peared. Not a let­ter, not a scrap of pa­per even, to be met with. From time to time Gev­rol stopped to swear or grumble. “Oh! it is clev­erly done! It is a tiptop piece of work! The scoun­drel is a cool hand!”

			“Well, what do you make of it?” at length de­man­ded the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“It is a drawn game mon­sieur,” replied Gev­rol. “We are baffled for the present. The miscre­ant has taken his meas­ures with great pre­cau­tion; but I will catch him. Be­fore night, I shall have a dozen men in pur­suit. Be­sides, he is sure to fall in­to our hands. He has car­ried off the plate and the jew­els. He is lost!”

			“Des­pite all that,” said M. Dabur­on, “we are no fur­ther ad­vanced than we were this morn­ing!”

			“Well!” growled Gev­rol. “A man can only do what he can!”

			“Ah!” mur­mured Le­coq in a low tone, per­fectly aud­ible, how­ever, “why is not old Tirauc­lair here?”

			“What could he do more than we have done?” re­tor­ted Gev­rol, dir­ect­ing a furi­ous glance at his sub­or­din­ate. Le­coq bowed his head and was si­lent, in­wardly de­lighted at hav­ing wounded his chief.

			“Who is old Tirauc­lair?” asked M. Dabur­on. “It seems to me that I have heard the name, but I can’t re­mem­ber where.”

			“He is an ex­traordin­ary man!” ex­claimed Le­coq. “He was formerly a clerk at the Mont de Piete,” ad­ded Gev­rol; “but he is now a rich old fel­low, whose real name is Tab­aret. He goes in for play­ing the de­tect­ive by way of amuse­ment.”

			“And to aug­ment his rev­en­ues,” in­sinu­ated the com­mis­sary.

			“He?” cried Le­coq. “No danger of that. He works so much for the glory of suc­cess that he of­ten spends money from his own pock­et. It’s his amuse­ment, you see! At the Pre­fec­ture we have nick­named him ‘Tirauc­lair,’ from a phrase he is con­stantly in the habit of re­peat­ing. Ah! he is sharp, the old weasel! It was he who in the case of that banker’s wife, you re­mem­ber, guessed that the lady had robbed her­self, and who proved it.”

			“True!” re­tor­ted Gev­rol; “and it was also he who al­most had poor Dereme guil­lotined for killing his wife, a thor­ough bad wo­man; and all the while the poor man was in­no­cent.”

			“We are wast­ing our time, gen­tle­men,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on. Then, ad­dress­ing him­self to Le­coq, he ad­ded:—“Go and find M. Tab­aret. I have heard a great deal of him, and shall be glad to see him at work here.”

			Le­coq star­ted off at a run, Gev­rol was ser­i­ously hu­mi­li­ated. “You have of course, sir, the right to de­mand the ser­vices of whom you please,” com­menced he, “but yet—”

			“Do not,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on, “let us lose our tem­pers, M. Gev­rol. I have known you for a long time, and I know your worth; but today we hap­pen to dif­fer in opin­ion. You hold ab­so­lutely to your sun­burnt man in the blouse, and I, on my side, am con­vinced that you are not on the right track!”

			“I think I am right,” replied the de­tect­ive, “and I hope to prove it. I shall find the scoun­drel, be he whom he may!”

			“I ask noth­ing bet­ter,” said M. Dabur­on.

			“Only, per­mit me, sir, to give—what shall I say without fail­ing in re­spect?—a piece of ad­vice?”

			“Speak!”

			“I would ad­vise you, sir, to dis­trust old Tab­aret.”

			“Really? And for what reas­on?”

			“The old fel­low al­lows him­self to be car­ried away too much by ap­pear­ances. He has be­come an am­a­teur de­tect­ive for the sake of pop­ular­ity, just like an au­thor; and, as he is vain­er than a pea­cock, he is apt to lose his tem­per and be very ob­stin­ate. As soon as he finds him­self in the pres­ence of a crime, like this one, for ex­ample, he pre­tends he can ex­plain everything on the in­stant. And he man­ages to in­vent a story that will cor­res­pond ex­actly with the situ­ation. He pro­fesses, with the help of one single fact, to be able to re­con­struct all the de­tails of an as­sas­sin­a­tion, as a sav­ant pic­tures an antedi­lu­vi­an an­im­al from a single bone. Some­times he di­vines cor­rectly; very of­ten, though, he makes a mis­take. Take, for in­stance, the case of the tail­or, the un­for­tu­nate Dereme, without me—”

			“I thank you for your ad­vice,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on, “and will profit by it. Now com­mis­sary,” he con­tin­ued, “it is most im­port­ant to as­cer­tain from what part of the coun­try Wid­ow Ler­ouge came.”

			The pro­ces­sion of wit­nesses un­der the charge of the cor­por­al of gen­darmes were again in­ter­rog­ated by the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. But noth­ing new was eli­cited. It was evid­ent that Wid­ow Ler­ouge had been a sin­gu­larly dis­creet wo­man; for, al­though very talk­at­ive, noth­ing in any way con­nec­ted with her ante­cedents re­mained in the memory of the gos­sips of La Jonchere. All the people in­ter­rog­ated, how­ever, ob­stin­ately tried to im­part to the ma­gis­trate their own con­vic­tions and per­son­al con­jec­tures. Pub­lic opin­ion sided with Gev­rol. Every voice de­nounced the tall sun­burnt man with the gray blouse. He must surely be the cul­prit. Every­one re­membered his fe­ro­cious as­pect, which had frightened the whole neigh­bour­hood. He had one even­ing men­aced a wo­man, and an­oth­er day beaten a child. They could point out neither the child nor the wo­man; but no mat­ter: these bru­tal acts were no­tori­ously pub­lic. M. Dabur­on began to des­pair of gain­ing the least en­light­en­ment, when someone brought the wife of a gro­cer of Bou­giv­al, at whose shop the vic­tim used to deal, and a child thir­teen years old, who knew, it was said, some­thing pos­it­ive.

			The gro­cer’s wife first made her ap­pear­ance. She had heard Wid­ow Ler­ouge speak of hav­ing a son still liv­ing.

			“Are you quite sure of that?” asked the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“As of my ex­ist­ence,” answered the wo­man, “for, on that even­ing, yes, it was even­ing, she was, sav­ing your pres­ence, a little tipsy. She re­mained in my shop more than an hour.”

			“And what did she say?”

			“I think I see her now,” con­tin­ued the shop­keep­er: “she was lean­ing against the counter near the scales, jest­ing with a fish­er­man of Marly, old Hus­son, who can tell you the same; and she called him a fresh wa­ter sail­or. ‘My hus­band,’ said she, ‘was a real sail­or, and the proof is, he would some­times re­main years on a voy­age, and al­ways used to bring me back coconuts. I have a son who is also a sail­or, like his dead fath­er, in the im­per­i­al navy.’ ”

			“Did she men­tion her son’s name?”

			“Not that time, but an­oth­er even­ing, when she was, if I may say so, very drunk. She told us that her son’s name was Jacques, and that she had not seen him for a very long time.”

			“Did she speak ill of her hus­band?”

			“Nev­er! She only said he was jeal­ous and bru­tal, though a good man at bot­tom, and that he led her a miser­able life. He was weak-headed, and forged ideas out of noth­ing at all. In fact he was too hon­est to be wise.”

			“Did her son ever come to see her while she lived here?”

			“She nev­er told me of it.”

			“Did she spend much money with you?”

			“That de­pends. About sixty francs a month; some­times more, for she al­ways buys the best brandy. She paid cash for all she bought.”

			The wo­man know­ing no more was dis­missed. The child, who was now brought for­ward, be­longed to par­ents in easy cir­cum­stances. Tall and strong for his age, he had bright in­tel­li­gent eyes, and fea­tures ex­press­ive of watch­ful­ness and cun­ning. The pres­ence of the ma­gis­trate did not seem to in­tim­id­ate him in the least.

			“Let us hear, my boy,” said M. Dabur­on, “what you know.”

			“Well, sir, a few days ago, on Sunday last, I saw a man at Ma­dame Ler­ouge’s garden-gate.”

			“At what time of the day?”

			“Early in the morn­ing. I was go­ing to church, to serve in the second mass.”

			“Well,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “and this man was tall and sun­burnt, and dressed in a blouse?”

			“No, sir, on the con­trary, he was short, very fat, and old.”

			“You are sure you are not mis­taken?”

			“Quite sure,” replied the urchin, “I saw him close face to face, for I spoke to him.”

			“Tell me, then, what oc­curred?”

			“Well, sir, I was passing when I saw this fat man at the gate. He ap­peared very much vexed, oh! but aw­fully vexed! His face was red, or rather purple, as far as the middle of his head, which I could see very well, for it was bare, and had very little hair on it.”

			“And did he speak to you first?”

			“Yes, sir, he saw me, and called out, ‘Hal­loa! young­ster!’ as I came up to him, and he asked me if I had got a good pair of legs? I answered yes. Then he took me by the ear, but without hurt­ing me, and said, ‘Since that is so, if you will run an er­rand for me, I will give you ten sous. Run as far as the Seine; and when you reach the quay, you will no­tice a large boat moored. Go on board, and ask to see Cap­tain Ger­vais: he is sure to be there. Tell him that he can pre­pare to leave, that I am ready.’ Then he put ten sous in my hand; and off I went.”

			“If all the wit­nesses were like this bright little fel­low,” mur­mured the com­mis­sary, “what a pleas­ure it would be!”

			“Now,” said the ma­gis­trate, “tell us how you ex­ecuted your com­mis­sion?”

			“I went to the boat, sir, found the man, and I told him; and that’s all.”

			Gev­rol, who had listened with the most lively at­ten­tion, leaned over to­wards the ear of M. Dabur­on, and said in a low voice: “Will you per­mit me, sir, to ask the brat a few ques­tions?”

			“Cer­tainly, M. Gev­rol.”

			“Come now, my little friend,” said Gev­rol, “if you saw this man again, would you know him?”

			“Oh, yes!”

			“Then there was some­thing re­mark­able about him?”

			“Yes, I should think so! his face was the col­our of a brick!”

			“And is that all?”

			“Well, yes, sir.”

			“But you must re­mem­ber how he was dressed; had he a blouse on?”

			“No; he wore a jack­et. Un­der the arms were very large pock­ets, and from out of one of them peeped a blue spot­ted handker­chief.”

			“What kind of trousers had he on?”

			“I do not re­mem­ber.”

			“And his waist­coat?”

			“Let me see,” answered the child. “I don’t think he wore a waist­coat. And yet—but no, I re­mem­ber he did not wear one; he had a long cravat, fastened near his neck by a large ring.”

			“Ah!” said Gev­rol, with an air of sat­is­fac­tion, “you are a bright boy; and I wager that if you try hard to re­mem­ber you will find a few more de­tails to give us.”

			The boy hung down his head, and re­mained si­lent. From the knit­ting of his young brows, it was plain he was mak­ing a vi­ol­ent ef­fort of memory. “Yes,” cried he sud­denly, “I re­mem­ber an­oth­er thing.”

			“What?”

			“The man wore very large rings in his ears.”

			“Bravo!” cried Gev­rol, “here is a com­plete de­scrip­tion. I shall find the fel­low now. M. Dabur­on can pre­pare a war­rant for his ap­pear­ance whenev­er he likes.”

			“I be­lieve, in­deed, the testi­mony of this child is of the highest im­port­ance,” said M. Dabur­on; and turn­ing to the boy ad­ded, “Can you tell us, my little friend, with what this boat was loaded?”

			“No, sir, I couldn’t see be­cause it was decked.”

			“Which way was she go­ing, up the Seine or down?”

			“Neither, sir, she was moored.”

			“We know that,” said Gev­rol. “The ma­gis­trate asks you which way the prow of the boat was turned—to­wards Par­is or to­wards Marly?”

			“The two ends of the boat seemed alike to me.”

			The chief of the de­tect­ive of po­lice made a ges­ture of dis­ap­point­ment.

			“At least,” said he, ad­dress­ing the child again, “you no­ticed the name of the boat? you can read I sup­pose. One should al­ways know the names of the boats one goes aboard of.”

			“No, I didn’t see any name,” said the little boy.

			“If this boat was moored at the quay,” re­marked M. Dabur­on, “it was prob­ably no­ticed by the in­hab­it­ants of Bou­giv­al.”

			“That is true, sir,” ap­proved the com­mis­sary.

			“Yes,” said Gev­rol, “and the sail­ors must have come ashore. I shall find out all about it at the wine shop. But what sort of a man was Ger­vais, the mas­ter, my little friend?”

			“Like all the sail­ors here­abouts, sir.”

			The child was pre­par­ing to de­part when M. Dabur­on re­called him. “Be­fore you go, my boy, tell me, have you spoken to any­one of this meet­ing be­fore today?”

			“Yes, sir, I told all to mamma when I got back from church, and gave her the ten sous.”

			“And you have told us the whole truth?” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate. “You know that it is a very grave mat­ter to at­tempt to im­pose on justice. She al­ways finds it out, and it is my duty to warn you that she in­flicts the most ter­rible pun­ish­ment upon li­ars.”

			The little fel­low blushed as red as a cherry, and held down his head.

			“I see,” pur­sued M. Dabur­on, “that you have con­cealed some­thing from us. Don’t you know that the po­lice know everything?”

			“Par­don! sir,” cried the boy, burst­ing in­to tears—“par­don. Don’t pun­ish me, and I will nev­er do so again.”

			“Tell us, then, how you have de­ceived us?”

			“Well, sir, it was not ten sous that the man gave me, it was twenty sous. I only gave half to mamma; and I kept the rest to buy marbles with.”

			“My little friend,” said the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, “for this time I for­give you. But let it be a les­son for the re­mainder of your life. You may go now, and re­mem­ber it is use­less to try and hide the truth; it al­ways comes to light!”

		
	
		
			II

			The two last de­pos­itions awakened in M. Dabur­on’s mind some slight gleams of hope. In the midst of dark­ness, the humblest rush-light ac­quires bril­liancy.

			“I will go at once to Bou­giv­al, sir, if you ap­prove of this step,” sug­ges­ted Gev­rol.

			“Per­haps you would do well to wait a little,” answered M. Dabur­on. “This man was seen on Sunday morn­ing; we will in­quire in­to Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s move­ments on that day.”

			Three neigh­bours were called. They all de­clared that the wid­ow had kept her bed all Sunday. To one wo­man who, hear­ing she was un­well, had vis­ited her, she said, “Ah! I had last night a ter­rible ac­ci­dent.” Nobody at the time at­tached any sig­ni­fic­ance to these words.

			“The man with the rings in his ears be­comes more and im­port­ant,” said the ma­gis­trate, when the wo­man had re­tired. “To find him again is in­dis­pens­able: you must see to this, M. Gev­rol.”

			“Be­fore eight days, I shall have him,” replied the chief of de­tect­ive po­lice, “if I have to search every boat on the Seine, from its source to the ocean. I know the name of the cap­tain, Ger­vais. The nav­ig­a­tion of­fice will tell me some­thing.”

			He was in­ter­rup­ted by Le­coq, who rushed in­to the house breath­less. “Here is Père Tab­aret,” he said. “I met him just as he was go­ing out. What a man! He wouldn’t wait for the train, but gave I don’t know how much to a cab­man; and we drove here in fifty minutes!”

			Al­most im­me­di­ately, a man ap­peared at the door, whose as­pect it must be ad­mit­ted was not at all what one would have ex­pec­ted of a per­son who had joined the po­lice for hon­our alone. He was cer­tainly sixty years old and did not look a bit young­er. Short, thin, and rather bent, he leant on the carved ivory handle of a stout cane. His round face wore that ex­pres­sion of per­petu­al as­ton­ish­ment, mingled with un­eas­i­ness, which has made the for­tunes of two com­ic act­ors of the Pal­ais-Roy­al theatre. Scru­pu­lously shaved, he presen­ted a very short chin, large and good natured lips, and a nose dis­agree­ably el­ev­ated, like the broad end of one of Sax’s horns. His eyes of a dull gray, were small and red at the lids, and ab­so­lutely void of ex­pres­sion; yet they fa­tigued the ob­serv­er by their in­sup­port­able rest­less­ness. A few straight hairs shaded his fore­head, which re­ceded like that of a grey­hound, and through their scanti­ness barely con­cealed his long ugly ears. He was very com­fort­ably dressed, clean as a new franc piece, dis­play­ing lin­en of dazzling white­ness, and wear­ing silk gloves and leath­er gaiters. A long and massive gold chain, very vul­gar-look­ing, was twis­ted thrice round his neck, and fell in cas­cades in­to the pock­et of his waist­coat.

			M. Tab­aret, sur­named Tirauc­lair, stood at the threshold, and bowed al­most to the ground, bend­ing his old back in­to an arch, and in the humblest of voices asked, “The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate has deigned to send for me?”

			“Yes!” replied M. Dabur­on, adding un­der his breath; “and if you are a man of any abil­ity, there is at least noth­ing to in­dic­ate it in your ap­pear­ance.”

			“I am here,” con­tin­ued the old fel­low, “com­pletely at the ser­vice of justice.”

			“I wish to know,” said M. Dabur­on, “wheth­er you can dis­cov­er some clue that will put us upon the track of the as­sas­sin. I will ex­plain the—”

			“Oh, I know enough of it!” in­ter­rup­ted old Tab­aret. “Le­coq has told me the prin­cip­al facts, just as much as I de­sire to know.”

			“Nev­er­the­less—” com­menced the com­mis­sary of po­lice.

			“If you will per­mit me, I prefer to pro­ceed without re­ceiv­ing any de­tails, in or­der to be more fully mas­ter of my own im­pres­sions. When one knows an­oth­er’s opin­ion it can’t help in­flu­en­cing one’s judg­ment. I will, if you please, at once com­mence my re­searches, with Le­coq’s as­sist­ance.”

			As the old fel­low spoke, his little gray eyes dilated, and be­came bril­liant as car­buncles. His face re­flec­ted an in­tern­al sat­is­fac­tion; even his wrinkles seemed to laugh. His fig­ure be­came erect, and his step was al­most elast­ic, as he dar­ted in­to the in­ner cham­ber. He re­mained there about half an hour; then came out run­ning, then re-entered and then again came out; once more he dis­ap­peared and re­appeared again al­most im­me­di­ately. The ma­gis­trate could not help com­par­ing him to a point­er on the scent, his turned-up nose even moved about as if to dis­cov­er some subtle odour left by the as­sas­sin. All the while he talked loudly and with much ges­tic­u­la­tion, apo­stroph­ising him­self, scold­ing him­self, ut­ter­ing little cries of tri­umph or self-en­cour­age­ment. He did not al­low Le­coq to have a mo­ment’s rest. He wanted this or that or the oth­er thing. He de­man­ded pa­per and a pen­cil. Then he wanted a spade; and fi­nally he cried out for plaster of Par­is, some wa­ter and a bottle of oil. When more than an hour had elapsed, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate began to grow im­pa­tient, and asked what had be­come of the am­a­teur de­tect­ive.

			“He is on the road,” replied the cor­por­al, “ly­ing flat in the mud, and mix­ing some plaster in a plate. He says he has nearly fin­ished, and that he is com­ing back presently.”

			He did in fact re­turn al­most in­stantly, joy­ous, tri­umphant, look­ing at least twenty years young­er. Le­coq fol­lowed him, car­ry­ing with the ut­most pre­cau­tion a large bas­ket. “I have solved the riddle!” said Tab­aret to the ma­gis­trate. “It is all clear now, and as plain as noonday. Le­coq, my lad, put the bas­ket on the table.”

			Gev­rol at this mo­ment re­turned from his ex­ped­i­tion equally de­lighted. “I am on the track of the man with the ear­rings,” said he; “the boat went down the river. I have ob­tained an ex­act de­scrip­tion of the mas­ter Ger­vais.”

			“What have you dis­covered, M. Tab­aret!” asked the ma­gis­trate.

			The old fel­low care­fully emp­tied upon the table the con­tents of the bas­ket—a big lump of clay, sev­er­al large sheets of pa­per, and three or four small lumps of plaster yet damp. Stand­ing be­hind this table, he presen­ted a grot­esque re­semb­lance to those moun­te­bank con­jur­ers who in the pub­lic squares juggle the money of the look­ers-on. His clothes had greatly suffered; he was covered with mud up to the chin. “In the first place,” said he, at last, in a tone of af­fected mod­esty, “rob­bery has had noth­ing to do with the crime that oc­cu­pies our at­ten­tion.”

			“Oh! of course not!” muttered Gev­rol.

			“I shall prove it,” con­tin­ued old Tab­aret, “by the evid­ence. By-and-by I shall of­fer my humble opin­ion as to the real motive. In the second place, the as­sas­sin ar­rived here be­fore half-past nine; that is to say, be­fore the rain fell. No more than M. Gev­rol have I been able to dis­cov­er traces of muddy foot­steps; but un­der the table, on the spot where his feet res­ted, I find dust. We are thus as­sured of the hour. The wid­ow did not in the least ex­pect her vis­it­or. She had com­menced un­dress­ing, and was wind­ing up her cuckoo clock when he knocked.”

			“These are ab­so­lute de­tails!” cried the com­mis­sary.

			“But eas­ily es­tab­lished,” replied the am­a­teur. “You see this cuckoo clock above the sec­ret­ary; it is one of those which run four­teen or fif­teen hours at most, for I have ex­amined it. Now it is more than prob­able, it is cer­tain, that the wid­ow wound it up every even­ing be­fore go­ing to bed. How, then, is it that the clock has stopped at five? Be­cause she must have touched it. As she was draw­ing the chain, the as­sas­sin knocked. In proof, I show this chair stand­ing un­der the clock, and on the seat a very plain foot­mark. Now look at the dress of the vic­tim; the body of it is off. In or­der to open the door more quickly, she did not wait to put it on again, but hast­ily threw this old shawl over her shoulders.”

			“By Jove!” ex­claimed the cor­por­al, evid­ently struck.

			“The wid­ow,” con­tin­ued the old fel­low, “knew the per­son who knocked. Her haste to open the door gives rise to this con­jec­ture; what fol­lows proves it. The as­sas­sin then gained ad­mis­sion without dif­fi­culty. He is a young man, a little above the middle height, el­eg­antly dressed. He wore on that even­ing a high hat. He car­ried an um­brella, and smoked a trabu­cos ci­gar in a hold­er.”

			“Ri­dicu­lous!” cried Gev­rol. “This is too much.”

			“Too much, per­haps,” re­tor­ted old Tab­aret. “At all events, it is the truth. If you are not minute in your in­vest­ig­a­tions, I can­not help it; any­how, I am, I search, and I find. Too much, say you? Well deign to glance at these lumps of damp plaster. They rep­res­ent the heels of the boots worn by the as­sas­sin, of which I found a most per­fect im­pres­sion near the ditch, where the key was picked up. On these sheets of pa­per, I have marked in out­line the im­print of the foot which I can­not take up, be­cause it is on some sand. Look! heel high, in­step pro­nounced, sole small and nar­row—an el­eg­ant boot, be­long­ing to a foot well cared for evid­ently. Look for this im­pres­sion all along the path; and you will find it again twice. Then you will find it five times re­peated in the garden where no one else had been; and these foot­prints prove, by the way, that the stranger knocked not at the door, but at the win­dow-shut­ter, be­neath which shone a gleam of light. At the en­trance to the garden, the man leapt to avoid a flower bed! the point of the foot, more deeply im­prin­ted than usu­al, shows it. He leapt more than two yards with ease, prov­ing that he is act­ive, and there­fore young.”

			Old Tab­aret spoke in a low voice, clear and pen­et­rat­ing: and his eye glanced from one to the oth­er of his aud­it­ors, watch­ing the im­pres­sion he was mak­ing. “Does the hat as­ton­ish you, M. Gev­rol?” he pur­sued. “Just look at the circle traced in the dust on the marble top of the sec­ret­ary. Is it be­cause I have men­tioned his height that you are sur­prised? Take the trouble to ex­am­ine the tops of the ward­robes and you will see that the as­sas­sin passed his hands across them. There­fore he is taller than I am. Do not say that he got on a chair, for in that case, he would have seen and would not have been ob­liged to feel. Are you as­ton­ished about the um­brella? This lump of earth shows an ad­mir­able im­pres­sion not only of the end of the stick, but even of the little round piece of wood which is al­ways placed at the end of the silk. Per­haps you can­not get over the state­ment that he smoked a ci­gar? Here is the end of a trabu­cos that I found amongst the ashes. Has the end been bit­ten? No. Has it been moistened with saliva? No. Then he who smoked it used a ci­gar-hold­er.”

			Le­coq was un­able to con­ceal his en­thu­si­ast­ic ad­mir­a­tion, and noise­lessly rubbed his hands to­geth­er. The com­mis­sary ap­peared stu­pefied, while M. Dabur­on was de­lighted. Gev­rol’s face, on the con­trary, was sens­ibly elong­ated. As for the cor­por­al, he was over­whelmed.

			“Now,” con­tin­ued the old fel­low, “fol­low me closely. We have traced the young man in­to the house. How he ex­plained his pres­ence at this hour, I do not know; this much is cer­tain, he told the wid­ow he had not dined. The worthy wo­man was de­lighted to hear it, and at once set to work to pre­pare a meal. This meal was not for her­self; for in the cup­board I have found the re­mains of her own din­ner. She had dined off fish; the autopsy will con­firm the truth of this state­ment. Be­sides you can see yourselves, there is but one glass on the table, and one knife. But who is this young man? Evid­ently the wid­ow looked upon him as a man of su­per­i­or rank to her own; for in the cup­board is a table­cloth still very clean. Did she use it? No. For her guest she brought out a clean lin­en one, her very best. It is for him this mag­ni­fi­cent glass, a present, no doubt, and it is evid­ent she did not of­ten use this knife with the ivory handle.”

			“That is all true,” mur­mured M. Dabur­on, “very true.”

			“Now, then we have got the young man seated. He began by drink­ing a glass of wine, while the wid­ow was put­ting her pan on the fire. Then, his heart fail­ing him, he asked for brandy, and swal­lowed about five small glass­fuls. After an in­tern­al struggle of ten minutes (the time it must have taken to cook the ham and eggs as much as they are), the young man arose and ap­proached the wid­ow, who was squat­ting down and lean­ing for­ward over her cook­ing. He stabbed her twice on the back; but she was not killed in­stantly. She half arose seiz­ing the as­sas­sin by the hands; while he drew back, lift­ing her sud­denly, and then hurl­ing her down in the po­s­i­tion in which you see her. This short struggle is in­dic­ated by the pos­ture of the body; for, squat­ting down and be­ing struck in the back, it is nat­ur­ally on her back that she ought to have fallen. The mur­der­er used a sharp nar­row weapon, which was, un­less I am de­ceived, the end of a foil, sharpened, and with the but­ton broken off. By wip­ing the weapon upon his vic­tim’s skirt, the as­sas­sin leaves us this in­dic­a­tion. He was not, how­ever, hurt in the struggle. The vic­tim must have clung with a death-grip to his hands; but, as he had not taken off his lav­ender kid gloves—”

			“Gloves! Why this is ro­mance,” ex­claimed Gev­rol.

			“Have you ex­amined the dead wo­man’s fin­ger­nails, M. Gev­rol? No. Well, do so, and then tell me wheth­er I am mis­taken. The wo­man, now dead, we come to the ob­ject of her as­sas­sin­a­tion. What did this well-dressed young gen­tle­man want? Money? Valu­ables? No! no! a hun­dred times no! What he wanted, what he sought, and what he found, were pa­pers, doc­u­ments, let­ters, which he knew to be in the pos­ses­sion of the vic­tim. To find them, he over­turned everything, up­set the cup­boards, un­fol­ded the lin­en, broke open the sec­ret­ary, of which he could not find the key, and even emp­tied the mat­tress of the bed. At last he found these doc­u­ments. And then do you know what he did with them? Why, burned them, of course; not in the fire­place, but in the little stove in the front room. His end ac­com­plished, what does he do next? He flies, car­ry­ing with him all that he finds valu­able, to baffle de­tec­tion, by sug­gest­ing a rob­bery. He wrapped everything he found worth tak­ing in the nap­kin which was to have served him at din­ner, and blow­ing out the candle, he fled, lock­ing the door on the out­side, and throw­ing the key in­to a ditch. And that is all.”

			“M. Tab­aret,” said the ma­gis­trate, “your in­vest­ig­a­tion is ad­mir­able; and I am per­suaded your in­fer­ences are cor­rect.”

			“Ah!” cried Le­coq, “is he not co­lossal, my old Tirauc­lair?”

			“Pyr­am­id­al!” cried Gev­rol iron­ic­ally. “I fear, how­ever, your well-dressed young man must have been just a little em­bar­rassed in car­ry­ing a bundle covered with a snow white nap­kin, which could be so eas­ily seen from a dis­tance.”

			“He did not carry it a hun­dred leagues,” re­spon­ded old Tab­aret. “You may well be­lieve, that, to reach the rail­way sta­tion, he was not fool enough to take the om­ni­bus. No, he re­turned on foot by the shortest way, which bor­ders the river. Now on reach­ing the Seine, un­less he is more know­ing than I take him to be, his first care was to throw this tell­tale bundle in­to the wa­ter.”

			“Do you be­lieve so, M. Tirauc­lair?” asked Gev­rol.

			“I don’t mind mak­ing a bet on it; and the best evid­ence of my be­lief is, that I have sent three men, un­der the sur­veil­lance of a gen­darme, to drag the Seine at the nearest spot from here. If they suc­ceed in find­ing the bundle, I have prom­ised them a re­com­pense.”

			“Out of your own pock­et, old en­thu­si­ast?”

			“Yes, M. Gev­rol, out of my own pock­et.”

			“If they should how­ever find this bundle!” mur­mured M. Dabur­on.

			He was in­ter­rup­ted by the en­trance of a gen­darme, who said: “Here is a soiled table-nap­kin, filled with plate, money, and jew­els, which these men have found; they claim the hun­dred francs’ re­ward, prom­ised them.”

			Old Tab­aret took from his pock­et­book a bank note, which he handed to the gen­darme. “Now,” de­man­ded he, crush­ing Gev­rol with one dis­dain­ful glance, “what thinks the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate after this?”

			“That, thanks to your re­mark­able pen­et­ra­tion, we shall dis­cov­er—”

			He did not fin­ish. The doc­tor summoned to make the post­mortem ex­am­in­a­tion entered the room. That un­pleas­ant task ac­com­plished, it only con­firmed the as­ser­tions and con­jec­tures of old Tab­aret. The doc­tor ex­plained, as the old man had done, the po­s­i­tion of the body. In his opin­ion also, there had been a struggle. He poin­ted out a blu­ish circle, hardly per­cept­ible, round the neck of the vic­tim, pro­duced ap­par­ently by the power­ful grasp of the mur­der­er; fi­nally he de­clared that Wid­ow Ler­ouge had eaten about three hours be­fore be­ing struck.

			Noth­ing now re­mained ex­cept to col­lect the dif­fer­ent ob­jects which would be use­ful for the pro­sec­u­tion, and might at a later peri­od con­found the cul­prit. Old Tab­aret ex­amined with ex­treme care the dead wo­man’s fin­ger­nails; and, us­ing in­fin­ite pre­cau­tion, he even ex­trac­ted from be­hind them sev­er­al small particles of kid. The largest of these pieces was not above the twenty-fifth part of an inch in length; but all the same their col­our was eas­ily dis­tin­guish­able. He put aside also the part of the dress upon which the as­sas­sin had wiped his weapon. These with the bundle re­covered from the Seine, and the dif­fer­ent casts taken by the old fel­low, were all the traces the mur­der­er had left be­hind him. It was not much; but this little was enorm­ous in the eyes of M. Dabur­on; and he had strong hopes of dis­cov­er­ing the cul­prit. The greatest obstacle to suc­cess in the un­rav­el­ling of mys­ter­i­ous crimes is in mis­tak­ing the motive. If the re­searches take at the first step a false dir­ec­tion, they are di­ver­ted fur­ther and fur­ther from the truth, in pro­por­tion to the length they are fol­lowed. Thanks to old Tab­aret, the ma­gis­trate felt con­fid­ent that he was in the right path.

			Night had come on. M. Dabur­on had now noth­ing more to do at La Jonchere; but Gev­rol, who still clung to his own opin­ion of the guilt of the man with the rings in his ears, de­clared he would re­main at Bou­giv­al. He de­term­ined to em­ploy the even­ing in vis­it­ing the dif­fer­ent wine shops, and find­ing if pos­sible new wit­nesses. At the mo­ment of de­par­ture, after the com­mis­sary and the en­tire party had wished M. Dabur­on good night, the lat­ter asked M. Tab­aret to ac­com­pany him.

			“I was about to so­li­cit that hon­our,” replied the old fel­low. They set out to­geth­er; and nat­ur­ally the crime which had been dis­covered, and with which they were mu­tu­ally pre­oc­cu­pied, formed the sub­ject of their con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Shall we, or shall we not, as­cer­tain the ante­cedents of this wo­man!” re­peated old Tab­aret. “All de­pends upon that now!”

			“We shall as­cer­tain them, if the gro­cer’s wife has told the truth,” replied M. Dabur­on. “If the hus­band of Wid­ow Ler­ouge was a sail­or, and if her son Jacques is in the navy, the min­is­ter of mar­ine can fur­nish in­form­a­tion that will soon lead to their dis­cov­ery. I will write to the min­is­ter this very night.”

			They reached the sta­tion at Rueil, and took their places in the train. They were for­tu­nate enough to se­cure a 1st class car­riage to them­selves. But old Tab­aret was no longer dis­posed for con­ver­sa­tion. He re­flec­ted, he sought, he com­bined; and in his face might eas­ily be read the work­ing of his thoughts. M. Dabur­on watched him curi­ously and felt sin­gu­larly at­trac­ted by this ec­cent­ric old man, whose very ori­gin­al taste had led him to de­vote his ser­vices to the secret po­lice of the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. “M Tab­aret,” he sud­denly asked, “have you been long as­so­ci­ated with the po­lice?”

			“Nine years, M. Dabur­on, more than nine years; and per­mit me to con­fess I am a little sur­prised that you have nev­er be­fore heard of me.”

			“I cer­tainly knew you by repu­ta­tion,” answered M. Dabur­on; “but your name did not oc­cur to me, and it was only in con­sequence of hear­ing you praised that I had the ex­cel­lent idea of ask­ing your as­sist­ance. But what, I should like to know, is your reas­on for ad­opt­ing this em­ploy­ment?”

			“Sor­row, sir, loneli­ness, wear­i­ness. Ah! I have not al­ways been happy!”

			“I have been told, though, that you are rich.”

			The old fel­low heaved a deep sigh, which re­vealed the most cruel de­cep­tions. “I am well off, sir,” he replied; “but I have not al­ways been so. Un­til I was forty-five years old, my life was a series of ab­surd and use­less priva­tions. I had a fath­er who wasted my youth, ruined my life, and made me the most pi­ti­able of hu­man creatures.”

			There are men who can nev­er di­vest them­selves of their pro­fes­sion­al habits. M. Dabur­on was at all times and sea­sons more or less an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“How, M. Tab­aret,” he in­quired, “your fath­er the au­thor of all your mis­for­tunes?”

			“Alas, yes, sir! I have for­giv­en him at last; but I used to curse him heart­ily. In the first trans­ports of my re­sent­ment, I heaped upon his memory all the in­sults that can be in­spired by the most vi­ol­ent hatred, when I learnt. … But I will con­fide my his­tory to you, M. Dabur­on. When I was five and twenty years of age, I was earn­ing two thou­sand francs a year, as a clerk at the Monte de Piete. One morn­ing my fath­er entered my lodging, and ab­ruptly an­nounced to me that he was ruined, and without food or shel­ter. He ap­peared in des­pair, and talked of killing him­self. I loved my fath­er. Nat­ur­ally, I strove to re­as­sure him; I boas­ted of my situ­ation, and ex­plained to him at some length, that, while I earned the means for liv­ing, he should want for noth­ing; and, to com­mence, I in­sisted that hence­forth we should live to­geth­er. No soon­er said than done, and dur­ing twenty years I was en­cumbered with the old—”

			“What! you re­pent of your ad­mir­able con­duct, M. Tab­aret?”

			“Do I re­pent of it! That is to say he de­served to be poisoned by the bread I gave him.”

			M. Dabur­on was un­able to repress a ges­ture of sur­prise, which did not es­cape the old fel­low’s no­tice.

			“Hear, be­fore you con­demn me,” he con­tin­ued. “There was I at twenty-five, im­pos­ing upon my­self the severest priva­tions for the sake of my fath­er—no more friends, no more flir­ta­tions, noth­ing. In the even­ings, to aug­ment our scanty rev­en­ues, I worked at copy­ing law pa­pers for a not­ary. I denied my­self even the lux­ury of to­bacco. Not­with­stand­ing this, the old fel­low com­plained without ceas­ing; he re­gret­ted his lost for­tune; he must have pock­et-money, with which to buy this, or that; my ut­most ex­er­tions failed to sat­is­fy him. Ah, heav­en alone knows what I suffered! I was not born to live alone and grow old, like a dog. I longed for the pleas­ures of a home and a fam­ily. My dream was to marry, to ad­ore a good wife, by whom I might be loved a little, and to see in­no­cent healthy little ones gam­bolling about my knees. But pshaw! when such thoughts entered my heart and forced a tear or two from my eyes, I re­belled against my­self. I said: ‘My lad, when you earn but three thou­sand francs a year, and have an old and cher­ished fath­er to sup­port, it is your duty to stifle such de­sires, and re­main a bach­el­or.’ And yet I met a young girl. It is thirty years now since that time; well! just look at me, I am sure I am blush­ing as red as a to­mato. Her name was Hortense. Who can tell what has be­come of her? She was beau­ti­ful and poor. Well, I was quite an old man when my fath­er died, the wretch, the—”

			“M. Tab­aret!” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate, “for shame, M. Tab­aret!”

			“But I have already told you, I have for­giv­en him, sir. How­ever, you will soon un­der­stand my an­ger. On the day of his death, look­ing in his sec­ret­ary, I found a memor­andum of an in­come of twenty thou­sand francs!”

			“How so! was he rich?”

			“Yes, very rich; for that was not all: he owned near Or­leans a prop­erty leased for six thou­sand francs a year. He owned, be­sides, the house I now live in, where we lived to­geth­er; and I, fool, sot, im­be­cile, stu­pid an­im­al that I was, used to pay the rent every three months to the con­ci­erge!”

			“That was too much!” M. Dabur­on could not help say­ing.

			“Was it not, sir? I was rob­bing my­self of my own money! To crown his hy­po­crisy, he left a will wherein he de­clared, in the name of Holy Trin­ity, that he had no oth­er aim in view, in thus act­ing, than my own ad­vant­age. He wished, so he wrote, to ha­bitu­ate me to habits of good or­der and eco­nomy, and keep me from the com­mis­sion of fol­lies. And I was forty-five years old, and for twenty years I had been re­proach­ing my­self if ever I spent a single sou use­lessly. In short, he had spec­u­lated on my good heart, he had … Bah! on my word, it is enough to dis­gust the hu­man race with fi­li­al piety!”

			M. Tab­aret’s an­ger, al­beit very real and jus­ti­fied, was so highly ludicrous, that M. Dabur­on had much dif­fi­culty to re­strain his laughter, in spite of the real sad­ness of the re­cit­al.

			“At least,” said he, “this for­tune must have giv­en you pleas­ure.”

			“Not at all, sir, it came too late. Of what avail to have the bread when one has no longer the teeth? The mar­riage­able age had passed. I resigned my situ­ation, how­ever, to make way for someone poorer than my­self. At the end of a month I was sick and tired of life; and, to re­place the af­fec­tions that had been denied me, I re­solved to give my­self a pas­sion, a hobby, a mania. I be­came a col­lect­or of books. You think, sir, per­haps that to take an in­terest in books a man must have stud­ied, must be learned?”

			“I know, dear M. Tab­aret, that he must have money. I am ac­quain­ted with an il­lus­tri­ous bib­lio­ma­ni­ac who may be able to read, but who is most cer­tainly un­able to sign his own name.”

			“This is very likely. I, too, can read; and I read all the books I bought. I col­lec­ted all I could find which re­lated, no mat­ter how little, to the po­lice. Mem­oirs, re­ports, pamph­lets, speeches, let­ters, nov­els—all suited me; and I de­voured them. So much so, that little by little I be­came at­trac­ted to­wards the mys­ter­i­ous power which, from the ob­scur­ity of the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem, watches over and pro­tects so­ci­ety, which pen­et­rates every­where, lifts the most im­per­vi­ous veils, sees through every plot, di­vines what is kept hid­den, knows ex­actly the value of a man, the price of a con­science, and which ac­cu­mu­lates in its port­fo­li­os the most ter­rible, as well as the most shame­ful secrets! In read­ing the mem­oirs of cel­eb­rated de­tect­ives, more at­tract­ive to me than the fables of our best au­thors I be­came in­spired by an en­thu­si­ast­ic ad­mir­a­tion for those men, so keen scen­ted, so subtle, flex­ible as steel, art­ful and pen­et­rat­ing, fer­tile in ex­pedi­ents, who fol­low crime on the trail, armed with the law, through the rush­wood of leg­al­ity, as re­lent­lessly as the sav­ages of Cooper pur­sue their en­emies in the depths of the Amer­ic­an forests. The de­sire seized me to be­come a wheel of this ad­mir­able ma­chine—a small as­sist­ance in the pun­ish­ment of crime and the tri­umph of in­no­cence. I made the es­say; and I found I did not suc­ceed too badly.”

			“And does this em­ploy­ment please you?”

			“I owe to it, sir, my live­li­est en­joy­ments. Adieu wear­i­ness! since I have aban­doned the search for books to the search for men. I shrug my shoulders when I see a fool­ish fel­low pay twenty-five francs for the right of hunt­ing a hare. What a prize! Give me the hunt­ing of a man! That, at least, calls the fac­ulties in­to play, and the vic­tory is not in­glori­ous! The game in my sport is equal to the hunter; they both pos­sess in­tel­li­gence, strength, and cun­ning. The arms are nearly equal. Ah! if people but knew the ex­cite­ment of these games of hide and seek which are played between the crim­in­al and the de­tect­ive, every­body would be want­ing em­ploy­ment at the of­fice of the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. The mis­for­tune is, that the art is be­com­ing lost. Great crimes are now so rare. The race of strong fear­less crim­in­als has giv­en place to the mob of vul­gar pick­pock­ets. The few ras­cals who are heard of oc­ca­sion­ally are as cow­ardly as fool­ish. They sign their names to their mis­deeds, and even leave their cards ly­ing about. There is no mer­it in catch­ing them. Their crime found out, you have only to go and ar­rest them—”

			“It seems to me, though,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on, smil­ing, “that our as­sas­sin is not such a bun­gler.”

			“He, sir, is an ex­cep­tion; and I shall have great­er de­light in track­ing him. I will do everything for that, I will even com­prom­ise my­self if ne­ces­sary. For I ought to con­fess, M. Dabur­on,” ad­ded he, slightly em­bar­rassed, “that I do not boast to my friends of my ex­ploits; I even con­ceal them as care­fully as pos­sible. They would per­haps shake hands with me less warmly did they know that Tirauc­lair and Tab­aret were one and the same.”

			In­sens­ibly the crime be­came again the sub­ject of con­ver­sa­tion. It was agreed, that, the first thing in the morn­ing, M. Tab­aret should in­stall him­self at Bou­giv­al. He boas­ted that in eight days he should ex­am­ine all the people round about. On his side M. Dabur­on prom­ised to keep him ad­vised of the least evid­ence that tran­spired, and re­call him, if by any chance he should pro­cure the pa­pers of Wid­ow Ler­ouge.

			“To you, M. Tab­aret,” said the ma­gis­trate in con­clu­sion, “I shall be al­ways at home. If you have any oc­ca­sion to speak to me, do not hes­it­ate to come at night as well as dur­ing the day. I rarely go out, and you will al­ways find me either at my home, Rue Jac­ob, or in my of­fice at the Pal­ais de Justice. I will give or­ders for your ad­mit­tance whenev­er you present your­self.”

			The train entered the sta­tion at this mo­ment. M. Dabur­on, hav­ing called a cab, offered a seat to M. Tab­aret. The old fel­low de­clined.

			“It is not worth while,” he replied, “for I live, as I have had the hon­our of telling you, in the Rue St. Laz­are, only a few steps from here.”

			“Till to­mor­row, then!” said M. Dabur­on.

			“Till to­mor­row,” replied old Tab­aret; and he ad­ded, “We shall suc­ceed.”

		
	
		
			III

			M. Tab­aret’s house was in fact not more than four minutes’ walk from the rail­way ter­minus of St. Laz­are. It was a fine build­ing care­fully kept, and which prob­ably yiel­ded a fine in­come though the rents were not too high. The old fel­low found plenty of room in it. He oc­cu­pied on the first floor, over­look­ing the street, some hand­some apart­ments, well ar­ranged and com­fort­ably fur­nished, the prin­cip­al of which was his col­lec­tion of books. He lived very simply from taste, as well as habit, waited on by an old ser­vant, to whom on great oc­ca­sions the con­ci­erge lent a help­ing hand.

			No one in the house had the slight­est sus­pi­cion of the avoca­tions of the pro­pri­et­or. Be­sides, even the humblest agent of po­lice would be ex­pec­ted to pos­sess a de­gree of acute­ness for which no one gave M. Tab­aret cred­it. In­deed, they mis­took for in­cip­i­ent idiocy his con­tinu­al ab­strac­tion of mind. It is true that all who knew him re­marked the sin­gu­lar­ity of his habits. His fre­quent ab­sences from home had giv­en to his pro­ceed­ings an ap­pear­ance at once ec­cent­ric and mys­ter­i­ous. Nev­er was young lib­ertine more ir­reg­u­lar in his habits than this old man. He came or failed to come home to his meals, ate it mattered not what or when. He went out at every hour of the day and night, of­ten slept abroad, and even dis­ap­peared for en­tire weeks at a time. Then too he re­ceived the strangest vis­it­ors, odd look­ing men of sus­pi­cious ap­pear­ance, and fel­lows of ill-fa­voured and sin­is­ter as­pect. This ir­reg­u­lar way of liv­ing had robbed the old fel­low of much con­sid­er­a­tion. Many be­lieved they saw in him a shame­less lib­ertine, who squandered his in­come in dis­rep­ut­able places. They would re­mark to one an­oth­er, “Is it not dis­grace­ful, a man of his age?” He was aware of all this tittle-tattle, and laughed at it. This did not, how­ever, pre­vent many of his ten­ants from seek­ing his so­ci­ety and pay­ing court to him. They would in­vite him to din­ner, but he al­most in­vari­ably re­fused.

			He sel­dom vis­ited but one per­son of the house, but with that one he was very in­tim­ate, so much so in­deed, that he was more of­ten in her apart­ment, than in his own. She was a wid­ow lady, who for fif­teen years had oc­cu­pied an apart­ment on the third floor. Her name was Ma­dame Gerdy, and she lived with her son Noel, whom she ad­ored.

			Noel Gerdy was a man thirty-three years of age, but look­ing older; tall and well made, with a noble and in­tel­li­gent face, large black eyes, and black hair which curled nat­ur­ally. A bar­ris­ter, he passed for hav­ing great tal­ent, and great­er in­dustry, and had already gained a cer­tain amount of no­tori­ety. He was an ob­stin­ate work­er, cold and med­it­at­ive, though de­voted to his pro­fes­sion, and af­fected, with some os­ten­ta­tion, per­haps, a great ri­gid­ity of prin­ciple, and aus­ter­ity of man­ners.

			In Ma­dame Gerdy’s apart­ment, old Tab­aret felt him­self quite at home. He con­sidered her as a re­la­tion, and looked upon Noel as a son. In spite of her fifty years, he had of­ten thought of ask­ing the hand of this charm­ing wid­ow, and was re­strained less by the fear of a re­fus­al than its con­sequence. To pro­pose and to be re­jec­ted would sever the ex­ist­ing re­la­tions, so pleas­ur­able to him. How­ever, he had by his will, which was de­pos­ited with his not­ary con­sti­tuted this young bar­ris­ter his sole leg­atee; with the single con­di­tion of found­ing an an­nu­al prize of two thou­sand francs to be be­stowed on the po­lice agent who dur­ing the year had un­rav­elled the most ob­scure and mys­ter­i­ous crime.

			Short as was the dis­tance to his house, old Tab­aret was a good quarter of an hour in reach­ing it. On leav­ing M. Dabur­on his thoughts re­ver­ted to the scene of the murder; and, so blinded was the old fel­low to ex­tern­al ob­jects, that he moved along the street, first jostled on the right, then on the left, by the busy pass­ers by, ad­van­cing one step and re­ced­ing two. He re­peated to him­self for the fiftieth time the words uttered by Wid­ow Ler­ouge, as re­por­ted by the milk-wo­man. “If I wished for any more, I could have it.”

			“All is in that,” mur­mured he. “Wid­ow Ler­ouge pos­sessed some im­port­ant secret, which per­sons rich and power­ful had the strongest motives for con­ceal­ing. She had them in her power, and that was her for­tune. She made them sing to her tune; she prob­ably went too far, and so they sup­pressed her. But of what nature was this secret, and how did she be­come pos­sessed of it? Most likely she was in her youth a ser­vant in some great fam­ily; and whilst there, she saw, heard, or dis­covered, some­thing—What? Evid­ently there is a wo­man at the bot­tom of it. Did she as­sist her mis­tress in some love in­trigue? What more prob­able? And in that case the af­fair be­comes even more com­plic­ated. Not only must the wo­man be found but her lov­er also; for it is the lov­er who has moved in this af­fair. He is, or I am greatly de­ceived, a man of noble birth. A per­son of in­feri­or rank would have simply hired an as­sas­sin. This man has not hung back; he him­self has struck the blow and by that means avoid­ing the in­dis­cre­tion or the stu­pid­ity of an ac­com­plice. He is a cour­ageous ras­cal, full of au­da­city and cool­ness, for the crime has been ad­mir­ably ex­ecuted. The fel­low left noth­ing be­hind of a nature to com­prom­ise him ser­i­ously. But for me, Gev­rol, be­liev­ing in the rob­bery, would have seen noth­ing. For­tu­nately, how­ever, I was there. But yet it can hardly be that,” con­tin­ued the old man. “It must be some­thing worse than a mere love af­fair. …” Old Tab­aret entered the porch of the house. The con­ci­erge seated by the win­dow of his lodge saw him as he passed be­neath the gas lamp. “Ah,” said he, “the pro­pri­et­or has re­turned at last.”

			“So he has,” replied his wife, “but it looks as though his prin­cess would have noth­ing to do with him to­night. He seems more loose than ever.”

			“Is it not pos­it­ively in­de­cent,” said the con­ci­erge, “and isn’t he in a state! His fair ones do treat him well! One of these fine morn­ings I shall have to take him to a lun­at­ic asylum in a straight waist­coat.”

			“Look at him now!” in­ter­rup­ted his wife, “just look at him now, in the middle of the court­yard!”

			The old fel­low had stopped at the ex­tremity of the porch. He had taken off his hat, and, while talk­ing to him­self, ges­tic­u­lated vi­ol­ently. “No,” said he, “I have not yet got hold of the clue, I am get­ting near it; but have not yet found it out.”

			He moun­ted the stair­case, and rang his bell, for­get­ting that he had his latch­key in his pock­et. His house­keep­er opened the door. “What, is it you, sir,” said she, “and at this hour!”

			“What’s that you say?” asked the old fel­low.

			“I say,” replied the house­keep­er, “that it is more than half-past eight o’clock. I thought you were not com­ing back this even­ing. Have you at least dined?”

			“No, not yet.”

			“Well, for­tu­nately I have kept your din­ner warm. You can sit down to it at once.”

			Old Tab­aret took his place at the table, and helped him­self to soup, but mount­ing his hobby­horse again, he for­got to eat, and re­mained, his spoon in the air, as though sud­denly struck by an idea.

			“He is cer­tainly touched in the head,” thought Manette, the house­keep­er. “Look at that stu­pid ex­pres­sion. Who in his senses would lead the life he does?” She touched him on the shoulder, and bawled in his ear, as if he were deaf—“You do not eat. Are you not hungry?”

			“Yes, yes,” muttered he, try­ing mech­an­ic­ally to es­cape the voice that soun­ded in his ears, “I am very hungry, for since the morn­ing I have been ob­liged—” He in­ter­rup­ted him­self, re­main­ing with his mouth open, his eyes fixed on va­cancy.

			“You were ob­liged—?” re­peated Manette.

			“Thun­der!” cried he, rais­ing his clenched fists to­wards the ceil­ing—“heav­en’s thun­der! I have it!”

			His move­ment was so vi­ol­ent and sud­den that the house­keep­er was a little alarmed, and re­tired to the fur­ther end of the din­ing-room, near the door. “Yes,” con­tin­ued he, “it is cer­tain there is a child!”

			Manette ap­proached him quickly. “A child?” she asked in as­ton­ish­ment.

			“What next!” cried he in a furi­ous tone. “What are you do­ing there? Has your hardi­hood come to this that you pick up the words which es­cape me? Do me the pleas­ure to re­tire to your kit­chen, and stay there un­til I call you.”

			“He is go­ing crazy!” thought Manette, as she dis­ap­peared very quickly.

			Old Tab­aret re­sumed his seat. He hast­ily swal­lowed his soup which was com­pletely cold. “Why,” said he to him­self, “did I not think of it be­fore? Poor hu­man­ity! I am grow­ing old, and my brain is worn out. For it is clear as day; the cir­cum­stances all point to that con­clu­sion.” He rang the bell placed on the table be­side him; the ser­vant re­appeared. “Bring the roast,” he said, “and leave me to my­self.”

			“Yes,” con­tin­ued he furi­ously carving a leg of pré-salé mut­ton—“Yes, there is a child, and here is his his­tory! The Wid­ow Ler­ouge, when a young wo­man, is in the ser­vice of a great lady, im­mensely rich. Her hus­band, a sail­or, prob­ably had de­par­ted on a long voy­age. The lady had a lov­er—found her­self en­ciente. She con­fided in the Wid­ow Ler­ouge, and, with her as­sist­ance, ac­com­plished a clandes­tine ac­couche­ment.”

			He called again. “Manette, the dessert, and get out!”

			Cer­tainly such a mas­ter was un­worthy of so ex­cel­lent a cook as Manette. He would have been puzzled to say what he had eaten for din­ner, or even what he was eat­ing at this mo­ment; it was a pre­serve of pears.

			“But the child, what has be­come of the child?” mur­mured he. “Has it been des­troyed? No; for the Wid­ow Ler­ouge, an ac­com­plice in an in­fant­i­cide, would be no longer for­mid­able. The child has been pre­served, and con­fided to the care of our wid­ow, by whom it has been reared. They have been able to take the in­fant away from her, but not the proofs of its birth and its ex­ist­ence. Here is the open­ing. The fath­er is the man of the fine car­riage; the moth­er is the lady who came with the hand­some young man. Ha! ha! I can well be­lieve the dear old dame wanted for noth­ing. She had a secret worth a farm in Brie. But the old lady was ex­tra­vag­ant; her ex­penses and her de­mands have in­creased year by year. Poor hu­man­ity! She has leaned upon the staff too heav­ily, and broken it. She has threatened. They have been frightened, and said, ‘Let there be an end of this!’ But who has charged him­self with the com­mis­sion? The papa? No; he is too old. By jupiter! The son—the child him­self! He would save his moth­er, the brave boy! He has slain the wit­ness and burnt the proofs!”

			Manette all this time had her ear to the key­hole, and listened in­tently. From time to time she gleaned a word, an oath, the noise of a blow upon the table; but that was all. “For cer­tain,” thought she, “he is wor­ried about his wo­men. They want him to be­lieve he is a fath­er.” Her curi­os­ity so over­came her prudence, that be­ing no longer able to with­stand the tempta­tion, she ven­tured to open the door a little way. “Did you call for your cof­fee, sir?” she stammered tim­idly.

			“No, but you may bring it to me,” replied Old Tab­aret. He at­temp­ted to swal­low it at a gulp, but scal­ded him­self so severely that the pain brought him sud­denly from spec­u­la­tion to real­ity.

			“Thun­der!” growled he; “but it is hot! Dev­il take the case! it has set me be­side my­self. They are right when they say I am too en­thu­si­ast­ic. But who amongst the whole lot of them could have, by the sole ex­er­cise of ob­ser­va­tion and reas­on, es­tab­lished the whole his­tory of the as­sas­sin­a­tion? Cer­tainly not Gev­rol, poor man! Won’t he feel vexed and hu­mi­li­ated, be­ing al­to­geth­er out of it. Shall I seek M. Dabur­on? No, not yet. The night is ne­ces­sary to me to sift to the bot­tom all the par­tic­u­lars, and ar­range my ideas sys­tem­at­ic­ally. But, on the oth­er hand, if I sit here all alone, this con­foun­ded case will keep me in a fever of spec­u­la­tion, and as I have just eaten a great deal, I may get an at­tack of in­di­ges­tion. My faith! I will call upon Ma­dame Gerdy: she has been ail­ing for some days past. I will have a chat with Noel, and that will change the course of my ideas.”

			He got up from the table, put on his over­coat, and took his hat and cane.

			“Are you go­ing out, sir?” asked Manette.

			“Yes.”

			“Shall you be late?”

			“Pos­sibly.”

			“But you will re­turn to­night?”

			“I do not know.” One minute later, M. Tab­aret was ringing his friend’s bell.

			Ma­dame Gerdy lived in re­spect­able style. She pos­sessed suf­fi­cient for her wants; and her son’s prac­tice, already large, had made them al­most rich. She lived very quietly, and with the ex­cep­tion of one or two friends, whom Noel oc­ca­sion­ally in­vited to din­ner, re­ceived very few vis­it­ors. Dur­ing more than fif­teen years that M. Tab­aret came fa­mil­iarly to the apart­ments, he had only met the curé of the par­ish, one of Noel’s old pro­fess­ors, and Ma­dame Gerdy’s broth­er, a re­tired col­on­el. When these three vis­it­ors happened to call on the same even­ing, an event some­what rare, they played at a round game called Bo­ston; on oth­er even­ings pi­quet or all-fours was the rule. Noel, how­ever, sel­dom re­mained in the draw­ing-room, but shut him­self up after din­ner in his study, which with his bed­room formed a sep­ar­ate apart­ment to his moth­er’s, and im­mersed him­self in his law pa­pers. He was sup­posed to work far in­to the night. Of­ten in winter his lamp was not ex­tin­guished be­fore dawn.

			Moth­er and son ab­so­lutely lived for one an­oth­er, as all who knew them took pleas­ure in re­peat­ing. They loved and hon­oured Noel for the care he be­stowed upon his moth­er, for his more than fi­li­al de­vo­tion, for the sac­ri­fices which all sup­posed he made in liv­ing at his age like an old man. The neigh­bours were in the habit of con­trast­ing the con­duct of this ex­em­plary young man with that of M. Tab­aret, the in­cor­ri­gible old rake, the hair­less dan­gler. As for Ma­dame Gerdy, she saw noth­ing but her son in all the world. Her love had ac­tu­ally taken the form of wor­ship. In Noel she be­lieved she saw united all the phys­ic­al and mor­al per­fec­tions. To her he seemed of a su­per­i­or or­der to the rest of hu­man­ity. If he spoke, she was si­lent and listened: his word was a com­mand, his ad­vice a de­cree of Provid­ence. To care for her son, study his tastes, an­ti­cip­ate his wishes, was the sole aim of her life. She was a moth­er.

			“Is Ma­dame Gerdy vis­ible?” asked old Tab­aret of the girl who opened the door; and, without wait­ing for an an­swer, he walked in­to the room like a man as­sured that his pres­ence can­not be in­op­por­tune, and ought to be agree­able.

			A single candle lighted the draw­ing-room, which was not in its ac­cus­tomed or­der. The small marble-top table, usu­ally in the middle of the room, had been rolled in­to a corner. Ma­dame Gerdy’s large arm­chair was near the win­dow; a news­pa­per, all crumpled, lay be­fore it on the car­pet. The am­a­teur de­tect­ive took in the whole at a glance. “Has any ac­ci­dent happened?” he asked of the girl.

			“Do not speak of it, sir: we have just had a fright! oh, such a fright!”

			“What was it? tell me quickly!”

			“You know that ma­dame has been ail­ing for the last month. She has eaten I may say al­most noth­ing. This morn­ing, even, she said to me—”

			“Yes, yes! but this even­ing?”

			“After her din­ner, ma­dame went in­to the draw­ing-room as usu­al. She sat down and took up one of M. Noel’s news­pa­pers. Scarcely had she be­gun to read, when she uttered a great cry—oh, a ter­rible cry! We hastened to her; ma­dame had fallen on to the floor, as one dead. M. Noel raised her in his arms, and car­ried her in­to her room. I wanted to fetch the doc­tor, sir, but he said there was no need; he knew what was the mat­ter with her.”

			“And how is she now?”

			“She has come to her senses; that is to say, I sup­pose so; for M. Noel made me leave the room. All that I do know is, that a little while ago she was talk­ing, and talk­ing very loudly too, for I heard her. Ah, sir, it is all the same, very strange!”

			“What is strange?”

			“What I heard Ma­dame Gerdy say to M. Noel.”

			“Ah ha! my girl!” sneered old Tab­aret; “so you listen at key­holes, do you?”

			“No, sir, I as­sure you; but ma­dame cried out like one lost. She said—”

			“My girl!” in­ter­rup­ted old Tab­aret severely, “one al­ways hears wrong through key­holes. Ask Manette if that is not so.”

			The poor girl, thor­oughly con­fused, sought to ex­cuse her­self.

			“Enough, enough!” said the old man. “Re­turn to your work: you need not dis­turb M. Noel; I can wait for him very well here.”

			And sat­is­fied with the re­proof he had ad­min­istered, he picked up the news­pa­per, and seated him­self be­side the fire, pla­cing the candle near him so as to read with ease. A minute had scarcely elapsed when he in his turn bounded in his chair, and stifled a cry of in­stinct­ive ter­ror and sur­prise. These were the first words that met his eye.

			“A hor­rible crime has plunged the vil­lage of La Jonchere in con­sterna­tion. A poor wid­ow, named Ler­ouge, who en­joyed the gen­er­al es­teem and love of the com­munity, has been as­sas­sin­ated in her home. The of­ficers of the law have made the usu­al pre­lim­in­ary in­vest­ig­a­tions, and everything leads us to be­lieve that the po­lice are already on the track of the au­thor of this dast­ardly crime.”

			“Thun­der!” said old Tab­aret to him­self, “can it be that Ma­dame Gerdy?—” The idea but flashed across his mind; he fell back in­to his chair, and, shrug­ging his shoulders, mur­mured—“Really this af­fair of La Jonchere is driv­ing me out of my senses! I can think of noth­ing but this Wid­ow Ler­ouge. I shall be see­ing her in everything now.” In the mean while, an un­con­trol­lable curi­os­ity made him per­use the en­tire news­pa­per. He found noth­ing with the ex­cep­tion of these lines, to jus­ti­fy or ex­plain even the slight­est emo­tion.

			“It is an ex­tremely sin­gu­lar co­in­cid­ence, at the same time,” thought the in­cor­ri­gible po­lice agent. Then, no­ti­cing that the news­pa­per was slightly torn at the lower part, and crushed, as if by a con­vuls­ive grasp, he re­peated—“It is strange!”

			At this mo­ment the door of Ma­dame Gerdy’s room opened, and Noel ap­peared on the threshold. Without doubt the ac­ci­dent to his moth­er had greatly ex­cited him; for he was very pale and his coun­ten­ance, or­din­ar­ily so calm, wore an ex­pres­sion of pro­found sor­row. He ap­peared sur­prised to see old Tab­aret.

			“Ah, my dear Noel!” cried the old fel­low. “Calm my in­quiet­ude. How is your moth­er?”

			“Ma­dame Gerdy is as well as can be ex­pec­ted.”

			“Ma­dame Gerdy!” re­peated the old fel­low with an air of as­ton­ish­ment; but he con­tin­ued, “It is plain you have been ser­i­ously alarmed.”

			“In truth,” replied the bar­ris­ter, seat­ing him­self, “I have ex­per­i­enced a rude shock.”

			Noel was mak­ing vis­ibly the greatest ef­forts to ap­pear calm, to listen to the old fel­low, and to an­swer him. Old Tab­aret, as much dis­quieted on his side, per­ceived noth­ing. “At least, my dear boy,” said he, “tell me how this happened?”

			The young man hes­it­ated a mo­ment, as if con­sult­ing with him­self. No doubt he was un­pre­pared for this point blank ques­tion, and knew not what an­swer to make; at last he replied, “Ma­dame Gerdy has suffered a severe shock in learn­ing from a para­graph in this news­pa­per that a wo­man in whom she takes a strong in­terest has been as­sas­sin­ated.”

			“Well I nev­er!” cried old Tab­aret.

			The old fel­low was so as­ton­ished, that he al­most be­trayed him­self and re­vealed his con­nec­tion with the po­lice. He was on the point of say­ing—“What! your moth­er knew the Wid­ow Ler­ouge?” By an ef­fort he re­strained him­self. He had more trouble to hide his sat­is­fac­tion, for he was de­lighted to find him­self so un­ex­pec­tedly on the trace of the ante­cedents of the vic­tim of La Jonchere.

			“She was,” con­tin­ued Noel, “the slave of Ma­dame Gerdy, de­voted to her in every way! She would have sac­ri­ficed her­self for her at a sign from her hand.”

			“Then you, my dear friend, you knew this poor wo­man!”

			“I had not seen her for a very long time,” replied Noel, whose voice seemed broken by emo­tion, “but I knew her well. I ought even to say I loved her ten­derly. She was my nurse.”

			“She, this wo­man?” stammered old Tab­aret.

			This time he was thun­der­struck. Wid­ow Ler­ouge Noel’s nurse? He was most un­for­tu­nate. Provid­ence had evid­ently chosen him for its in­stru­ment, and was lead­ing him by the hand. He was about to ob­tain all the in­form­a­tion, which half an hour ago he had al­most des­paired of pro­cur­ing. He re­mained seated be­fore Noel amazed and speech­less. Yet he un­der­stood, that, un­less he would com­prom­ise him­self, he must speak. “It is a great mis­for­tune,” he mur­mured at last.

			“What it is for Ma­dame Gerdy, I can­not say,” replied Noel with a gloomy air; “but, for me, it is an over­whelm­ing mis­for­tune! I am struck to the heart by the blow which has slain this poor wo­man. Her death, M. Tab­aret, has an­ni­hil­ated all my dreams of the fu­ture, and prob­ably over­thrown my most cher­ished hopes. I had to avenge my­self for cruel in­jur­ies; her death breaks the weapon in my hands, and re­duces me to des­pair, to im­pot­ence. Alas! I am in­deed un­for­tu­nate.”

			“You un­for­tu­nate?” cried old Tab­aret, sin­gu­larly af­fected by his dear Noel’s sad­ness. “In heav­en’s name, what has happened to you?”

			“I suf­fer,” mur­mured the bar­ris­ter, “and very cruelly. Not only do I fear that the in­justice is ir­re­par­able; but here am I totally without de­fence de­livered over to the shafts of calumny. I may be ac­cused of in­vent­ing false­hood, of be­ing an am­bi­tious in­triguer, hav­ing no re­gard for truth, no scruples of con­science.”

			Old Tab­aret was puzzled. What con­nec­tion could pos­sibly ex­ist between Noel’s hon­our and the as­sas­sin­a­tion at La Jonchere? His brain was in a whirl. A thou­sand troubled and con­fused ideas jostled one an­oth­er in in­ex­tric­able con­fu­sion. “Come, come, Noel,” said he, “com­pose your­self. Who would be­lieve any calumny uttered about you? Take cour­age, have you not friends? am I not here? Have con­fid­ence, tell me what troubles you, and it will be strange, in­deed if between us two—”

			The bar­ris­ter star­ted to his feet, im­pressed by a sud­den res­ol­u­tion. “Well! yes,” in­ter­rup­ted he, “yes, you shall know all. In fact, I am tired of car­ry­ing all alone a secret that is stifling me. The part I have been play­ing ir­rit­ates and wear­ies me. I have need of a friend to con­sole me. I re­quire a coun­sel­lor whose voice will en­cour­age me, for one is a bad judge of his own cause, and this crime has plunged me in­to an abyss of hes­it­a­tions.”

			“You know,” replied M. Tab­aret kindly, “that I re­gard you as my own son. Do not scruple to let me serve you.”

			“Know then,” com­menced the bar­ris­ter—“but no, not here: what I have to say must not be over­heard. Let us go in­to my study.”

		
	
		
			IV

			When Noel and old Tab­aret were seated face to face in Noel’s study, and the door had been care­fully shut, the old fel­low felt un­easy, and said: “What if your moth­er should re­quire any­thing.”

			“If Ma­dame Gerdy rings,” replied the young man drily, “the ser­vant will at­tend to her.”

			This in­dif­fer­ence, this cold dis­dain, amazed old Tab­aret, ac­cus­tomed as he was to the af­fec­tion­ate re­la­tions al­ways ex­ist­ing between moth­er and son.

			“For heav­en’s sake, Noel,” said he, “calm your­self. Do not al­low your­self to be over­come by a feel­ing of ir­rit­a­tion. You have, I see, some little pique against your moth­er, which you will have for­got­ten to­mor­row. Don’t speak of her in this icy tone; but tell me what you mean by call­ing her Ma­dame Gerdy?”

			“What I mean?” re­joined the bar­ris­ter in a hol­low tone—“what I mean?”

			Then rising from his arm­chair, he took sev­er­al strides about the room, and, re­turn­ing to his place near the old fel­low, said—

			“Be­cause, M. Tab­aret, Ma­dame Gerdy is not my moth­er!”

			This sen­tence fell like a heavy blow on the head of the am­a­teur de­tect­ive.

			“Oh!” he said, in the tone one as­sumes when re­ject­ing an ab­surd pro­pos­i­tion, “do you really know what you are say­ing, Noel? Is it cred­ible? Is it prob­able?”

			“It is im­prob­able,” replied Noel with a pe­cu­li­ar em­phas­is which was ha­bitu­al to him: “it is in­cred­ible, if you will; but yet it is true. That is to say, for thirty-three years, ever since my birth, this wo­man has played a most mar­vel­lous and un­worthy com­edy, to en­noble and en­rich her son—for she has a son—at my ex­pense!”

			“My friend,” com­menced old Tab­aret, who in the back­ground of the pic­ture presen­ted by this sin­gu­lar rev­el­a­tion saw again the phantom of the murdered Wid­ow Ler­ouge.

			But Noel heard not, and seemed hardly in a state to hear. The young man, usu­ally so cold, so self-con­tained, could no longer con­trol his an­ger. At the sound of his own voice, he be­came more and more an­im­ated, as a good horse might at the jingling of his har­ness.

			“Was ever man,” con­tin­ued he, “more cruelly de­ceived, more miser­ably duped, than I have been! I, who loved this wo­man, who knew not how to show my af­fec­tion for her, who, for her sake, sac­ri­ficed my youth! How she must have laughed at me! Her in­famy dates from the mo­ment when for the first time she took me on her knees; and, un­til these few days past, she has sus­tained without fal­ter­ing her ex­ec­rable role. Her love for me was noth­ing but hy­po­crisy! her de­vo­tion, false­hood! her caresses, lies! And I ad­ored her! Ah! why can I not take back all the em­braces I be­stowed on her in ex­change for her Ju­das kisses? And for what was all this hero­ism of de­cep­tion, this cau­tion, this du­pli­city? To be­tray me more se­curely, to de­spoil me, to rob me, to give to her bas­tard all that law­fully ap­per­tained to me; my name, a noble name, my for­tune, a princely in­her­it­ance!”

			“We are get­ting near it!” thought old Tab­aret, who was fast re­lapsing in­to the col­league of M. Gev­rol; then aloud he said, “This is very ser­i­ous, all that you have been say­ing, my dear Noel, ter­ribly ser­i­ous. We must be­lieve Ma­dame Gerdy pos­sessed of an amount of au­da­city and abil­ity rarely to be met with in a wo­man. She must have been as­sisted, ad­vised, com­pelled per­haps. Who have been her ac­com­plices? She could nev­er have man­aged this un­aided; per­haps her hus­band him­self.”

			“Her hus­band!” in­ter­rup­ted the bar­ris­ter, with a laugh. “Ah! you too have be­lieved her a wid­ow. Pshaw! She nev­er had a hus­band, the de­funct Gerdy nev­er ex­is­ted. I was a bas­tard, dear M. Tab­aret, very much a bas­tard; Noel, son of the girl Gerdy and an un­known fath­er!”

			“Ah!” cried the old fel­low; “that then was the reas­on why your mar­riage with Ma­demois­elle Levernois was broken off four years ago?”

			“Yes, my friend, that was the reas­on. And what mis­for­tunes might have been aver­ted by this mar­riage with a young girl whom I loved! How­ever I did not com­plain to her whom I then called my moth­er. She wept, she ac­cused her­self, she seemed ready to die of grief: and I, poor fool! I con­soled her as best I could, I dried her tears, and ex­cused her in her own eyes. No, there was no hus­band. Do such wo­men as she have hus­bands? She was my fath­er’s mis­tress; and, on the day when he had had enough of her, he took up his hat and threw her three hun­dred thou­sand francs, the price of the pleas­ures she had giv­en him.”

			Noel would prob­ably have con­tin­ued much longer to pour forth his furi­ous de­nun­ci­ations; but M. Tab­aret stopped him. The old fel­low felt he was on the point of learn­ing a his­tory in every way sim­il­ar to that which he had ima­gined; and his im­pa­tience to know wheth­er he had guessed aright, al­most caused him to for­get to ex­press any sym­pathy for his friend’s mis­for­tunes.

			“My dear boy,” said he, “do not let us di­gress. You ask me for ad­vice; and I am per­haps the best ad­viser you could have chosen. Come, then, to the point. How have you learned this? Have you any proofs? where are they?”

			The de­cided tone in which the old fel­low spoke, should no doubt, have awakened Noel’s at­ten­tion; but he did not no­tice it. He had not leis­ure to re­flect. He there­fore answered—

			“I have known the truth for three weeks past. I made the dis­cov­ery by chance. I have im­port­ant mor­al proofs; but they are mere pre­sumptive evid­ence. A word from Wid­ow Ler­ouge, one single word, would have rendered them de­cis­ive. This word she can­not now pro­nounce, since they have killed her; but she had said it to me. Now, Ma­dame Gerdy will deny all. I know her; with her head on the block, she will deny it. My fath­er doubt­less will turn against me. I am cer­tain, and I pos­sess proofs; now this crime makes my cer­ti­tude but a vain boast, and renders my proofs null and void!”

			“Ex­plain it all to me,” said old Tab­aret after a pause—“all, you un­der­stand. We old ones are some­times able to give good ad­vice. We will de­cide what’s to be done af­ter­wards.”

			“Three weeks ago,” com­menced Noel, “search­ing for some old doc­u­ments, I opened Ma­dame Gerdy’s sec­ret­ary. Ac­ci­dent­ally I dis­placed one of the small shelves: some pa­pers tumbled out, and a pack­et of let­ters fell in front of my eyes. A mech­an­ic­al im­pulse, which I can­not ex­plain, promp­ted me to un­tie the string, and, im­pelled by an in­vin­cible curi­os­ity, I read the first let­ter which came to my hand.”

			“You did wrong,” re­marked M. Tab­aret.

			“Be it so; any­how I read. At the end of ten lines, I was con­vinced that these let­ters were from my fath­er, whose name, Ma­dame Gerdy, in spite of my pray­ers, had al­ways hid­den from me. You can un­der­stand my emo­tion. I car­ried off the pack­et, shut my­self up in this room, and de­voured the cor­res­pond­ence from be­gin­ning to end.”

			“And you have been cruelly pun­ished my poor boy!”

			“It is true; but who in my po­s­i­tion could have res­isted? These let­ters have giv­en me great pain; but they af­ford the proof of what I just now told you.”

			“You have at least pre­served these let­ters?”

			“I have them here, M. Tab­aret,” replied Noel, “and, that you may un­der­stand the case in which I have re­ques­ted your ad­vice, I am go­ing to read them to you.”

			The bar­ris­ter opened one of the draw­ers of his bur­eau, pressed an in­vis­ible spring, and from a hid­den re­cept­acle con­struc­ted in the thick up­per shelf, he drew out a bundle of let­ters. “You un­der­stand, my friend,” he re­sumed, “that I will spare you all in­sig­ni­fic­ant de­tails, which, how­ever, add their own weight to the rest. I am only go­ing to deal with the more im­port­ant facts, treat­ing dir­ectly of the af­fair.”

			Old Tab­aret nestled in his arm­chair, burn­ing with curi­os­ity; his face and his eyes ex­press­ing the most anxious at­ten­tion. After a se­lec­tion, which he was some time in mak­ing, the bar­ris­ter opened a let­ter, and com­menced read­ing in a voice which trembled at times, in spite of his ef­forts to render it calm.

			“ ‘My dearly loved Valer­ie,’—

			“Valer­ie,” said he, “is Ma­dame Gerdy.”

			“I know, I know. Do not in­ter­rupt your­self.”

			Noel then re­sumed.

			“ ‘My dearly loved Valer­ie,

			“ ‘This is a happy day. This morn­ing I re­ceived your darling let­ter, I have covered it with kisses, I have re­read it a hun­dred times; and now it has gone to join the oth­ers here upon my heart. This let­ter, oh, my love! has nearly killed me with joy. You were not de­ceived, then; it was true! Heav­en has blessed our love. We shall have a son.

			“ ‘I shall have a son, the liv­ing im­age of my ad­ored Valer­ie! Oh! why are we sep­ar­ated by such an im­mense dis­tance? Why have I not wings that I might fly to your feet and fall in­to your arms, full of the sweetest vo­lup­tu­ous­ness! No! nev­er as at this mo­ment have I cursed the fatal uni­on im­posed upon me by an in­ex­or­able fam­ily, whom my tears could not move. I can­not help hat­ing this wo­man, who, in spite of me bears my name, in­no­cent vic­tim though she is of the bar­bar­ity of our par­ents. And, to com­plete my misery, she too will soon render me a fath­er. Who can de­scribe my sor­row when I com­pare the for­tunes of these two chil­dren?

			“ ‘The one, the son of the ob­ject of my tenderest love, will have neither fath­er nor fam­ily, nor even a name, since a law framed to make lov­ers un­happy pre­vents my ac­know­ledging him. While the oth­er, the son of my de­tested wife, by the sole fact of his birth, will be rich, noble, sur­roun­ded by de­vo­tion and homage, with a great po­s­i­tion in the world. I can­not bear the thought of this ter­rible in­justice! How it is to be pre­ven­ted, I do not know: but rest as­sured I shall find a way. It is to him who is the most de­sired, the most cher­ished, the most be­loved, that the great­er for­tune should come; and come to him it shall, for I so will it.’ ”

			“From where is that let­ter dated?” asked old Tab­aret. The style in which it was writ­ten had already settled one point in his mind.

			“See,” replied Noel. He handed the let­ter to the old fel­low, who read—

			“Venice, Decem­ber, 1828.”

			“You per­ceive,” re­sumed the bar­ris­ter, “all the im­port­ance of this first let­ter. It is like a brief state­ment of the facts. My fath­er, mar­ried in spite of him­self, ad­ores his mis­tress, and de­tests his wife. Both find them­selves en­ceinte at the same time, and his feel­ings to­wards the two in­fants about to be born, are not at all con­cealed. To­wards the end one al­most sees peep­ing forth the germ of the idea which later on he will not be afraid to put in­to ex­e­cu­tion, in de­fi­ance of all law hu­man or di­vine!”

			He was speak­ing as though plead­ing the cause, when old Tab­aret in­ter­rup­ted him.

			“It is not ne­ces­sary to ex­plain it,” said he. “Thank good­ness, what you have just read is ex­pli­cit enough. I am not an ad­ept in such mat­ters, I am as simple as a jury­man; how­ever I un­der­stand it ad­mir­ably so far.”

			“I pass over sev­er­al let­ters,” con­tin­ued Noel, “and I come to this one dated Jan. 23, 1829. It is very long, and filled with mat­ters al­to­geth­er for­eign to the sub­ject which now oc­cu­pies us. How­ever, it con­tains two pas­sages, which at­test the slow but steady growth of my fath­er’s pro­ject. ‘A des­tiny, more power­ful than my will, chains me to this coun­try; but my soul is with you, my Valer­ie! Without ceas­ing, my thoughts rest upon the ad­ored pledge of our love which moves with­in you. Take care, my darling, take care of your­self, now doubly pre­cious. It is the lov­er, the fath­er, who im­plores you. The last part of your let­ter wounds my heart. Is it not an in­sult to me, for you to ex­press anxi­ety as to the fu­ture of our child! Oh heav­en! she loves me, she knows me, and yet she doubts!’

			“I skip,” said Noel, “two pages of pas­sion­ate rhaps­ody, and stop at these few lines at the end. ‘The count­ess’s con­di­tion causes her to suf­fer very much! Un­for­tu­nate wife! I hate and at the same time pity her. She seems to di­vine the reas­on of my sad­ness and my cold­ness. By her tim­id sub­mis­sion and un­al­ter­able sweet­ness, one would think she sought par­don for our un­happy uni­on. Poor sac­ri­ficed creature! She also may have giv­en her heart to an­oth­er, be­fore be­ing dragged to the al­tar. Our fates would then be the same. Your good heart will par­don my pity­ing her.’

			“That one was my moth­er,” cried the bar­ris­ter in a trem­bling voice. “A saint! And he asks par­don for the pity she in­spires! Poor wo­man.”

			He passed his hands over his eyes, as if to force back his tears, and ad­ded—

			“She is dead!”

			In spite of his im­pa­tience, old Tab­aret dared not ut­ter a word. Be­sides he felt keenly the pro­found sor­row of his young friend, and re­spec­ted it. After a rather long si­lence, Noel raised his head, and re­turned to the cor­res­pond­ence.

			“All the let­ters which fol­low,” said he, “carry traces of the pre­oc­cu­pa­tion of my fath­er’s mind on the sub­ject of his bas­tard son. I lay them, how­ever, aside. But this is what strikes me in the one writ­ten from Rome, on March 5, 1829. ‘My son, our son, that is my great, my only anxi­ety. How to se­cure for him the fu­ture po­s­i­tion of which I dream? The nobles of former times were not wor­ried in this way. In those days I would have gone to the king, who, with a word, would have as­sured the child’s po­s­i­tion in the world. Today, the king who gov­erns with dif­fi­culty his dis­af­fected sub­jects can do noth­ing. The no­bil­ity has lost its rights, and the highest in the land are treated the same as the mean­est peas­ants!’ Lower down I find—‘My heart loves to pic­ture to it­self the like­ness of our son. He will have the spir­it, the mind, the beauty, the grace, all the fas­cin­a­tions of his moth­er. He will in­her­it from his fath­er, pride, valour, and the sen­ti­ments of a noble race. And the oth­er, what will he be like? I tremble to think of it. Hatred can only en­gender a mon­ster. Heav­en re­serves strength and beauty for the chil­dren of love!’ The mon­ster, that is I!” said the bar­ris­ter, with in­tense rage. “Whilst the oth­er—But let us ig­nore these pre­lim­in­ar­ies to an out­rageous ac­tion. I only de­sired up to the present to show you the ab­er­ra­tion of my fath­er’s reas­on un­der the in­flu­ence of his pas­sion. We shall soon come to the point.”

			M. Tab­aret was as­ton­ished at the strength of this pas­sion, of which Noel was dis­turb­ing the ashes. Per­haps, he felt it all the more keenly on ac­count of those ex­pres­sions which re­called his own youth. He un­der­stood how ir­res­ist­ible must have been the strength of such a love and he trembled to spec­u­late as to the res­ult.

			“Here is,” re­sumed Noel, hold­ing up a sheet of pa­per, “not one of those in­ter­min­able epistles from which I have read you short ex­tracts, but a simple bil­let. It is dated from Venice at the be­gin­ning of May; it is short but nev­er­the­less de­cis­ive; ‘Dear Valer­ie—Tell me, as near as pos­sible, the prob­able date of your con­fine­ment. I await your reply with an anxi­ety you would ima­gine, could you but guess my pro­jects with re­gard to our child.’

			“I do not know,” said Noel, “wheth­er Ma­dame Gerdy un­der­stood; any­how she must have answered at once, for this is what my fath­er wrote on the 14th: ‘Your reply, my darling, is what I did not dare ex­pect it to be. The pro­ject I had con­ceived is now prac­tic­able. I be­gin to feel more calm and se­cure. Our son shall bear my name; I shall not be ob­liged to sep­ar­ate my­self from him. He shall be reared by my side, in my man­sion, un­der my eyes, on my knees, in my arms. Shall I have strength enough to bear this ex­cess of hap­pi­ness? I have a soul for grief, shall I have one for joy? Oh! my ad­ored one, oh! my pre­cious child, fear noth­ing, my heart is vast, enough to love you both! I set out to­mor­row for Naples, from whence I shall write to you at length. Hap­pen what may, how­ever, though I should have to sac­ri­fice the im­port­ant in­terests con­fided to me, I shall be in Par­is for the crit­ic­al hour. My pres­ence will double your cour­age; the strength of my love will di­min­ish your suf­fer­ings.’ ”

			“I beg your par­don for in­ter­rupt­ing you, Noel,” said old Tab­aret, “do you know what im­port­ant af­fairs de­tained your fath­er abroad?”

			“My fath­er, my old friend,” replied the bar­ris­ter, “was, in spite of his youth, one of the friends, one of the con­fid­ants, of Charles X; and he had been en­trus­ted by him with a secret mis­sion to Italy. My fath­er is Count Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in.”

			“Whew!” ex­claimed the old fel­low; and the bet­ter to en­grave the name upon his memory, he re­peated sev­er­al times, between his teeth, “Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in.”

			For a few minutes Noel re­mained si­lent. After hav­ing ap­peared to do everything to con­trol his re­sent­ment, he seemed ut­terly de­jec­ted, as though he had formed the de­term­in­a­tion to at­tempt noth­ing to re­pair the in­jury he had sus­tained.

			“In the middle of the month of May, then,” he con­tin­ued, “my fath­er is at Naples. It is whilst there, that he, a man of prudence and sense, a dig­ni­fied dip­lo­mat­ist, a no­ble­man, promp­ted by an in­sensate pas­sion, dares to con­fide to pa­per this most mon­strous of pro­jects. Listen!

			“ ‘My ad­ored one—

			“ ‘It is Ger­main, my old valet, who will hand you this let­ter. I am send­ing him to Nor­mandy, charged with a com­mis­sion of the most del­ic­ate nature. He is one of those ser­vit­ors who may be trus­ted im­pli­citly.

			“ ‘The time has come for me to ex­plain to you my pro­jects re­spect­ing my son. In three weeks, at the latest, I shall be in Par­is.

			“ ‘If my pre­vi­sions are not de­ceited, the count­ess and you will be con­fined at the same time. An in­ter­val of three or four days will not al­ter my plan. This is what I have re­solved.

			“ ‘My two chil­dren will be en­trus­ted to two nurses of N——, where my es­tates are nearly all situ­ated. One of these wo­men, known to Ger­main, and to whom I am send­ing him, will be in our in­terests. It is to this per­son, Valer­ie, that our son will be con­fided. These two wo­men will leave Par­is the same day, Ger­main ac­com­pa­ny­ing her who will have charge of the son of the count­ess.

			“ ‘An ac­ci­dent, de­vised be­fore­hand, will com­pel these two wo­men to pass one night on the road. Ger­main will ar­range so they will have to sleep in the same inn, and in the same cham­ber! Dur­ing the night, our nurse will change the in­fants in their cradles.

			“ ‘I have fore­seen everything, as I will ex­plain to you, and every pre­cau­tion has been taken to pre­vent our secret from es­cap­ing. Ger­main has in­struc­tions to pro­cure, while in Par­is, two sets of baby lin­en ex­actly sim­il­ar. As­sist him with your ad­vice.

			“ ‘Your ma­ter­nal heart, my sweet Valer­ie, may per­haps bleed at the thought of be­ing de­prived of the in­no­cent caresses of your child. You will con­sole your­self by think­ing of the po­s­i­tion se­cured to him by your sac­ri­fice. What ex­cess of ten­der­ness can serve him as power­fully as this sep­ar­a­tion? As to the oth­er, I know your fond heart, you will cher­ish him. Will it not be an­oth­er proof of your love for me? Be­sides, he will have noth­ing to com­plain of. Know­ing noth­ing he will have noth­ing to re­gret; and all that money can se­cure in this world he shall have.

			“ ‘Do not tell me that this at­tempt is crim­in­al. No, my well be­loved, no. The suc­cess of our plan de­pends upon so many un­likely cir­cum­stances, so many co­in­cid­ences, in­de­pend­ent of our will, that, without the evid­ent pro­tec­tion of Provid­ence, we can­not suc­ceed. If, then, suc­cess crowns our ef­forts, it will be be­cause heav­en de­creed it.

			“ ‘Mean­while I hope.’ ”

			“Just what I ex­pec­ted,” mur­mured old Tab­aret.

			“And the wretched man,” cried Noel, “dares to in­voke the aid of Provid­ence! He would make heav­en his ac­com­plice!”

			“But,” asked the old fel­low, “how did your moth­er—par­don me, I would say, how did Ma­dame Gerdy re­ceive this pro­pos­i­tion?”

			“She would ap­pear to have re­jec­ted it, at first, for here are twenty pages of elo­quent per­sua­sion from the count, ur­ging her to agree to it, try­ing to con­vince her. Oh, that wo­man!”

			“Come my child,” said M. Tab­aret, softly, “try not to be too un­just. You seem to dir­ect all your re­sent­ment against Ma­dame Gerdy? Really, in my opin­ion, the count is far more de­serving of your an­ger than she is.”

			“True,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, with a cer­tain de­gree of vi­ol­ence—“true, the count is guilty, very guilty. He is the au­thor of the in­fam­ous con­spir­acy, and yet I feel no hatred against him. He has com­mit­ted a crime, but he has an ex­cuse, his pas­sion. Moreover, my fath­er has not de­ceived me, like this miser­able wo­man, every hour of my life, dur­ing thirty years. Be­sides, M. de Com­mar­in has been so cruelly pun­ished, that, at this present mo­ment, I can only par­don and pity him.”

			“Ah! so he has been pun­ished?” in­ter­rog­ated the old fel­low.

			“Yes, fear­fully, as you will ad­mit. But al­low me to con­tin­ue. To­wards the end of May, or, rather, dur­ing the first days of June, the count must have ar­rived in Par­is, for the cor­res­pond­ence ceases. He saw Ma­dame Gerdy, and the fi­nal ar­range­ments of the con­spir­acy were de­cided on. Here is a note which re­moves all un­cer­tainty on that point. On the day it was writ­ten, the count was on ser­vice at the Tu­iler­ies, and un­able to leave his post. He has writ­ten it even in the king’s study, on the king’s pa­per; see the roy­al arms! The bar­gain has been con­cluded, and the wo­man who has con­sen­ted to be­come the in­stru­ment of my fath­er’s pro­jects is in Par­is. He in­forms his mis­tress of the fact. ‘Dear Valer­ie—Ger­main in­forms me of the ar­rival of your son’s, our son’s nurse. She will call at your house dur­ing the day. She is to be de­pended upon; a mag­ni­fi­cent re­com­pense en­sures her dis­cre­tion. Do not, how­ever, men­tion our plans to her; for she has been giv­en to un­der­stand that you know noth­ing. I wish to charge my­self with the sole re­spons­ib­il­ity of the deed; it is more prudent. This wo­man is a nat­ive of N——. She was born on our es­tate, al­most in our house. Her hus­band is a brave and hon­est sail­or. Her name is Claud­ine Ler­ouge. Be of good cour­age, my dear love I am ex­act­ing from you the greatest sac­ri­fice that a lov­er can hope for from a moth­er. Heav­en, you can no longer doubt it, pro­tects us. Everything de­pends now upon our skill and our prudence, so that we are sure to suc­ceed!’ ”

			On one point, at least, M. Tab­aret was suf­fi­ciently en­lightened. The re­searches in­to the past life of wid­ow Ler­ouge were no longer dif­fi­cult. He could not re­strain an ex­clam­a­tion of sat­is­fac­tion, which passed un­noticed by Noel.

			“This note,” re­sumed the bar­ris­ter, “closes the count’s cor­res­pond­ence with Ma­dame Gerdy.”

			“What!” ex­claimed the old fel­low, “you are in pos­ses­sion of noth­ing more?”

			“I have also ten lines, writ­ten many years later, which cer­tainly have some weight, but after all are only a mor­al proof.”

			“What a mis­for­tune!” mur­mured M. Tab­aret. Noel laid on the bur­eau the let­ters he had held in his hand, and, turn­ing to­wards his old friend, he looked at him stead­ily.

			“Sup­pose,” said he slowly and em­phas­ising every syl­lable—“sup­pose that all my in­form­a­tion ends here. We will ad­mit, for a mo­ment, that I know noth­ing more than you do now. What is your opin­ion?”

			Old Tab­aret re­mained some minutes without an­swer­ing; he was es­tim­at­ing the prob­ab­il­it­ies res­ult­ing from M. de Com­mar­in’s let­ters.

			“For my own part,” said he at length, “I be­lieve on my con­science that you are not Ma­dame Gerdy’s son.”

			“And you are right!” answered the bar­ris­ter for­cibly. “You will eas­ily be­lieve, will you not, that I went and saw Claud­ine. She loved me, this poor wo­man who had giv­en me her milk, she suffered from the know­ledge of the in­justice that had been done me. Must I say it, her com­pli­city in the mat­ter weighed upon her con­science; it was a re­morse too great for her old age. I saw her, I in­ter­rog­ated her, and she told me all. The count’s scheme, simply and yet in­geni­ously con­ceived, suc­ceeded without any ef­fort. Three days after my birth, the crime was com­mit­ted, and I, poor, help­less in­fant, was be­trayed, de­spoiled and dis­in­her­ited by my nat­ur­al pro­tect­or, by my own fath­er! Poor Claud­ine! She prom­ised me her testi­mony for the day on which I should re­claim my rights!”

			“And she is gone, car­ry­ing her secret with her!” mur­mured the old fel­low in a tone of re­gret.

			“Per­haps!” replied Noel, “for I have yet one hope. Claud­ine had in her pos­ses­sion sev­er­al let­ters which had been writ­ten to her a long time ago, some by the count, some by Ma­dame Gerdy, let­ters both im­prudent and ex­pli­cit. They will be found, no doubt, and their evid­ence will be de­cis­ive. I have held these let­ters in my hands, I have read them; Claud­ine par­tic­u­larly wished me to keep them, why did I not do so?”

			No! there was no hope on that side, and old Tab­aret knew so bet­ter than any­one. It was these very let­ters, no doubt, that the as­sas­sin of La Jonchere wanted. He had found them and had burnt them with the oth­er pa­pers, in the little stove. The old am­a­teur de­tect­ive was be­gin­ning to un­der­stand.

			“All the same,” said he, “from what I know of your af­fairs, which I think I know as well as my own, it ap­pears to me that the count has not over­well kept the dazzling prom­ises of for­tune he made Ma­dame Gerdy on your be­half.”

			“He nev­er even kept them in the least de­gree, my old friend.”

			“That now,” cried the old fel­low in­dig­nantly, “is even more in­fam­ous than all the rest.”

			“Do not ac­cuse my fath­er,” answered Noel gravely; “his con­nec­tion with Ma­dame Gerdy las­ted a long time. I re­mem­ber a haughty-look­ing man who used some­times to come and see me at school, and who could be no oth­er than the count. But the rup­ture came.”

			“Nat­ur­ally,” sneered M. Tab­aret, “a great no­ble­man—”

			“Wait be­fore judging,” in­ter­rup­ted the bar­ris­ter. “M. de Com­mar­in had his reas­ons. His mis­tress was false to him, he learnt it, and cast her off with just in­dig­na­tion. The ten lines which I men­tioned to you were writ­ten then.”

			Noel searched a con­sid­er­able time among the pa­pers scattered upon the table, and at length se­lec­ted a let­ter more faded and creased than the oth­ers. Judging from the num­ber of folds in the pa­per one could guess that it had been read and re­read many times. The writ­ing even was here and there partly ob­lit­er­ated.

			“In this,” said he in a bit­ter tone, “Ma­dame Gerdy is no longer the ad­ored Valer­ie: ‘A friend, cruel as all true friends, has opened my eyes. I doubted. You have been watched, and today, un­hap­pily, I can doubt no more. You, Valer­ie, you to whom I have giv­en more than my life, you de­ceive me and have been de­ceiv­ing me for a long time past. Un­happy man that I am! I am no longer cer­tain that I am the fath­er of your child.’ ”

			“But this note is a proof,” cried old Tab­aret, “an over­whelm­ing proof. Of what im­port­ance to the count would be a doubt of his pa­tern­ity, had he not sac­ri­ficed his le­git­im­ate son to his bas­tard? Yes, you have said truly, his pun­ish­ment has been severe.”

			“Ma­dame Gerdy,” re­sumed Noel, “wished to jus­ti­fy her­self. She wrote to the count; but he re­turned her let­ters un­opened. She called on him, but he would not re­ceive her. At length she grew tired of her use­less at­tempts to see him. She knew that all was well over when the count’s stew­ard brought her for me a leg­al set­tle­ment of fif­teen thou­sand francs a year. The son had taken my place, and the moth­er had ruined me!”

			Three or four light knocks at the door of the study in­ter­rup­ted Noel.

			“Who is there?” he asked, without stir­ring.

			“Sir,” answered the ser­vant from the oth­er side of the door, “ma­dame wishes to speak to you.”

			The bar­ris­ter ap­peared to hes­it­ate.

			“Go, my son,” ad­vised M. Tab­aret; “do not be mer­ci­less, only big­ots have that right.”

			Noel arose with vis­ible re­luct­ance, and passed in­to Ma­dame Gerdy’s sleep­ing apart­ment.

			“Poor boy!” thought M. Tab­aret when left alone. “What a fatal dis­cov­ery! and how he must feel it. Such a noble young man! such a brave heart! In his can­did hon­esty he does not even sus­pect from whence the blow has fallen. For­tu­nately I am shrewd enough for two, and it is just when he des­pairs of justice, I am con­fid­ent of ob­tain­ing it for him. Thanks to his in­form­a­tion, I am now on the track. A child might now di­vine whose hand struck the blow. But how has it happened? He will tell me without know­ing it. Ah! if I had one of those let­ters for four and twenty hours. He has prob­ably coun­ted them. If I ask for one, I must ac­know­ledge my con­nec­tion with the po­lice. I had bet­ter take one, no mat­ter which, just to veri­fy the hand­writ­ing.”

			Old Tab­aret had just thrust one of the let­ters in­to the depths of his ca­pa­cious pock­et, when the bar­ris­ter re­turned.

			He was one of those men of strongly formed char­ac­ter, who nev­er lose their self-con­trol. He was very cun­ning and had long ac­cus­tomed him­self to dis­sim­u­la­tion, that in­dis­pens­able ar­mour of the am­bi­tious.

			As he entered the room noth­ing in his man­ner be­trayed what had taken place between Ma­dame Gerdy and him­self. He was ab­so­lutely as calm as, when seated in his arm­chair, he listened to the in­ter­min­able stor­ies of his cli­ents.

			“Well,” asked old Tab­aret, “how is she now?”

			“Worse,” answered Noel. “She is now de­li­ri­ous, and no longer knows what she says. She has just as­sailed me with the most at­ro­cious ab­use, up­braid­ing me as the vilest of man­kind! I really be­lieve she is go­ing out of her mind.”

			“One might do so with less cause,” mur­mured M. Tab­aret; “and I think you ought to send for the doc­tor.”

			“I have just done so.”

			The bar­ris­ter had re­sumed his seat be­fore his bur­eau, and was re­arran­ging the scattered let­ters ac­cord­ing to their dates. He seemed to have for­got­ten that he had asked his old friend’s ad­vice; nor did he ap­pear in any way de­sirous of re­new­ing the in­ter­rup­ted con­ver­sa­tion. This was not at all what old Tab­aret wanted.

			“The more I pon­der over your his­tory, my dear Noel,” he ob­served, “the more I am be­wildered. I really do not know what res­ol­u­tion I should ad­opt, were I in your situ­ation.”

			“Yes, my old friend,” replied the bar­ris­ter sadly, “it is a situ­ation that might well per­plex even more pro­found ex­per­i­ences than yours.”

			The old am­a­teur de­tect­ive repressed with dif­fi­culty the sly smile, which for an in­stant hovered about his lips.

			“I con­fess it humbly,” he said, tak­ing pleas­ure in as­sum­ing an air of in­tense sim­pli­city, “but you, what have you done? Your first im­pulse must have been to ask Ma­dame Gerdy for an ex­plan­a­tion.”

			Noel made a startled move­ment, which passed un­noticed by old Tab­aret, pre­oc­cu­pied as he was in try­ing to give the turn he de­sired to the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“It was by that,” answered Noel, “that I began.”

			“And what did she say?”

			“What could she say! Was she not over­whelmed by the dis­cov­ery?”

			“What! did she not at­tempt to ex­culp­ate her­self?” in­quired the de­tect­ive greatly sur­prised.

			“Yes! she at­temp­ted the im­possible. She pre­ten­ded she could ex­plain the cor­res­pond­ence. She told me … But can I re­mem­ber what she said? Lies, ab­surd, in­fam­ous lies.”

			The bar­ris­ter had fin­ished gath­er­ing up his let­ters, without no­ti­cing the ab­strac­tion. He tied them to­geth­er care­fully, and re­placed them in the secret draw­er of his bur­eau.

			“Yes,” con­tin­ued he, rising and walk­ing back­wards and for­ward across his study, as if the con­stant move­ment could calm his an­ger, “yes, she pre­ten­ded she could show me I was wrong. It was easy, was it not, with the proofs I held against her? The fact is she ad­ores her son, and her heart is break­ing at the idea that he may be ob­liged to resti­tute what he has stolen from me. And I, idi­ot, fool, cow­ard, al­most wished not to men­tion the mat­ter to her. I said to my­self, I will for­give, for after all she has loved me! Loved? no. She would see me suf­fer the most hor­rible tor­tures, without shed­ding a tear, to pre­vent a single hair fall­ing from her son’s head.”

			“She has prob­ably warned the count,” ob­served old Tab­aret, still pur­su­ing his idea.

			“She may have tried, but can­not have suc­ceeded, for the count has been ab­sent from Par­is for more than a month and is not ex­pec­ted to re­turn un­til the end of the week.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I wished to see the count my fath­er, to speak with him.”

			“You?”

			“Yes, I. Do you think that I shall not re­claim my own? Do you ima­gine that I shall not raise my voice. On what ac­count should I keep si­lent, who have I to con­sider? I have rights, and I will make them good. What do you find sur­pris­ing in that?”

			“Noth­ing, cer­tainly, my friend. So then you called at M. de Com­mar­in’s house?”

			“Oh! I did not de­cide on do­ing so all at once,” con­tin­ued Noel. “At first my dis­cov­ery al­most drove me mad. Then I re­quired time to re­flect. A thou­sand op­pos­ing sen­ti­ments agit­ated me. At one mo­ment, my fury blinded me; the next, my cour­age deser­ted me. I would, and I would not. I was un­de­cided, un­cer­tain, wild. The scan­dal that must arise from the pub­li­city of such an af­fair ter­ri­fied me. I de­sired, I still de­sire to re­cov­er my name, that much is cer­tain. But on the eve of re­cov­er­ing it, I wish to pre­serve it from stain. I was seek­ing a means of ar­ran­ging everything, without noise, without scan­dal.”

			“At length, how­ever, you made up your mind?”

			“Yes, after a struggle of fif­teen days, fif­teen days of tor­ture, of an­guish! Ah! what I suffered in that time! I neg­lected my busi­ness, be­ing totally un­fit for work. Dur­ing the day, I tried by in­cess­ant ac­tion to fa­tigue my body, that at night I might find for­get­ful­ness in sleep. Vain hope! since I found these let­ters, I have not slept an hour.”

			From time to time, old Tab­aret slyly con­sul­ted his watch. “M. Dabur­on will be in bed,” thought he.

			“At last one morn­ing,” con­tin­ued Noel, “after a night of rage, I de­term­ined to end all un­cer­tainty. I was in that des­per­ate state of mind, in which the gam­bler, after suc­cess­ive losses, stakes upon a card his last re­main­ing coin. I plucked up cour­age, sent for a cab, and was driv­en to the de Com­mar­in man­sion.”

			The old am­a­teur de­tect­ive here al­lowed a sigh of sat­is­fac­tion to es­cape him.

			“It is one of the most mag­ni­fi­cent houses, in the Fau­bourg St. Ger­main, my friend, a princely dwell­ing, worthy a great noble twenty times mil­lion­aire; al­most a palace in fact. One enters at first a vast court­yard, to the right and left of which are the stables, con­tain­ing twenty most valu­able horses, and the coach-houses. At the end rises the grand façade of the main build­ing, majest­ic and severe, with its im­mense win­dows, and its double flight of marble steps. Be­hind the house is a mag­ni­fi­cent garden, I should say a park, shaded by the old­est trees which per­haps ex­ist in all Par­is.”

			This en­thu­si­ast­ic de­scrip­tion was not at all what M. Tab­aret wanted. But what could he do, how could he press Noel for the res­ult of his vis­it! An in­dis­creet word might awaken the bar­ris­ter’s sus­pi­cions, and re­veal to him that he was speak­ing not to a friend, but to a de­tect­ive.

			“Were you then shown over the house and grounds?” asked the old fel­low.

			“No, but I have ex­amined them alone. Since I dis­covered that I was the only heir of the Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in, I have found out the ante­cedents of my new fam­ily.

			“Stand­ing be­fore the dwell­ing of my an­cest­ors,” con­tin­ued Noel, “you can­not com­pre­hend the ex­cess of my emo­tion. Here, said I, is the house in which I was born. This is the house in which I should have been reared; and, above all, this is the spot where I should reign today, where­on I stand an out­cast and a stranger, de­voured by the sad and bit­ter memor­ies, of which ban­ished men have died. I com­pared my broth­er’s bril­liant des­tinies with my sad and la­bouri­ous ca­reer; and my in­dig­na­tion well nigh over­mastered reas­on. The mad im­pulse stirred me to force the doors, to rush in­to the grand salon, and drive out the in­truder—the son of Ma­dame Gerdy—who had taken the place of the son of the Count­ess de Com­mar­in! Out, usurp­er, out of this. I am mas­ter here. The pro­pri­ety of leg­al means at once re­curred to my dis­trac­ted mind, how­ever, and re­strained me. Once more I stood be­fore the hab­it­a­tion of my fath­ers. How I love its old sculp­tures, its grand old trees, its shaded walls, worn by the feet of my poor moth­er! I love all, even to the proud es­cut­cheon, frown­ing above the prin­cip­al door­way, fling­ing its de­fi­ance to the the­or­ies of this age of lev­el­lers.”

			This last phrase con­flic­ted so dir­ectly with the code of opin­ions ha­bitu­al to Noel, that old Tab­aret was ob­liged to turn aside, to con­ceal his amuse­ment.

			“Poor hu­man­ity!” thought he; “he is already the grand sei­gneur.”

			“On present­ing my­self,” con­tin­ued the bar­ris­ter, “I de­man­ded to see the Count de Com­mar­in. A Swiss port­er, in grand liv­ery, answered, the count was trav­el­ling, but that the vis­count was at home. This ran counter to my designs; but I was em­barked; so I in­sisted on speak­ing to the son in de­fault of the fath­er. The Swiss port­er stared at me with as­ton­ish­ment. He had evid­ently seen me alight from a hired car­riage, and so de­lib­er­ated for some mo­ments as to wheth­er I was not too in­sig­ni­fic­ant a per­son to have the hon­our of be­ing ad­mit­ted to vis­it the vis­count.”

			“But tell me, have you seen him?” asked old Tab­aret, un­able to re­strain his im­pa­tience.

			“Of course, im­me­di­ately,” replied the bar­ris­ter in a tone of bit­ter raillery. “Could the ex­am­in­a­tion, think you, res­ult oth­er­wise than in my fa­vour? No. My white cravat and black cos­tume pro­duced their nat­ur­al ef­fect. The Swiss port­er en­trus­ted me to the guid­ance of a chas­seur with a plumed hat, who led me across the yard to a su­perb ves­ti­bule, where five or six foot­men were lolling and gap­ing on their seats. One of these gen­tle­men asked me to fol­low him. He led me up a spa­cious stair­case, wide enough for a car­riage to as­cend, pre­ceded me along an ex­tens­ive pic­ture gal­lery, guided me across vast apart­ments, the fur­niture of which was fad­ing un­der its cov­er­ings, and fi­nally de­livered me in­to the hands of M. Al­bert’s valet. That is the name by which Ma­dame Gerdy’s son is known, that is to say, my name.”

			“I un­der­stand, I un­der­stand.”

			“I had passed an in­spec­tion; now I had to un­der­go an ex­am­in­a­tion. The valet de­sired to be in­formed who I was, whence I came, what was my pro­fes­sion, what I wanted and all the rest. I answered simply, that, quite un­known to the vis­count, I de­sired five minutes’ con­ver­sa­tion with him on a mat­ter of im­port­ance. He left me, re­quest­ing me to sit down and wait. I had waited more than a quarter of an hour, when he re­appeared. His mas­ter gra­ciously deigned to re­ceive me.”

			It was easy to per­ceive that the bar­ris­ter’s re­cep­tion rankled in his breast, and that he con­sidered it an in­sult. He could not for­give Al­bert his lack­eys and his valet. He for­got the words of the il­lus­tri­ous duke, who said, “I pay my lack­eys to be in­solent, to save my­self the trouble and ri­dicule of be­ing so.” Old Tab­aret was sur­prised at his young friend’s dis­play of bit­ter­ness, in speak­ing of these trivi­al de­tails.

			“What nar­row-minded­ness,” thought he, “for a man of such in­tel­li­gence! Can it be true that the ar­rog­ance of lack­eys is the secret of the people’s hatred of an ami­able and po­lite ar­is­to­cracy?”

			“I was ushered in­to a small apart­ment,” con­tin­ued Noel, “simply fur­nished, the only or­na­ments of which were weapons. These, ranged against the walls, were of all times and coun­tries. Nev­er have I seen in so small a space so many mus­kets, pis­tols, swords, sabres, and foils. One might have ima­gined him­self in a fen­cing mas­ter’s ar­sen­al.”

			The weapon used by Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s as­sas­sin nat­ur­ally re­curred to the old fel­low’s memory.

			“The vis­count,” said Noel, speak­ing slowly, “was half ly­ing on a di­van when I entered. He was dressed in a vel­vet jack­et and loose trousers of the same ma­ter­i­al, and had around his neck an im­mense white silk scarf. I do not cher­ish any re­sent­ment against this young man; he has nev­er to his know­ledge in­jured me: he was in ig­nor­ance of our fath­er’s crime; I am there­fore able to speak of him with justice. He is hand­some, bears him­self well, and nobly car­ries the name which does not be­long to him. He is about my height, of the same dark com­plex­ion, and would re­semble me, per­haps, if he did not wear a beard. Only he looks five or six years young­er; but this is read­ily ex­plained, he has neither worked, struggled, nor suffered. He is one of the for­tu­nate ones who ar­rive without hav­ing to start, or who tra­verse life’s road on such soft cush­ions that they are nev­er in­jured by the jolt­ing of their car­riage. On see­ing me, he arose and sa­luted me gra­ciously.”

			“You must have been dread­fully ex­cited,” re­marked old Tab­aret.

			“Less than I am at this mo­ment. Fif­teen pre­par­at­ory days of men­tal tor­ture ex­hausts one’s emo­tions. I answered the ques­tion I saw upon his lips. ‘Sir,’ said I, ‘you do not know me; but that is of little con­sequence. I come to you, charged with a very grave, a very sad mis­sion, which touches the hon­our of the name you bear.’ Without doubt he did not be­lieve me, for, in an im­per­tin­ent tone, he asked me, ‘Shall you be long?’ I answered simply, ‘Yes.’ ”

			“Pray,” in­ter­rup­ted old Tab­aret, now be­come very at­tent­ive, “do not omit a single de­tail; it may be very im­port­ant, you un­der­stand.”

			“The vis­count,” con­tin­ued Noel, “ap­peared very much put out. ‘The fact is,’ he ex­plained, ‘I had already dis­posed of my time. This is the hour at which I call on the young lady to whom I am en­gaged, Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. Can we not post­pone this con­ver­sa­tion?’ ”

			“Good! an­oth­er wo­man!” said the old fel­low to him­self.

			“I answered the vis­count, that an ex­plan­a­tion would ad­mit of no delay; and, as I saw him pre­pare to dis­miss me, I drew from my pock­et the count’s cor­res­pond­ence, and presen­ted one of the let­ters to him. On re­cog­niz­ing his fath­er’s hand­writ­ing, he be­came more tract­able, de­clared him­self at my ser­vice, and asked per­mis­sion to write a word of apo­logy to the lady by whom he was ex­pec­ted. Hav­ing hast­ily writ­ten the note he handed it to his valet, and ordered him to send at once to Ma­dame d’Ar­lange. He then asked me to pass in­to the next room, which was his lib­rary.”

			“One word,” in­ter­rup­ted the old fel­low; “was he troubled on see­ing the let­ters?”

			“Not the least in the world. After care­fully clos­ing the door, he poin­ted to a chair, seated him­self, and said, ‘Now, sir, ex­plain your­self.’ I had had time to pre­pare my­self for this in­ter­view whilst wait­ing in the ante­room. I had de­cided to go straight to the point. ‘Sir,’ said I, ‘my mis­sion is pain­ful. The facts I am about to re­veal to you are in­cred­ible. I beg you, do not an­swer me un­til you have read the let­ters I have here. I be­seech you, above all, to keep calm.’ He looked at me with an air of ex­treme sur­prise, and answered, ‘Speak! I can hear all.’ I stood up, and said, ‘Sir, I must in­form you that you are not the le­git­im­ate son of M. de Com­mar­in, as this cor­res­pond­ence will prove to you. The le­git­im­ate son ex­ists; and he it is who sends me.’ I kept my eyes on his while speak­ing, and I saw there a passing gleam of fury. For a mo­ment I thought he was about to spring at my throat. He soon re­covered him­self. ‘The let­ters,’ said he in a short tone. I handed them to him.”

			“How!” cried old Tab­aret, “these let­ters—the true ones? How im­prudent!”

			“And why?”

			“If he had—I don’t know; but—” the old fel­low hes­it­ated.

			The bar­ris­ter laid his hand upon his friend’s shoulder. “I was there,” said he in a hol­low tone; “and I prom­ise you the let­ters were in no danger.”

			Noel’s fea­tures as­sumed such an ex­pres­sion of fe­ro­city that the old fel­low was al­most afraid, and re­coiled in­stinct­ively. “He would have killed him,” thought he.

			“That which I have done for you this even­ing, my friend,” re­sumed the bar­ris­ter, “I did for the vis­count. I ob­vi­ated, at least for the mo­ment, the ne­ces­sity of read­ing all of these hun­dred and fifty-six let­ters. I told him only to stop at those marked with a cross, and to care­fully read the pas­sages in­dic­ated with a red pen­cil.”

			“It was an abridg­ment of his pen­ance,” re­marked old Tab­aret.

			“He was seated,” con­tin­ued Noel, “be­fore a little table, too fra­gile even to lean upon. I was stand­ing with my back to the fire­place in which a fire was burn­ing. I fol­lowed his slight­est move­ments; and I scanned his fea­tures closely. Nev­er in my life have I seen so sad a spec­tacle, nor shall I for­get it, if I live for a thou­sand years. In less than five minutes his face changed to such an ex­tent that his own valet would not have re­cog­nized him. He held his handker­chief in his hand, with which from time to time he mech­an­ic­ally wiped his lips. He grew paler and paler, and his lips be­came as white as his handker­chief. Large drops of sweat stood upon his fore­head, and his eyes be­came dull and clouded, as if a film had covered them; but not an ex­clam­a­tion, not a sigh, not a groan, not even a ges­ture, es­caped him. At one mo­ment, I felt such pity for him that I was al­most on the point of snatch­ing the let­ters from his hands, throw­ing them in­to the fire and tak­ing him in my arms, cry­ing, ‘No, you are my broth­er! For­get all; let us re­main as we are and love one an­oth­er!’ ”

			M. Tab­aret took Noel’s hand, and pressed it. “Ah!” he said, “I re­cog­nise my gen­er­ous boy.”

			“If I have not done this, my friend, it is be­cause I thought to my­self, ‘Once these let­ters des­troyed, would he re­cog­nise me as his broth­er?’ ”

			“Ah! very true.”

			“In about half an hour, he had fin­ished read­ing; he arose, and fa­cing me dir­ectly, said, ‘You are right, sir. If these let­ters are really writ­ten by my fath­er, as I be­lieve them to be, they dis­tinctly prove that I am not the son of the Count­ess de Com­mar­in.’ I did not an­swer. ‘Mean­while,’ con­tin­ued he, ‘these are only pre­sump­tions. Are you pos­sessed of oth­er proofs?’ I ex­pec­ted, of course, a great many oth­er ob­jec­tions. ‘Ger­main,’ said I, ‘can speak.’ He told me that Ger­main had been dead for sev­er­al years. Then I spoke of the nurse, Wid­ow Ler­ouge—I ex­plained how eas­ily she could be found and ques­tioned, adding that she lived at La Jonchere.”

			“And what said he, Noel, to this?” asked old Tab­aret anxiously.

			“He re­mained si­lent at first, and ap­peared to re­flect. All on a sud­den he struck his fore­head, and said, ‘I re­mem­ber; I know her. I have ac­com­pan­ied my fath­er to her house three times, and in my pres­ence he gave her a con­sid­er­able sum of money.’ I re­marked to him that this was yet an­oth­er proof. He made no an­swer, but walked up and down the room. At length he turned to­wards me, say­ing, ‘Sir, you know M. de Com­mar­in’s le­git­im­ate son?’ I answered: ‘I am he.’ He bowed his head and mur­mured ‘I thought so.’ He then took my hand and ad­ded, ‘Broth­er, I bear you no ill will for this.’ ”

			“It seems to me,” re­marked old Tab­aret, “that he might have left that to you to say, and with more reas­on and justice.”

			“No, my friend, for he is more ill-used than I. I have not been lowered, for I did not know, whilst he! …”

			The old po­lice agent nod­ded his head, he had to hide his thoughts, and they were stifling him.

			“At length,” re­sumed Noel, after a rather long pause, “I asked him what he pro­posed do­ing. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I ex­pect my fath­er in about eight or ten days. You will al­low me this delay. As soon as he re­turns I will have an ex­plan­a­tion with him, and justice shall be done. I give you my word of hon­our. Take back your let­ters and leave me to my­self. This news has ut­terly over­whelmed me. In a mo­ment I lose everything: a great name that I have al­ways borne as wor­thily as pos­sible, a mag­ni­fi­cent po­s­i­tion, an im­mense for­tune, and, more than all that, per­haps, the wo­man who is dear­er to me than life. In ex­change, it is true, I shall find a moth­er. We will con­sole each oth­er. And I will try, sir, to make her for­get you, for she must love you, and will miss you.’ ”

			“Did he really say that?”

			“Al­most word for word.”

			“Hy­po­crite!” growled the old fel­low between his teeth.

			“What did you say?” asked Noel.

			“I say that he is a fine young man; and I shall be de­lighted to make his ac­quaint­ance.”

			“I did not show him the let­ter re­fer­ring to the rup­ture,” ad­ded Noel; “it is best that he should ig­nore Ma­dame Gerdy’s mis­con­duct. I vol­un­tar­ily de­prived my­self of this proof, rather than give him fur­ther pain.”

			“And now?”

			“What am I to do? I am wait­ing the count’s re­turn. I shall act more freely after hear­ing what he has to say. To­mor­row I shall ask per­mis­sion to ex­am­ine the pa­pers be­long­ing to Claud­ine. If I find the let­ters, I am saved; if not—but, as I have told you, I have formed no plan since I heard of the as­sas­sin­a­tion. Now, what do you ad­vise?”

			“The briefest coun­sel de­mands long re­flec­tion,” replied the old fel­low, who was in haste to de­part. “Alas! my poor boy, what worry you have had!”

			“Ter­rible! and, in ad­di­tion, I have pe­cu­ni­ary em­bar­rass­ments.”

			“How! you who spend noth­ing?”

			“I have entered in­to vari­ous en­gage­ments. Can I now make use of Ma­dame Gerdy’s for­tune, which I have hitherto used as my own? I think not.”

			“You cer­tainly ought not to. But listen! I am glad you have spoken of this; you can render me a ser­vice.”

			“Very will­ingly. What is it?”

			“I have, locked up in my sec­ret­ary, twelve or fif­teen thou­sand francs, which trouble me ex­ceed­ingly. You see, I am old, and not very brave, if any­one heard I had this money—”

			“I fear I can­not—” com­menced the bar­ris­ter.

			“Non­sense!” said the old fel­low. “To­mor­row I will give them to you to take care of.” But re­mem­ber­ing he was about to put him­self at M. Dabur­on’s dis­pos­al, and that per­haps he might not be free on the mor­row, he quickly ad­ded, “No, not to­mor­row; but this very even­ing. This in­fernal money shall not re­main an­oth­er night in my keep­ing.”

			He hur­ried out, and presently re­appeared, hold­ing in his hand fif­teen notes of a thou­sand francs each. “If that is not suf­fi­cient,” said he, hand­ing them to Noel, “you can have more.”

			“Any­how,” replied the bar­ris­ter, “I will give you a re­ceipt for these.”

			“Oh! nev­er mind. Time enough to­mor­row.”

			“And if I die to­night?”

			“Then,” said the old fel­low to him­self, think­ing of his will, “I shall still be your debt­or. Good night!” ad­ded he aloud. “You have asked my ad­vice, I shall re­quire the night for re­flec­tion. At present my brain is whirl­ing; I must go in­to the air. If I go to bed now, I am sure to have a hor­rible night­mare. Come, my boy; pa­tience and cour­age. Who knows wheth­er at this very hour Provid­ence is not work­ing for you?”

			He went out, and Noel, leav­ing his door open, listened to the sound of his foot­steps as he des­cen­ded the stairs. Al­most im­me­di­ately the cry of, “Open, if you please,” and the banging of the door ap­prised him that M. Tab­aret had gone out. He waited a few minutes and re­filled his lamp. Then he took a small pack­et from one of his bur­eau draw­ers, slipped in­to his pock­et the bank notes lent him by his old friend, and left his study, the door of which he double-locked. On reach­ing the land­ing, he paused. He listened in­tently as though the sound of Ma­dame Gerdy’s moans could reach him where he stood. Hear­ing noth­ing, he des­cen­ded the stairs on tip­toe. A minute later, he was in the street.

		
	
		
			V

			In­cluded in Ma­dame Gerdy’s lease was a coach-house, which was used by her as a lum­ber room. Here were heaped to­geth­er all the old rub­bish of the house­hold, broken pieces of fur­niture, utensils past ser­vice, art­icles be­come use­less or cum­brous. It was also used to store the pro­vi­sion of wood and coal for the winter. This old coach-house had a small door open­ing on the street, which had been in dis­use for many years; but which Noel had had secretly re­paired and provided with a lock. He could thus enter or leave the house at any hour without the con­ci­erge or any­one else know­ing. It was by this door that the bar­ris­ter went out, though not without us­ing the ut­most cau­tion in open­ing and clos­ing it. Once in the street, he stood still a mo­ment, as if hes­it­at­ing which way to go. Then, he slowly pro­ceeded in the dir­ec­tion of the St. Laz­are rail­way sta­tion, when a cab hap­pen­ing to pass, he hailed it. “Rue du Fau­bourg Mont­marte, at the corner of the Rue de Provence,” said Noel, en­ter­ing the vehicle, “and drive quick.”

			The bar­ris­ter alighted at the spot named, and dis­missed the cab­man. When he had seen him drive off, Noel turned in­to the Rue de Provence, and, after walk­ing a few yards, rang the bell of one of the hand­somest houses in the street. The door was im­me­di­ately opened. As Noel passed be­fore him the con­ci­erge made a most re­spect­ful, and at the same time pat­ron­iz­ing bow, one of those sa­luta­tions which Parisi­an con­ci­erges re­serve for their fa­vor­ite ten­ants, gen­er­ous mor­tals al­ways ready to give. On reach­ing the second floor, the bar­ris­ter paused, drew a key from his pock­et, and open­ing the door fa­cing him, entered as if at home. But at the sound of the key in the lock, though very faint, a lady’s maid, rather young and pretty, with a bold pair of eyes, ran to­ward him.

			“Ah! it is you, sir,” cried she.

			This ex­clam­a­tion es­caped her just loud enough to be aud­ible at the ex­tremity of the apart­ment, and serve as a sig­nal if needed. It was as if she had cried, “Take care!”

			Noel did not seem to no­tice it. “Ma­dame is there?” asked he.

			“Yes, sir, and very angry too. This morn­ing she wanted to send someone to you. A little while ago she spoke of go­ing to find you, sir, her­self. I have had much dif­fi­culty in pre­vail­ing on her not to dis­obey your or­ders.”

			“Very well,” said the bar­ris­ter.

			“Ma­dame is in the smoking room,” con­tin­ued the girl “I am mak­ing her a cup of tea. Will you have one, sir?”

			“Yes,” replied Noel. “Show me a light, Char­lotte.”

			He passed suc­cess­ively through a mag­ni­fi­cent din­ing-room, a splen­did gil­ded draw­ing-room in Louis XIV style, and entered the smoking-room. This was a rather large apart­ment with a very high ceil­ing. Once in­side one might al­most fancy one­self three thou­sand miles from Par­is, in the house of some op­u­lent man­dar­in of the ce­les­ti­al Em­pire. Fur­niture, car­pet, hangings, pic­tures, all had evid­ently been im­por­ted dir­ect from Hong Kong or Shang­hai. A rich silk tapestry rep­res­ent­ing bril­liantly col­oured fig­ures, covered the walls, and hid the doors from view. All the em­pire of the sun and moon was de­pic­ted there­on in ver­mil­lion land­scapes: cor­pu­lent man­dar­ins sur­roun­ded by their lan­tern-bear­ers; learned men lay stu­pefied with opi­um, sleep­ing un­der their para­sols; young girls with el­ev­ated eye­brows, stumbled upon their di­min­ut­ive feet swathed in band­ages. The car­pet of a man­u­fac­ture un­known to Europeans, was strewn with fruits and flowers, so true to nature that they might have de­ceived a bee. Some great artist of Pek­ing had painted on the silk which covered the ceil­ing nu­mer­ous fant­ast­ic birds, open­ing on azure ground their wings of purple and gold. Slender rods of lac­quer, in­laid with moth­er of pearl, bordered the draper­ies, and marked the angles of the apart­ment. Two fant­ast­ic look­ing chests en­tirely oc­cu­pied one side of the room. Art­icles of fur­niture of ca­pri­cious and in­co­her­ent forms, tables with por­cel­ain tops, and chif­foniers of pre­cious woods en­cumbered every re­cess or angle. There were also or­na­ment­al cab­in­ets and shelves pur­chased of Li­en-Tsi, the Ta­han of Sou-Tcheou, the artist­ic city, and a thou­sand curi­os­it­ies, both mis­cel­laneous and costly, from the ivory sticks which are used in­stead of forks, to the por­cel­ain tea­cups, thin­ner than soap bubbles—mir­acles of the reign of Kien-Loung. A very large and very low di­van piled up with cush­ions, covered with tapestry sim­il­ar to the hangings, oc­cu­pied one end of the room. There was no reg­u­lar win­dow, but in­stead a large single pane of glass, fixed in­to the wall of the house; in front of it was a double glass door with move­able panes, and the space between was filled with the most rare flowers. The grate was re­placed by re­gisters adroitly con­cealed, which main­tained in the apart­ment a tem­per­at­ure fit for hatch­ing silk­worms, thus truly har­mon­ising with the fur­niture.

			When Noel entered, a wo­man, still young, was re­clin­ing on the di­van, smoking a ci­gar­ette. In spite of the trop­ic­al heat, she was en­vel­oped in heavy Cashmere shawls. She was small, but then only small wo­men can unite in their per­sons every per­fec­tion. Wo­men who are above the me­di­um height must be either es­says, or er­rors of nature. No mat­ter how lovely they may look, they in­vari­ably present some de­fect, like the work of a statu­ary, who, though pos­sessed of geni­us, at­tempts for the first time sculp­ture on a grand scale. She was small, but her neck, her shoulders, and her arms had the most ex­quis­ite con­tours. Her hands with their taper­ing fin­gers and rosy nails looked like jew­els pre­ciously cared for. Her feet, en­cased in silken stock­ings al­most as thin as a spider’s-web, were a mar­vel; not that they re­called the very fab­ulous foot which Cinder­ella thrust in­to the glass slip­per; but the oth­er, very real, very cel­eb­rated and very palp­able foot, of which the fair own­er (the lovely wife of a well-known banker) used to present the mod­el either in bronze or in marble to her nu­mer­ous ad­mirers. Her face was not beau­ti­ful, nor even pretty; but her fea­tures were such as one sel­dom for­gets; for, at the first glance, they startled the be­hold­er like a flash of light­ning. Her fore­head was a little high, and her mouth un­mis­tak­ably large, not­with­stand­ing the pro­vok­ing fresh­ness of her lips. Her eye­brows were so per­fect they seem to have been drawn with In­dia ink; but, un­hap­pily the pen­cil had been used too heav­ily; and they gave her an un­pleas­ant ex­pres­sion when she frowned. On the oth­er hand, her smooth com­plex­ion had a rich golden pal­lor; and her black and vel­vety eyes pos­sessed enorm­ous mag­net­ic power. Her teeth were of a pearly bril­liancy and white­ness, and her hair, of prodi­gious op­u­lence, was black and fine, and glossy as a raven’s wing.

			On per­ceiv­ing Noel, as he pushed aside the silken hangings, she half arose and leaned upon her el­bow. “So you have come at last?” she ob­served in a tone of vex­a­tion; “you are very kind.”

			The bar­ris­ter felt al­most suf­foc­ated by the op­press­ive tem­per­at­ure of the room. “How warm it is!” said he; “it is enough to stifle one!”

			“Do you find it so?” replied the young wo­man. “Well, I am ac­tu­ally shiv­er­ing! It is true though, that I am very un­well. Wait­ing is un­bear­able to me, it acts upon my nerves; and I have been wait­ing for you ever since yes­ter­day.”

			“It was quite im­possible for me to come,” ex­plained Noel, “quite im­possible!”

			“You knew, how­ever,” con­tin­ued the lady, “that today was my set­tling day; and that I had sev­er­al heavy ac­counts to settle. The trades­men all came, and I had not a half­penny to give them. The coach­maker sent his bill, but there was no money. Then that old ras­cal Cler­got, to whom I had giv­en an ac­cept­ance for three thou­sand francs, came and kicked up a fright­ful row. How pleas­ant all this is!”

			Noel bowed his head like a school­boy re­buked for hav­ing neg­lected his les­sons. “It is but one day be­hind,” he mur­mured.

			“And that is noth­ing, is it?” re­tor­ted the young wo­man. “A man who re­spects him­self, my friend, may al­low his own sig­na­ture to be dis­hon­oured, but nev­er that of his mis­tress! Do you wish to des­troy my cred­it al­to­geth­er? You know very well that the only con­sid­er­a­tion I re­ceive is what my money pays for. So as soon as I am un­able to pay, it will be all up with me.”

			“My dear Ju­li­ette,” began the bar­ris­ter gently.

			“Oh, yes! that’s all very fine,” in­ter­rup­ted she. “Your dear Ju­li­ette! your ad­ored Ju­li­ette! so long as you are here it is really charm­ing; but no soon­er are you out­side than you for­get everything. Do you ever re­mem­ber then that there is such a per­son as Ju­li­ette?”

			“How un­just you are!” replied Noel. “Do you not know that I am al­ways think­ing of you; have I not proved it to you a thou­sand times? Look here! I am go­ing to prove it to you again this very in­stant.” He with­drew from his pock­et the small pack­et he had taken out of his bur­eau draw­er, and, un­do­ing it, showed her a hand­some vel­vet cas­ket. “Here,” said he ex­ult­ingly, “is the brace­let you longed for so much a week ago at Beau­grau’s.”

			Ma­dame Ju­li­ette, without rising, held out her hand to take the cas­ket, and, open­ing it with the ut­most in­dif­fer­ence, just glanced at the jew­el, and merely said, “Ah!”

			“Is this the one you wanted?” asked Noel.

			“Yes, but it looked much pret­ti­er in the shop win­dow.” She closed the cas­ket, and threw it care­lessly on to a small table near her.

			“I am un­for­tu­nate this even­ing,” said the bar­ris­ter, much mor­ti­fied.

			“How so?”

			“I see plainly the brace­let does not please you.”

			“Oh, but it does. I think it lovely … be­sides, it will com­plete the two dozen.”

			It was now Noel’s turn to say: “Ah! …” and as Ju­li­ette said noth­ing, he ad­ded: “Well, if you are pleased, you do not show it.”

			“Oh! so that is what you are driv­ing at!” cried the lady. “I am not grate­ful enough to suit you! You bring me a present, and I ought at once to pay cash, fill the house with cries of joy, and throw my­self upon my knees be­fore you, call­ing you a great and mag­ni­fi­cent lord!”

			Noel was un­able this time to re­strain a ges­ture of im­pa­tience, which Ju­li­ette per­ceived plainly enough, to her great de­light.

			“Would that be suf­fi­cient?” con­tin­ued she. “Shall I call Char­lotte, so that she may ad­mire this su­perb brace­let, this monu­ment of your gen­er­os­ity? Shall I have the con­ci­erge up, and call the cook to tell them how happy I am to pos­sess such a mag­ni­fi­cent lov­er.”

			The bar­ris­ter shrugged his shoulders like a philo­soph­er, in­cap­able of no­ti­cing a child’s banter. “What is the use of these in­sult­ing jests?” said he. “If you have any real com­plaint against me, bet­ter to say so simply and ser­i­ously.”

			“Very well,” said Ju­li­ette, “let us be ser­i­ous. And, that be­ing so, I will tell you it would have been bet­ter to have for­got­ten the brace­let, and to have brought me last night or this morn­ing the eight thou­sand francs I wanted.”

			“I could not come.”

			“You should have sent them; mes­sen­gers are still to be found at the street-corners.”

			“If I neither brought nor sent them, my dear Ju­li­ette, it was be­cause I did not have them. I had trouble enough in get­ting them prom­ised me for to­mor­row. If I have the sum this even­ing, I owe it to a chance upon which I could not have coun­ted an hour ago; but by which I profited, at the risk of com­prom­ising my­self.”

			“Poor man!” said Ju­li­ette, with an iron­ic­al touch of pity in her voice. “Do you dare to tell me you have had dif­fi­culty in ob­tain­ing ten thou­sand francs—you?”

			“Yes—I!”

			The young wo­man looked at her lov­er, and burst in­to a fit of laughter. “You are really su­perb when you act the poor young man!” said she.

			“I am not act­ing.”

			“So you say, my own. But I see what you are aim­ing at. This ami­able con­fes­sion is the pre­face. To­mor­row you will de­clare that your af­fairs are very much em­bar­rassed, and the day after to­mor­row … Ah! you are be­com­ing very av­ar­i­cious. It is a vir­tue you used not to pos­sess. Do you not already re­gret the money you have giv­en me?”

			“Wretched wo­man!” mur­mured Noel, fast los­ing pa­tience.

			“Really,” con­tin­ued the lady, “I pity you, oh! so much. Un­for­tu­nate lov­er! Shall I get up a sub­scrip­tion for you? In your place, I would ap­peal to pub­lic char­ity.”

			Noel could stand it no longer, in spite of his res­ol­u­tion to re­main calm. “You think it a laugh­ing mat­ter?” cried he. “Well! let me tell you, Ju­li­ette, I am ruined, and I have ex­hausted my last re­sources! I am re­duced to ex­pedi­ents!”

			The eyes of the young wo­man brightened. She looked at her lov­er ten­derly. “Oh, if ’twas only true, my big pet!” said she. “If I only could be­lieve you!”

			The bar­ris­ter was wounded to the heart. “She be­lieves me,” thought he; “and she is glad. She de­tests me.”

			He was mis­taken. The idea that a man had loved her suf­fi­ciently to ru­in him­self for her, without al­low­ing even a re­proach to es­cape him, filled this wo­man with joy. She felt her­self on the point of lov­ing the man, now poor and humbled, whom she had des­pised when rich and proud. But the ex­pres­sion of her eyes sud­denly changed, “What a fool I am,” cried she, “I was on the point of be­liev­ing all that, and of try­ing to con­sole you. Don’t pre­tend that you are one of those gen­tle­men who scat­ter their money broad­cast. Tell that to some­body else, my friend! All men in our days cal­cu­late like moneylenders. There are only a few fools who ru­in them­selves now, some con­ceited young­sters, and oc­ca­sion­ally an amor­ous old dot­ard. Well, you are a very calm, very grave, and very ser­i­ous fel­low, but above all, a very strong one.”

			“Not with you, any­how,” mur­mured Noel.

			“Come now, stop that non­sense! You know very well what you are about. In­stead of a heart, you have a great big double zero, just like a Hom­burg. When you took a fancy to me, you said to your­self, ‘I will ex­pend so much on pas­sion,’ and you have kept your word. It is an in­vest­ment, like any oth­er, in which one re­ceives in­terest in the form of pleas­ure. You are cap­able of all the ex­tra­vag­ance in the world, to the ex­tent of your fixed price of four thou­sand francs a month! If it re­quired a franc more you would very soon take back your heart and your hat, and carry them else­where; to one or oth­er of my rivals in the neigh­bor­hood.”

			“It is true,” answered the bar­ris­ter, coolly. “I know how to count, and that ac­com­plish­ment is very use­ful to me. It en­ables me to know ex­actly how and where I have got rid of my for­tune.”

			“So you really know?” sneered Ju­li­ette.

			“And I can tell you, madam,” con­tin­ued he. “At first you were not very ex­act­ing, but the ap­pet­ite came with eat­ing. You wished for lux­ury, you have it; splen­did fur­niture, you have it; a com­plete es­tab­lish­ment, ex­tra­vag­ant dresses, I could re­fuse you noth­ing. You re­quired a car­riage, a horse, I gave them you. And I do not men­tion a thou­sand oth­er whims. I in­clude neither this Chinese cab­in­et nor the two dozen brace­lets. The total is four hun­dred thou­sand francs!”

			“Are you sure?”

			“As one can be who has had that amount, and has it no longer.”

			“Four hun­dred thou­sand francs, only fancy! Are there no centimes?”

			“No.”

			“Then, my dear friend, if I make up my bill, you will still owe me some­thing.”

			The en­trance of the maid with the tea-tray in­ter­rup­ted this amor­ous duet, of which Noel had ex­per­i­enced more than one re­pe­ti­tion. The bar­ris­ter held his tongue on ac­count of the ser­vant. Ju­li­ette did the same on ac­count of her lov­er, for she had no secrets from Char­lotte, who had been with her three years, and with whom she had shared everything, some­times even her lov­ers.

			Ma­dame Ju­li­ette Chaf­four was a Par­is­i­enne. She was born about 1839, some­where in the up­per end of the Fau­bourg Mont­marte. Her fath­er was un­known. Her in­fancy was a long al­tern­a­tion of beat­ings and caresses, equally furi­ous. She had lived as best she could, on sweet­meats and dam­aged fruit; so that now her stom­ach could stand any­thing. At twelve years old she was as thin as a nail, as green as a June apple, and more de­praved than the in­mates of the pris­on of St. Laz­are. Prud­homme would have said that this pre­co­cious little hussy was totally des­ti­tute of mor­al­ity. She had not the slight­est idea what mor­al­ity was. She thought the world was full of hon­est people liv­ing like her moth­er, and her moth­er’s friends. She feared neither God nor dev­il, but she was afraid of the po­lice. She dreaded also cer­tain mys­ter­i­ous and cruel per­sons, whom she had heard spoken of, who dwell near the Pal­ais de Justice, and who ex­per­i­ence a ma­li­cious pleas­ure in see­ing pretty girls in trouble. As she gave no prom­ise of beauty, she was on the point of be­ing placed in a shop, when an old and re­spect­able gen­tle­man, who had known her mamma some years pre­vi­ously, ac­cor­ded her his pro­tec­tion. This old gen­tle­man, prudent and provid­ent like all old gen­tle­men, was a con­nois­seur, and knew that to reap one must sow. He re­solved first of all to give his protégé just a var­nish of edu­ca­tion. He pro­cured mas­ters for her, who in less than three years taught her to write, to play the pi­ano, and to dance. What he did not pro­cure her, how­ever, was a lov­er. She there­fore found one for her­self, an artist who taught her noth­ing very new, but who car­ried her off to of­fer her half of what he pos­sessed, that is to say noth­ing. At the end of three months, hav­ing had enough of it, she left the nest of her first love, with all she pos­sessed tied up in a cot­ton pock­et handker­chief.

			Dur­ing the four years which fol­lowed, she led a pre­cari­ous ex­ist­ence, some­times with little else to live upon but hope, which nev­er wholly aban­dons a young girl who knows she has pretty eyes. By turns she sunk to the bot­tom, or rose to the sur­face of the stream in which she found her­self. Twice had for­tune in new gloves come knock­ing at her door, but she had not the sense to keep her. With the as­sist­ance of a strolling play­er, she had just ap­peared on the stage of a small theatre, and spoken her lines rather well, when Noel by chance met her, loved her, and made her his mis­tress. Her bar­ris­ter, as she called him, did not dis­please her at first. After a few months, though, she could not bear him. She de­tested him for his po­lite and pol­ished man­ners, his manly bear­ing, his dis­tin­guished air, his con­tempt, which he did not care to hide, for all that is low and vul­gar, and, above all, for his un­al­ter­able pa­tience, which noth­ing could tire. Her great com­plaint against him was that he was not at all funny, and also, that he ab­so­lutely de­clined to con­duct her to those places where one can give a free vent to one’s spir­its. To amuse her­self, she began to squander money; and her aver­sion for her lov­er in­creased at the same rate as her am­bi­tion and his sac­ri­fices. She rendered him the most miser­able of men, and treated him like a dog; and this not from any nat­ur­al bad­ness of dis­pos­i­tion, but from prin­ciple. She was per­suaded that a wo­man is be­loved in pro­por­tion to the trouble she causes and the mis­chief she does.

			Ju­li­ette was not wicked, and she be­lieved she had much to com­plain of. The dream of her life was to be loved in a way which she felt, but could scarcely have ex­plained. She had nev­er been to her lov­ers more than a plaything. She un­der­stood this; and, as she was nat­ur­ally proud, the idea en­raged her. She dreamed of a man who would be de­voted enough to make a real sac­ri­fice for her, a lov­er who would des­cend to her level, in­stead of at­tempt­ing to raise her to his. She des­paired of ever meet­ing such a one. Noel’s ex­tra­vag­ance left her as cold as ice. She be­lieved he was very rich, and sin­gu­larly, in spite of her greed­i­ness, she did not care much for money. Noel would have won her easi­er by a bru­tal frank­ness that would have shown her clearly his situ­ation. He lost her love by the del­ic­acy of his dis­sim­u­la­tion, that left her ig­nor­ant of the sac­ri­fices he was mak­ing for her.

			Noel ad­ored Ju­li­ette. Un­til the fatal day he saw her, he had lived like a sage. This, his first pas­sion, burned him up; and, from the dis­aster, he saved only ap­pear­ances.

			The four walls re­mained stand­ing, but the in­teri­or of the edi­fice was des­troyed. Even her­oes have their vul­ner­able parts, Achilles died from a wound in the heel. The most art­fully con­struc­ted ar­mour has a flaw some­where. Noel was as­sail­able by means of Ju­li­ette, and through her was at the mercy of everything and every­one. In four years, this mod­el young man, this bar­ris­ter of im­macu­late repu­ta­tion, this aus­tere mor­al­ist, had squandered not only his own for­tune on her, but Ma­dame Gerdy’s also. He loved her madly, without re­flec­tion, without meas­ure, with his eyes shut. At her side, he for­got all prudence, and thought out loud. In her bou­doir, he dropped his mask of ha­bitu­al dis­sim­u­la­tion, and his vices dis­played them­selves, at ease, as his limbs in a bath. He felt him­self so power­less against her, that he nev­er es­sayed to struggle. She pos­sessed him. Once or twice he at­temp­ted to firmly op­pose her ru­in­ous caprices; but she had made him pli­able as the os­ier. Un­der the dark glances of this girl, his strongest res­ol­u­tions melted more quickly than snow be­neath an April sun. She tor­tured him; but she had also the power to make him for­get all by a smile, a tear, or a kiss. Away from the en­chant­ress, reas­on re­turned at in­ter­vals, and, in his lu­cid mo­ments, he said to him­self, “She does not love me. She is amus­ing her­self at my ex­pense!” But the be­lief in her love had taken such deep root in his heart that he could not pluck it forth. He made him­self a mon­ster of jeal­ousy, and then ar­gued with him­self re­spect­ing her fi­del­ity. On sev­er­al oc­ca­sions he had strong reas­ons to doubt her con­stancy, but he nev­er had the cour­age to de­clare his sus­pi­cions. “If I am not mis­taken, I shall either have to leave her,” thought he, “or ac­cept everything in the fu­ture.” At the idea of a sep­ar­a­tion from Ju­li­ette, he trembled, and felt his pas­sion strong enough to com­pel him to sub­mit to the low­est in­dig­nity. He pre­ferred even these heart­break­ing doubts to a still more dread­ful cer­tainty.

			The pres­ence of the maid who took a con­sid­er­able time in ar­ran­ging the tea-table gave Noel an op­por­tun­ity to re­cov­er him­self. He looked at Ju­li­ette; and his an­ger took flight. Already he began to ask him­self if he had not been a little cruel to her. When Char­lotte re­tired, he came and took a seat on the di­van be­side his mis­tress, and at­temp­ted to put his arms round her. “Come,” said he in a caress­ing tone, “you have been angry enough for this even­ing. If I have done wrong, you have pun­ished me suf­fi­ciently. Kiss me, and make it up.”

			She re­pulsed him an­grily, and said in a dry tone—“Let me alone! How many times must I tell you that I am very un­well this even­ing.”

			“You suf­fer, my love?” re­sumed the bar­ris­ter, “where? Shall I send for the doc­tor?”

			“There is no need. I know the nature of my mal­ady; it is called en­nui. You are not at all the doc­tor who could do any­thing for me.”

			Noel rose with a dis­cour­aged air, and took his place at the side of the tea-table, fa­cing her. His resig­na­tion be­spoke how ha­bitu­ated he had be­come to these re­buffs. Ju­li­ette snubbed him; but he re­turned al­ways, like the poor dog who lies in wait all day for the time when his caresses will not be in­op­por­tune. “You have told me very of­ten dur­ing the last few months, that I both­er you. What have I done?” he asked.

			“Noth­ing.”

			“Well, then, why—?”

			“My life is noth­ing more than a con­tinu­al yawn,” answered the young wo­man; “is it my fault? Do you think it very amus­ing to be your mis­tress? Look at your­self. Does there ex­ist an­oth­er be­ing as sad, as dull as you, more un­easy, more sus­pi­cious, de­voured by a great­er jeal­ousy!”

			“Your re­cep­tion of me, my dear Ju­li­ette,” ven­tured Noel, “is enough to ex­tin­guish gaiety and freeze all ef­fu­sion. Then one al­ways fears when one loves!”

			“Really! Then one should seek a wo­man to suit one­self, or have her made to or­der; shut her up in the cel­lar, and have her brought up­stairs once a day, at the end of din­ner, dur­ing dessert, or with the cham­pagne just by way of amuse­ment.”

			“I should have done bet­ter not to have come,” mur­mured the bar­ris­ter.

			“Of course. I am to re­main alone here, without any­thing to oc­cupy me ex­cept a ci­gar­ette and a stu­pid book, that I go to sleep over? Do you call this an ex­ist­ence, nev­er to budge out of the house even?”

			“It is the life of all the re­spect­able wo­men that I know,” replied the bar­ris­ter drily.

			“Then I can­not com­pli­ment them on their en­joy­ment. Hap­pily, though, I am not a re­spect­able wo­man, and I can tell you I am tired of liv­ing more closely shut up than the wife of a Turk, with your face for sole amuse­ment.”

			“You live shut up, you?”

			“Cer­tainly!” con­tin­ued Ju­li­ette, with in­creased bit­ter­ness. “Come, have you ever brought one of your friends here? No, you hide me. When have you offered me your arm for a walk? Nev­er, your dig­nity would be sul­lied, if you were seen in my com­pany. I have a car­riage. Have you entered it half a dozen times? Per­haps; but then you let down the blinds! I go out alone. I walk about alone!”

			“Al­ways the same re­frain,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, an­ger get­ting the bet­ter of him, “al­ways these un­called for com­plaints. As though you had still to learn the reas­on why this state of things ex­ists.”

			“I know well enough,” pur­sued the young wo­man, “that you are ashamed of me. Yet I know many big­ger swells then you, who do not mind be­ing seen with their mis­tresses. My lord trembles for his fine name of Gerdy that I might sully, while the sons of the most noble fam­il­ies are not afraid of show­ing them­selves in pub­lic places in the com­pany of the stu­pid­est of kept wo­men.”

			At last Noel could stand it no longer, to the great de­light of Ma­dame Chaf­four.

			“Enough of these re­crim­in­a­tions!” cried he, rising. “If I hide our re­la­tions, it is be­cause I am con­strained to do so. Of what do you com­plain? You have un­res­trained liberty; and you use it, too, and so largely that your ac­tions al­to­geth­er es­cape me. You ac­cuse me of cre­at­ing a va­cu­um around you. Who is to blame? Did I grow tired of a happy and quiet ex­ist­ence? My friends would have come to see us in a home in ac­cord­ance with a mod­est com­pet­ence. Can I bring them here? On see­ing all this lux­ury, this in­solent dis­play of my folly, they would ask each oth­er where I ob­tained all the money I have spent on you. I may have a mis­tress, but I have not the right to squander a for­tune that does not be­long to me. If my ac­quaint­ances learnt to­mor­row that it is I who keep you, my fu­ture pro­spects would be des­troyed. What cli­ent would con­fide his in­terests to the im­be­cile who ruined him­self for the wo­man who has been the talk of all Par­is? I am not a great lord, I have neither an his­tor­ic­al name to tar­nish, nor an im­mense for­tune to lose. I am plain Noel Gerdy, a bar­ris­ter. My repu­ta­tion is all that I pos­sess. It is a false one, I ad­mit. Such as it is, how­ever, I must keep it, and I will keep it.”

			Ju­li­ette who knew her Noel thor­oughly, saw that she had gone far enough. She de­term­ined, there­fore, to put him in a good hu­mor again. “My friend,” said she, ten­derly, “I did not wish to cause you pain. You must be in­dul­gent, I am so hor­ribly nervous this even­ing.”

			This sud­den change de­lighted the bar­ris­ter, and al­most suf­ficed to calm his an­ger. “You will drive me mad with your in­justice,” said he. “While I ex­haust my ima­gin­a­tion to find what can be agree­able to you, you are per­petu­ally at­tack­ing my grav­ity; yet it is not forty-eight hours since we were plunged in all the gaiety of the car­ni­val. I kept the fête of Shrove Tues­day like a stu­dent. We went to a theatre; I then put on a dom­ino, and ac­com­pan­ied you to the ball at the op­era, and even in­vited two of my friends to sup with us.”

			“It was very gay in­deed!” answered the young wo­man, mak­ing a wry face.

			“So I think.”

			“Do you! Then you are not hard to please. We went to the Vaudeville, it is true, but sep­ar­ately, as we al­ways do, I alone above, you be­low. At the ball you looked as though you were bury­ing the dev­il. At the sup­per table your friends were as mel­an­choly as a pair of owls. I obeyed your or­ders by af­fect­ing hardly to know you. You im­bibed like a sponge, without my be­ing able to tell wheth­er you were drunk or not.”

			“That proves,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, “that we ought not to force our tastes. Let us talk of some­thing else.”

			He took a few steps in the room, then look­ing at his watch said: “Al­most one o’clock; my love, I must leave you.”

			“What! you are not go­ing to re­main?”

			“No, to my great re­gret; my moth­er is dan­ger­ously ill.”

			He un­fol­ded and coun­ted out on the table the bank notes he had re­ceived from old Tab­aret.

			“My little Ju­li­ette,” said he, “here are not eight thou­sand francs, but ten thou­sand. You will not see me again for a few days.”

			“Are you leav­ing Par­is, then?”

			“No; but my en­tire time will be ab­sorbed by an af­fair of im­mense im­port­ance to my­self. If I suc­ceed in my un­der­tak­ing, my dear, our fu­ture hap­pi­ness is as­sured, and you will then see wheth­er I love you!”

			“Oh, my dear Noel, tell me what it is.”

			“I can­not now.”

			“Tell me I be­seech you,” pleaded the young wo­man, hanging round his neck, rais­ing her­self upon the tips of her toes to press her lips to his. The bar­ris­ter em­braced her; and his res­ol­u­tion seemed to waver.

			“No,” said he at length, “ser­i­ously I can­not. Of what use to awaken in you hopes which can nev­er be real­ized? Now, my darling, listen to me. Whatever may hap­pen, un­der­stand, you must un­der no pre­text whatever again come to my house, as you once had the im­prudence to do. Do not even write to me. By dis­obey­ing, you may do me an ir­re­par­able in­jury. If any ac­ci­dent oc­curs, send that old ras­cal Cler­got to me. I shall have a vis­it from him the day after to­mor­row, for he holds some bills of mine.”

			Ju­li­ette re­coiled, men­acing Noel with a mutin­ous ges­ture. “You will not tell me any­thing?” in­sisted she.

			“Not this even­ing, but very soon,” replied the bar­ris­ter, em­bar­rassed by the pier­cing glance of his mis­tress.

			“Al­ways some mys­tery!” cried Ju­li­ette, piqued at the want of suc­cess at­tend­ing her bland­ish­ments.

			“This will be the last, I swear to you!”

			“Noel, my good man,” said the young wo­man in a ser­i­ous tone, “you are hid­ing some­thing from me. I un­der­stand you, as you know; for sev­er­al days past there has been some­thing or oth­er the mat­ter with you, you have com­pletely changed.”

			“I swear to you, Ju­li­ette—”

			“No, swear noth­ing; I should not be­lieve you. Only re­mem­ber, no at­tempt at de­ceiv­ing me, I fore­warn you. I am a wo­man cap­able of re­venge.”

			The bar­ris­ter was evid­ently ill at ease. “The af­fair in ques­tion,” stammered he, “can as well fail as suc­ceed.”

			“Enough,” in­ter­rup­ted Ju­li­ette; “your will shall be obeyed. I prom­ise that. Come, sir, kiss me. I am go­ing to bed.”

			The door was hardly shut upon Noel when Char­lotte was in­stalled on the di­van near her mis­tress. Had the bar­ris­ter been listen­ing at the door, he might have heard Ma­dame Ju­li­ette say­ing, “No, really, I can no longer en­dure him. What a bore he is, my girl. Ah! if I was not so afraid of him, wouldn’t I leave him at once? But he is cap­able of killing me!”

			The girl vainly tried to de­fend Noel; but her mis­tress did not listen. She mur­mured, “Why does he ab­sent him­self, and what is he plot­ting? An ab­sence of eight days is sus­pi­cious. Can he by any chance in­tend to be mar­ried? Ah! if I only knew. You weary me to death, my good Noel, and I am de­term­ined to leave you to your­self one of these fine morn­ings; but I can­not per­mit you to quit me first. Sup­pos­ing he is go­ing to get mar­ried? But I will not al­low it. I must make in­quir­ies.”

			Noel, how­ever, was not listen­ing at the door. He went along the Rue de Provence as quickly as pos­sible, gained the Rue St. Laz­are, and entered the house as he had de­par­ted, by the stable door. He had but just sat down in his study, when the ser­vant knocked.

			“Sir,” cried she, “in heav­en’s name an­swer me!”

			He opened the door and said im­pa­tiently, “What is it?”

			“Sir,” stammered the girl in tears, “this is the third time I have knocked, and you have not answered. Come, I im­plore you. I am afraid ma­dame is dy­ing!”

			He fol­lowed her to Ma­dame Gerdy’s room. He must have found the poor wo­man ter­ribly changed, for he could not re­strain a move­ment of ter­ror. The in­val­id struggled pain­fully be­neath her cov­er­ings. Her face was of a liv­id pale­ness, as though there was not a drop of blood left in her veins; and her eyes, which glittered with a sombre light, seemed filled with a fine dust. Her hair, loose and dis­ordered, fall­ing over her cheeks and upon her shoulders, con­trib­uted to her wild ap­pear­ance. She uttered from time to time a groan hardly aud­ible, or mur­mured un­in­tel­li­gible words. At times, a fiercer pang than the former ones forced a cry of an­guish from her. She did not re­cog­nise Noel.

			“You see, sir,” said the ser­vant.

			“Yes. Who would have sup­posed her mal­ady could ad­vance so rap­idly? Quick, run to Dr. Herve’s, tell him to get up, and to come at once, tell him it is for me.” And he seated him­self in an arm­chair, fa­cing the suf­fer­ing wo­man.

			Dr. Herve was one of Noel’s friends, an old schoolfel­low, and the com­pan­ion of his stu­dent days. The doc­tor’s his­tory differed in noth­ing from that of most young men, who, without for­tune, friends, or in­flu­ence, enter upon the prac­tice of the most dif­fi­cult, the most haz­ard­ous of pro­fes­sions that ex­ist in Par­is, where one sees so many tal­en­ted young doc­tors forced, to earn their bread, to place them­selves at the dis­pos­i­tion of in­fam­ous drug vendors. A man of re­mark­able cour­age and self-re­li­ance, Herve, his stud­ies over, said to him­self, “No, I will not go and bury my­self in the coun­try, I will re­main in Par­is, I will there be­come cel­eb­rated. I shall be sur­geon-in-chief of an hos­pit­al, and a knight of the Le­gion of Hon­our.”

			To enter upon this path of thorns, lead­ing to a mag­ni­fi­cent tri­umph­al arch, the fu­ture aca­dem­i­cian ran him­self twenty thou­sand francs in debt to fur­nish a small apart­ment. Here, armed with a pa­tience which noth­ing could fa­tigue, an iron res­ol­u­tion that noth­ing could sub­due, he struggled and waited. Only those who have ex­per­i­enced it can un­der­stand what suf­fer­ings are en­dured by the poor, proud man, who waits in a black coat, freshly shaven, with smil­ing lips, while he is starving of hun­ger! The re­fine­ments of civil­iz­a­tion have in­aug­ur­ated pun­ish­ments which put in the shade the cruel­ties of the sav­age. The un­known phys­i­cian must be­gin by at­tend­ing the poor who can­not pay him. Some­times too the pa­tient is un­grate­ful. He is pro­fuse in prom­ises whilst in danger; but, when cured, he scorns the doc­tor, and for­gets to pay him his fee.

			After sev­en years of hero­ic per­sever­ance, Herve has se­cured at last a circle of pa­tients who pay him. Dur­ing this he lived and paid the ex­or­bit­ant in­terest of his debt, but he is get­ting on. Three or four pamph­lets, and a prize won without much in­trigue, have at­trac­ted pub­lic at­ten­tion to him. But he is no longer the brave young en­thu­si­ast, full of the faith and hope that at­ten­ded him on his first vis­its. He still wishes, and more than ever, to ac­quire dis­tinc­tion, but he no longer ex­pects any pleas­ure from his suc­cess. He used up that feel­ing in the days when he had not where­with to pay for his din­ner. No mat­ter how great his for­tune may be in the days to come, he has already paid too dearly for it. For him fu­ture suc­cess is only a kind of re­venge. Less than thirty-five years old, he is already sick of the world, and be­lieves in noth­ing. Un­der the ap­pear­ance of uni­ver­sal be­ne­vol­ence he con­ceals uni­ver­sal scorn. His fin­esse, sharpened by the grind­stone of ad­versity, has be­come mis­chiev­ous. And, while he sees through all dis­guises worn by oth­ers, he hides his pen­et­ra­tion care­fully un­der a mask of cheer­ful good nature and jovi­al­ness. But he is kind, he loves his friends, and is de­voted to them.

			He ar­rived, hardly dressed, so great had been his haste. His first words on en­ter­ing were, “What is the mat­ter?”

			Noel pressed his hand in si­lence, and by way of an­swer, poin­ted to the bed. In less than a minute, the doc­tor seized the lamp, ex­amined the sick wo­man, and re­turned to his friend. “What has happened?” he asked sharply. “It is ne­ces­sary I should know.”

			The bar­ris­ter star­ted at the ques­tion. “Know what?” stammered he.

			“Everything!” answered Herve. “She is suf­fer­ing from in­flam­ma­tion of the brain. There is no mis­tak­ing that. It is by no means a com­mon com­plaint, in spite of the con­stant work­ing of that or­gan. What can have caused it? There ap­pears to be no in­jury to the brain or its bony cov­er­ing, the mis­chief, then, must have been caused by some vi­ol­ent emo­tion, a great grief, some un­ex­pec­ted cata­strophe. …”

			Noel in­ter­rup­ted his friend by a ges­ture, and drew him in­to the em­bras­ure of the win­dow. “Yes, my friend,” said he in a low tone, “Ma­dame Gerdy has ex­per­i­enced great men­tal suf­fer­ing, she has been fright­fully tor­tured by re­morse. Listen, Herve. I will con­fide our secret to your hon­our and your friend­ship. Ma­dame Gerdy is not my moth­er; she de­spoiled me, to en­rich her son with my for­tune and my name. Three weeks ago I dis­covered this un­worthy fraud; she knows it, and the con­sequences ter­rify her. Ever since, she has been dy­ing minute by minute.”

			The bar­ris­ter ex­pec­ted some ex­clam­a­tions of as­ton­ish­ment, and a host of ques­tions from his friend; but the doc­tor re­ceived the ex­plan­a­tion without re­mark, as a simple state­ment, in­dis­pens­able to his un­der­stand­ing the case.

			“Three weeks,” he mur­mured; “then, that ex­plains everything. Has she ap­peared to suf­fer much dur­ing the time?”

			“She com­plained of vi­ol­ent head­aches, dim­ness of sight, and in­tol­er­able pains in her ears, she at­trib­uted all that though to megrims. Do not, how­ever, con­ceal any­thing from me, Herve; is her com­plaint very ser­i­ous?”

			“So ser­i­ous, my friend, so in­vari­ably fatal, that I am al­most un­der­tak­ing a hope­less task in at­tempt­ing a cure.”

			“Ah! good heav­en!”

			“You asked for the truth, and I have told it you. If I had that cour­age, it was be­cause you told me this poor wo­man is not your moth­er. Noth­ing short of a mir­acle can save her; but this mir­acle we may hope and pre­pare for. And now to work!”

		
	
		
			VI

			The clock of the St. Laz­are ter­minus was strik­ing el­ev­en as old Tab­aret, after shak­ing hands with Noel, left his house, still be­wildered by what he had just heard. Ob­liged to re­strain him­self at the time, he now fully ap­pre­ci­ated his liberty of ac­tion. It was with an un­steady gait that he took his first steps in the street, like the toper, who, after be­ing shut up in a warm room, sud­denly goes out in­to the open air. He was beam­ing with pleas­ure, but at the same time felt rather giddy, from that rap­id suc­ces­sion of un­ex­pec­ted rev­el­a­tions, which, so he thought, had sud­denly placed him in pos­ses­sion of the truth.

			Not­with­stand­ing his haste to ar­rive at M. Dabur­on’s he did not take a cab. He felt the ne­ces­sity of walk­ing. He was one of those who re­quire ex­er­cise to see things clearly. When he moved about his ideas fit­ted and clas­si­fied them­selves in his brain, like grains of wheat when shaken in a bushel. Without hasten­ing his pace, he reached the Rue de la Chaussee d’An­tin, crossed the Boulevard with its resplen­dent cafés, and turned to the Rue Riche­lieu.

			He walked along, un­con­scious of ex­tern­al ob­jects, trip­ping and stum­bling over the in­equal­it­ies of the side­walk, or slip­ping on the greasy pave­ment. If he fol­lowed the prop­er road, it was a purely mech­an­ic­al im­pulse that guided him. His mind was wan­der­ing at ran­dom through the field of prob­ab­il­it­ies, and fol­low­ing in the dark­ness the mys­ter­i­ous thread, the al­most im­per­cept­ible end of which he had seized at La Jonchere.

			Like all per­sons la­bour­ing un­der strong emo­tion without know­ing it, he talked aloud, little think­ing in­to what in­dis­creet ears his ex­clam­a­tions and dis­join­ted phrases might fall. At every step, we meet in Par­is people bab­bling to them­selves, and un­con­sciously con­fid­ing to the four winds of heav­en their dearest secrets, like cracked vases that al­low their con­tents to steal away. Of­ten the pass­ersby mis­take these ec­cent­ric mono­loguists for lun­at­ics. Some­times the curi­ous fol­low them, and amuse them­selves by re­ceiv­ing these strange con­fid­ences. It was an in­dis­cre­tion of this kind which told the ru­in of Riscara the rich banker. Lam­breth, the as­sas­sin of the Rue de Ven­ise, be­trayed him­self in a sim­il­ar man­ner.

			“What luck!” ex­claimed old Tab­aret. “What an in­cred­ible piece of good for­tune! Gev­rol may dis­pute it if he likes, but after all, chance is the cleverest agent of the po­lice. Who would have ima­gined such a his­tory? I was not, how­ever, very far from the real­ity. I guessed there was a child in the case. But who would have dreamed of a sub­sti­tu­tion?—an old sen­sa­tion­al ef­fect, that play­wrights no longer dare make use of. This is a strik­ing ex­ample of the danger of fol­low­ing pre­con­ceived ideas in po­lice in­vest­ig­a­tion. We are af­frighted at un­like­li­hood; and, as in this case, the greatest un­like­li­hood of­ten proves to be the truth. We re­tire be­fore the ab­surd, and it is the ab­surd that we should ex­am­ine. Everything is pos­sible. I would not take a thou­sand crowns for what I have learnt this even­ing. I shall kill two birds with one stone. I de­liv­er up the crim­in­al; and I give Noel a hearty lift up to re­cov­er his title and his for­tune. There, at least; is one who de­serves what he will get. For once I shall not be sorry to see a lad get on, who has been brought up in the school of ad­versity. But, pshaw! he will be like all the rest. Prosper­ity will turn his brain. Already he be­gins to prate of his an­cest­ors. … Poor hu­man­ity he al­most made me laugh. … But it is moth­er Gerdy who sur­prises me most. A wo­man to whom I would have giv­en ab­so­lu­tion without wait­ing to hear her con­fess. When I think that I was on the point of pro­pos­ing to her, ready to marry her! B-r-r-r!”

			At this thought, the old fel­low shivered. He saw him­self mar­ried, and all on a sud­den, dis­cov­er­ing the ante­cedents of Ma­dame Tab­aret, be­com­ing mixed up with a scan­dal­ous pro­sec­u­tion, com­prom­ised, and rendered ri­dicu­lous.

			“When I think,” he con­tin­ued, “that my worthy Gev­rol is run­ning after the man with the ear­rings! Run, my boy, run! Travel is a good thing for youth. Won’t he be vexed? He will wish me dead. But I don’t care. If any­one wishes to do me an in­jury, M. Dabur­on will pro­tect me. Ah! there is one to whom I am go­ing to do a good turn. I can see him now, open­ing his eyes like sau­cers, when I say to him, ‘I have the ras­cal!’ He can boast of ow­ing me some­thing. This in­vest­ig­a­tion will bring him hon­our, or justice is not justice. He will, at least, be made an of­ficer of the Le­gion of Hon­our. So much the bet­ter! I like him. If he is asleep, I am go­ing to give him an agree­able awak­ing. Won’t he just over­power me with ques­tions! He will want to know everything at once.”

			Old Tab­aret, who was now cross­ing the Pont des Saints-Peres, stopped sud­denly. “But the de­tails!” said he. “By Jove! I have none. I only know the bare facts.” He re­sumed his walk, and con­tin­ued, “They are right at the of­fice, I am too en­thu­si­ast­ic; I jump at con­clu­sions, as Gev­rol says. When I was with Noel, I should have cross-ex­amined him, got hold of a quant­ity of use­ful de­tails; but I did not even think of do­ing so. I drank in his words. I would have had him tell the story in a sen­tence. All the same, it is but nat­ur­al; when one is pur­su­ing a stag, one does not stop to shoot a black­bird. But I see very well now, I did not draw him out enough. On the oth­er hand, by ques­tion­ing him more, I might have awakened sus­pi­cions in Noel’s mind, and led him to dis­cov­er that I am work­ing for the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. To be sure, I do not blush for my con­nec­tion with the po­lice, I am even vain of it; but at the same time, I prefer that no one should know of it. People are so stu­pid, that they de­test the po­lice, who pro­tect them; I must be calm and on my best be­ha­viour, for here I am at the end of my jour­ney.”

			M. Dabur­on had just gone to bed, but had giv­en or­ders to his ser­vant; so that M. Tab­aret had but to give his name, to be at once con­duc­ted to the ma­gis­trate’s sleep­ing apart­ment. At sight of his am­a­teur de­tect­ive, M. Dabur­on raised him­self in his bed, say­ing, “There is some­thing ex­traordin­ary! What have you dis­covered? have you got a clue?”

			“Bet­ter than that,” answered the old fel­low, smil­ing with pleas­ure.

			“Speak quickly!”

			“I know the cul­prit!”

			Old Tab­aret ought to have been sat­is­fied; he cer­tainly pro­duced an ef­fect. The ma­gis­trate bounded in his bed. “Already!” said he. “Is it pos­sible?”

			“I have the hon­our to re­peat to you, sir,” re­sumed the old fel­low, “that I know the au­thor of the crime of La Jonchere.”

			“And I,” said M. Dabur­on, “I pro­claim you the greatest of all de­tect­ives, past or fu­ture. I shall cer­tainly nev­er here­after un­der­take an in­vest­ig­a­tion without your as­sist­ance.”

			“You are too kind, sir. I have had little or noth­ing to do in the mat­ter. The dis­cov­ery is due to chance alone.”

			“You are mod­est, M. Tab­aret. Chance as­sists only the clev­er, and it is that which an­noys the stu­pid. But I beg you will be seated and pro­ceed.”

			Then with the lu­cid­ness and pre­ci­sion of which few would have be­lieved him cap­able, the old fel­low re­peated to the ma­gis­trate all that he had learned from Noel. He quoted from memory the ex­tracts from the let­ters, al­most without chan­ging a word.

			“These let­ters,” ad­ded he, “I have seen; and I have even taken one, in or­der to veri­fy the writ­ing. Here it is.”

			“Yes,” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate—“Yes, M. Tab­aret, you have dis­covered the crim­in­al. The evid­ence is palp­able, even to the blind. Heav­en has willed this. Crime en­genders crime. The great sin of the fath­er has made the son an as­sas­sin.”

			“I have not giv­en you the names, sir,” re­sumed old Tab­aret. “I wished first to hear your opin­ion.”

			“Oh! you can name them,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on with a cer­tain de­gree of an­im­a­tion, “no mat­ter how high he may have to strike, a French ma­gis­trate has nev­er hes­it­ated.”

			“I know it, sir, but we are go­ing very high this time. The fath­er who has sac­ri­ficed his le­git­im­ate son for the sake of his bas­tard is Count Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in, and the as­sas­sin of Wid­ow Ler­ouge is the bas­tard, Vis­count Al­bert de Com­mar­in!”

			M. Tab­aret, like an ac­com­plished artist, had uttered these words slowly, and with a de­lib­er­ate em­phas­is, con­fid­ently ex­pect­ing to pro­duce a great im­pres­sion. His ex­pect­a­tion was more than real­ized. M. Dabur­on was struck with stupor. He re­mained mo­tion­less, his eyes dilated with as­ton­ish­ment. Mech­an­ic­ally he re­peated like a word without mean­ing which he was try­ing to im­press upon his memory: “Al­bert de Com­mar­in! Al­bert de Com­mar­in!”

			“Yes,” in­sisted old Tab­aret, “the noble vis­count. It is in­cred­ible, I know.” But he per­ceived the al­ter­a­tion in the ma­gis­trate’s face, and a little frightened, he ap­proached the bed. “Are you un­well, sir?” he asked.

			“No,” answered M. Dabur­on, without ex­actly know­ing what he said. “I am very well; but the sur­prise, the emo­tion—”

			“I un­der­stand that,” said the old fel­low.

			“Yes, it is not sur­pris­ing, is it? I should like to be alone a few minutes. Do not leave the house though; we must con­verse at some length on this busi­ness. Kindly pass in­to my study, there ought still to be a fire burn­ing there. I will join you dir­ectly.”

			Then M. Dabur­on slowly got out of bed, put on a dress­ing gown, and seated him­self, or rather fell, in­to an arm­chair. His face, to which in the ex­er­cise of his aus­tere func­tions he had man­aged to give the im­mob­il­ity of marble, re­flec­ted the most cruel agit­a­tion; while his eyes be­trayed the in­ward agony of his soul. The name of Com­mar­in, so un­ex­pec­tedly pro­nounced, awakened in him the most sor­row­ful re­col­lec­tions, and tore open a wound but badly healed. This name re­called to him an event which had rudely ex­tin­guished his youth and spoilt his life. In­vol­un­tar­ily, he car­ried his thoughts back to this epoch, so as to taste again all its bit­ter­ness. An hour ago, it had seemed to him far re­moved, and already hid­den in the mists of the past; one word had suf­ficed to re­call it, clear and dis­tinct. It seemed to him now that this event, in which the name of Al­bert de Com­mar­in was mixed up, dated from yes­ter­day. In real­ity nearly two years elapsed since.

			Pierre-Mar­ie Dabur­on be­longed to one of the old­est fam­il­ies of Poit­ou. Three or four of his an­cest­ors had filled suc­cess­ively the most im­port­ant po­s­i­tions in the province. Why, then, had they not be­queathed a title and a coat of arms to their des­cend­ants?

			The ma­gis­trate’s fath­er pos­sesses, round about the ugly mod­ern château which he in­hab­its, more than eight hun­dred thou­sand francs’ worth of the most valu­able land. By his moth­er, a Cot­tevise-Luxe, he is re­lated to the highest no­bil­ity of Poit­ou, one of the most ex­clus­ive that ex­ists in France, as every­one knows.

			When he re­ceived his nom­in­a­tion in Par­is, his re­la­tion­ship caused him to be re­ceived at once by five or six ar­is­to­crat­ic fam­il­ies, and it was not long be­fore he ex­ten­ded his circle of ac­quaint­ance.

			He pos­sessed, how­ever, none of the qual­i­fic­a­tions which en­sure so­cial suc­cess. He was cold and grave even to sad­ness, re­served and tim­id even to ex­cess. His mind wanted bril­liancy and light­ness; he lacked the fa­cil­ity of re­partee, and the ami­able art of con­vers­ing without a sub­ject; he could neither tell a lie, nor pay an in­sip­id com­pli­ment. Like most men who feel deeply, he was un­able to in­ter­pret his im­pres­sions im­me­di­ately. He re­quired to re­flect and con­sider with­in him­self.

			How­ever, he was sought after for more sol­id qual­it­ies than these: for the noble­ness of his sen­ti­ments, his pleas­ant dis­pos­i­tion, and the cer­tainty of his con­nec­tions. Those who knew him in­tim­ately quickly learned to es­teem his sound judg­ment, his keen sense of hon­our, and to dis­cov­er un­der his cold ex­ter­i­or a warm heart, an ex­cess­ive sens­ib­il­ity, and a del­ic­acy al­most fem­in­ine. In a word, al­though he might be ec­lipsed in a room full of strangers or sim­pletons, he charmed all hearts in a smal­ler circle, where he felt warmed by an at­mo­sphere of sym­pathy.

			He ac­cus­tomed him­self to go about a great deal. He reasoned, wisely per­haps, that a ma­gis­trate can make bet­ter use of his time than by re­main­ing shut up in his study, in com­pany with books of law. He thought that a man called upon to judge oth­ers, ought to know them, and for that pur­pose study them. An at­tent­ive and dis­creet ob­serv­er, he ex­amined the play of hu­man in­terests and pas­sions, ex­er­cised him­self in dis­en­tangling and man­oeuv­ring at need the strings of the pup­pets he saw mov­ing around him. Piece by piece, so to say, he la­boured to com­pre­hend the work­ing of the com­plic­ated ma­chine called so­ci­ety, of which he was charged to over­look the move­ments, reg­u­late the springs, and keep the wheels in or­der.

			And on a sud­den, in the early part of the winter of 1860 and 1861, M. Dabur­on dis­ap­peared. His friends sought for him, but he was nowhere to be met with. What could he be do­ing? In­quiry res­ul­ted in the dis­cov­ery that he passed nearly all his even­ings at the house of the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange. The sur­prise was as great as it was nat­ur­al.

			This dear mar­chion­ess was, or rather is—for she is still in the land of the liv­ing—a per­son­age whom one would con­sider rather out of date. She is surely the most sin­gu­lar leg­acy be­queathed us by the eight­eenth cen­tury. How, and by what mar­vel­lous pro­cess she had been pre­served such as we see her, it is im­possible to say. Listen­ing to her, you would swear that she was yes­ter­day at one of those parties giv­en by the queen where cards and high stakes were the rule, much to the an­noy­ance of Louis XIV, and where the great ladies cheated openly in emu­la­tion of each oth­er.

			Man­ners, lan­guage, habits, al­most cos­tume, she has pre­served everything be­long­ing to that peri­od about which au­thors have writ­ten only to dis­play the de­fects. Her ap­pear­ance alone will tell more than an ex­haust­ive art­icle, and an hour’s con­ver­sa­tion with her, more than a volume.

			She was born in a little prin­cip­al­ity, where her par­ents had taken refuge whilst await­ing the chas­tise­ments and re­pent­ance of an erring and re­bel­li­ous people. She had been brought up amongst the old nobles of the emig­ra­tion, in some very an­cient and very gil­ded apart­ment, just as though she had been in a cab­in­et of curi­os­it­ies. Her mind had awakened amid the hum of antedi­lu­vi­an con­ver­sa­tions, her ima­gin­a­tion had first been aroused by ar­gu­ments a little less prof­it­able than those of an as­sembly of deaf per­sons con­voked to de­cide upon the mer­its of the work of some dis­tin­guished mu­si­cian. Here she im­bibed a fund of ideas, which, ap­plied to the forms of so­ci­ety of today, are as grot­esque as would be those of a child shut up un­til twenty years of age in an As­syr­i­an mu­seum.

			The first em­pire, the res­tor­a­tion, the mon­archy of Ju­ly, the second re­pub­lic, the second em­pire, have passed be­neath her win­dows, but she has not taken the trouble to open them. All that has happened since ’89 she con­siders as nev­er hav­ing been. For her it is a night­mare from which she is still await­ing a re­lease. She has looked at everything, but then she looks through her own pretty glasses which show her everything as she would wish it, and which are to be ob­tained of deal­ers in il­lu­sions.

			Though over sixty-eight years old she is as straight as a pop­lar, and has nev­er been ill. She is vi­va­cious, and act­ive to ex­cess, and can only keep still when asleep, or when play­ing her fa­vor­ite game of pi­quet. She has her four meals a day, eats like a vin­tager, and takes her wine neat. She pro­fesses an un­dis­guised con­tempt for the silly wo­men of our cen­tury who live for a week on a part­ridge, and in­und­ate with wa­ter grand sen­ti­ments which they en­tangle in long phrases. She has al­ways been, and still is, very pos­it­ive, and her word is prompt and eas­ily un­der­stood. She nev­er shrinks from us­ing the most ap­pro­pri­ate word to ex­press her mean­ing. So much the worse, if some del­ic­ate ears ob­ject! She heart­ily de­tests hy­po­crisy.

			She be­lieves in God, but she be­lieves also in M. de Voltaire, so that her de­vo­tion is, to say the least, prob­lem­at­ic­al. How­ever, she is on good terms with the cur­ate of her par­ish, and is very par­tic­u­lar about the ar­range­ment of her din­ner on the days she hon­ours him with an in­vit­a­tion to her table. She seems to con­sider him a sub­al­tern, very use­ful to her sal­va­tion, and cap­able of open­ing the gate of para­dise for her.

			Such as she is, she is shunned like the plague. Every­body dreads her loud voice, her ter­rible in­dis­cre­tion, and the frank­ness of speech which she af­fects, in or­der to have the right of say­ing the most un­pleas­ant things which pass through her head. Of all her fam­ily, there only re­mains her grand­daugh­ter, whose fath­er died very young.

			Of a for­tune ori­gin­ally large, and partly re­stored by the in­dem­nity al­lowed by the gov­ern­ment, but since ad­min­istered in the most care­less man­ner, she has only been able to pre­serve an in­come of twenty thou­sand francs, which di­min­ishes day by day. She is, also, pro­pri­et­or of the pretty little house which she in­hab­its, situ­ated near the In­val­ides, between a rather nar­row court­yard, and a very ex­tens­ive garden.

			So cir­cum­stanced, she con­siders her­self the most un­for­tu­nate of God’s creatures, and passes the great­er part of her life com­plain­ing of her poverty. From time to time, es­pe­cially after some ex­cep­tion­ally bad spec­u­la­tion, she con­fesses that what she fears most is to die in a pau­per’s bed.

			A friend of M. Dabur­on’s presen­ted him one even­ing to the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange, hav­ing dragged him to her house in a mirth­ful mood, say­ing, “Come with me, and I will show you a phe­nomen­on, a ghost of the past in flesh and bone.”

			The mar­chion­ess rather puzzled the ma­gis­trate the first time he was ad­mit­ted to her pres­ence. On his second vis­it, she amused him very much; for which reas­on, he came again. But after a while she no longer amused him, though he still con­tin­ued a faith­ful and con­stant vis­it­or to the rose-col­oured bou­doir wherein she passed the great­er part of her life.

			Ma­dame d’Ar­lange con­ceived a vi­ol­ent friend­ship for him, and be­came elo­quent in his praises.

			“A most charm­ing young man,” she de­clared, “del­ic­ate and sens­ible! What a pity he is not born!” (Her lady­ship meant born of noble par­ent­age, but used the phrase as ig­nor­ing the fact of the un­for­tu­nates who are not noble hav­ing been born at all) “One can re­ceive him though, all the same; his fore­fath­ers were very de­cent people, and his moth­er was a Cot­tevise who, how­ever, went wrong. I wish him well, and will do all I can to push him for­ward.”

			The strongest proof of friend­ship he re­ceived from her was, that she con­des­cen­ded to pro­nounce his name like the rest of the world. She had pre­served that ri­dicu­lous af­fect­a­tion of for­get­ful­ness of the names of people who were not of noble birth, and who in her opin­ion had no right to names. She was so con­firmed in this habit, that, if by ac­ci­dent she pro­nounced such a name cor­rectly, she im­me­di­ately re­peated it with some ludicrous al­ter­a­tion. Dur­ing his first vis­it, M. Dabur­on was ex­tremely amused at hear­ing his name altered every time she ad­dressed him. Suc­cess­ively she made it Tabur­on, Dabiron, Ma­liron, La­liron, Lar­idon; but, in three months time, she called him Dabur­on as dis­tinctly as if he had been a duke of some­thing, and a lord of some­where.

			Oc­ca­sion­ally she ex­er­ted her­self to prove to the worthy ma­gis­trate that he was a no­ble­man, or at least ought to be. She would have been happy, if she could have per­suaded him to ad­opt some title, and have a hel­met en­graved upon his vis­it­ing cards.

			“How is it pos­sible,” said she, “that your an­cest­ors, em­in­ent, wealthy, and in­flu­en­tial, nev­er thought of be­ing raised from the com­mon herd and se­cur­ing a title for their des­cend­ants? Today you would pos­sess a present­able ped­i­gree.—”

			“My an­cest­ors were wise,” re­spon­ded M. Dabur­on. “They pre­ferred be­ing fore­most among their fel­low-cit­izens to be­com­ing last among the nobles.”

			Upon which the mar­chion­ess ex­plained, and proved to demon­stra­tion, that between the most in­flu­en­tial and wealthy cit­izen and the smal­lest scion of no­bil­ity, there was an abyss that all the money in the world could not fill up.

			They who were so sur­prised at the fre­quency of the ma­gis­trate’s vis­its to this cel­eb­rated “rel­ic of the past” did not know that lady’s grand­daugh­ter, or, at least, did not re­col­lect her; she went out so sel­dom! The old mar­chion­ess did not care, so she said, to be bothered with a young spy who would be in her way when she re­lated some of her choice an­ec­dotes.

			Claire d’Ar­lange was just sev­en­teen years old. She was ex­tremely grace­ful and gentle in man­ner, and lovely in her nat­ur­al in­no­cence. She had a pro­fu­sion of fine light brown hair, which fell in ring­lets over her well-shaped neck and shoulders. Her fig­ure was still rather slender; but her fea­tures re­called Guide’s most ce­les­ti­al faces. Her blue eyes, shaded by long lashes of a hue dark­er than her hair, had above all an ad­or­able ex­pres­sion.

			A cer­tain air of an­tiquity, the res­ult of her as­so­ci­ation with her grand­moth­er, ad­ded yet an­oth­er charm to the young girl’s man­ner. She had more sense, how­ever, than her re­l­at­ive; and, as her edu­ca­tion had not been neg­lected, she had im­bibed pretty cor­rect ideas of the world in which she lived. This edu­ca­tion, these prac­tic­al ideas, Claire owed to her gov­erness, upon whose shoulders the mar­chion­ess had thrown the en­tire re­spons­ib­il­ity of cul­tiv­at­ing her mind.

			This gov­erness, Ma­demois­elle Schmidt, chosen at haz­ard, happened by the most for­tu­nate chance to be both well in­formed and pos­sessed of prin­ciple. She was, what is of­ten met with on the oth­er side of the Rhine, a wo­man at once ro­mantic and prac­tic­al, of the tenderest sens­ib­il­ity and the severest vir­tue. This good wo­man, while she car­ried her pu­pil in­to the land of sen­ti­ment­al fantasy and po­et­ic­al ima­gin­ings, gave her at the same time the most prac­tic­al in­struc­tion in mat­ters re­lat­ing to ac­tu­al life. She re­vealed to Claire all the pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies of thought and man­ner that rendered her grand­moth­er so ri­dicu­lous, and taught her to avoid them, but without ceas­ing to re­spect them.

			Every even­ing, on ar­riv­ing at Ma­dame d’Ar­lange’s, M. Dabur­on was sure to find Claire seated be­side her grand­moth­er, and it was for that that he called. Whilst listen­ing with an in­at­tent­ive ear to the old lady’s rig­mar­oles and her in­ter­min­able an­ec­dotes of the emig­ra­tion, he gazed upon Claire, as a fan­at­ic upon his idol. Of­ten in his ec­stasy he for­got where he was for the mo­ment and be­came ab­so­lutely ob­li­vi­ous of the old lady’s pres­ence, al­though her shrill voice was pier­cing the tym­pan­um of his ear like a needle. Then he would an­swer her at cross-pur­poses, com­mit­ting the most sin­gu­lar blun­ders, which he labored af­ter­wards to ex­plain. But he need not have taken the trouble. Ma­dame d’Ar­lange did not per­ceive her courtier’s ab­sence of mind; her ques­tions were of such a length, that she did not care about the an­swers. Hav­ing a listen­er, she was sat­is­fied, provided that from time to time he gave signs of life.

			When ob­liged to sit down to play pi­quet, he cursed be­low his breath the game and its de­test­able in­vent­or. He paid no at­ten­tion to his cards. He made mis­takes every mo­ment, dis­card­ing what he should keep in and for­get­ting to cut. The old lady was an­noyed by these con­tinu­al dis­trac­tions, but she did scruple to profit by them. She looked at the dis­card, changed the cards which did not suit her, while she au­da­ciously scored points she nev­er made, and pock­eted the money thus won without shame or re­morse.

			M. Dabur­on’s timid­ity was ex­treme, and Claire was un­so­ci­able to ex­cess, they there­fore sel­dom spoke to each oth­er. Dur­ing the en­tire winter, the ma­gis­trate did not dir­ectly ad­dress the young girl ten times; and, on these rare oc­ca­sions, he had learned mech­an­ic­ally by heart the phrase he pro­posed to re­peat to her, well know­ing that, without this pre­cau­tion, he would most likely be un­able to fin­ish what he had to say.

			But at least he saw her, he breathed the same air with her, he heard her voice, whose pure and har­mo­ni­ous vi­bra­tions thrilled his very soul.

			By con­stantly watch­ing her eyes, he learned to un­der­stand all their ex­pres­sions. He be­lieved he could read in them all her thoughts, and through them look in­to her soul like through an open win­dow.

			“She is pleased today,” he would say to him­self; and then he would be happy. At oth­er times, he thought, “She has met with some an­noy­ance today;” and im­me­di­ately he be­came sad.

			The idea of ask­ing for her hand many times presen­ted it­self to his ima­gin­a­tion; but he nev­er dared to en­ter­tain it. Know­ing, as he did, the mar­chion­ess’s pre­ju­dices, her de­vo­tion to titles, her dread of any ap­proach to a mis­al­li­ance, he was con­vinced she would shut his mouth at the first word by a very de­cided “no,” which she would main­tain. To at­tempt the thing would be to risk, without a chance of suc­cess, his present hap­pi­ness which he thought im­mense, for love lives upon its own misery.

			“Once re­pulsed,” thought he, “the house is shut against me; and then farewell to hap­pi­ness, for life will end for me.” Upon the oth­er hand, the very ra­tion­al thought oc­curred to him that an­oth­er might see Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, love her, and, in con­sequence, ask for and ob­tain her. In either case, haz­ard­ing a pro­pos­al, or hes­it­at­ing still, he must cer­tainly lose her in the end. By the com­mence­ment of spring, his mind was made up.

			One fine af­ter­noon, in the month of April, he bent his steps to­wards the res­id­ence of Ma­dame d’Ar­lange, hav­ing truly need of more bravery than a sol­dier about to face a bat­tery. He, like the sol­dier, whispered to him­self, “Vic­tory or death!” The mar­chion­ess who had gone out shortly after break­fast had just re­turned in a ter­rible rage, and was ut­ter­ing screams like an eagle.

			This was what had taken place. She had some work done by a neigh­bor­ing paint­er some eight or ten months be­fore; and the work­man had presen­ted him­self a hun­dred times to re­ceive pay­ment, without avail. Tired of this pro­ceed­ing, he had summoned the high and mighty Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange be­fore the Justice of the Peace.

			This sum­mons had ex­as­per­ated the mar­chion­ess; but she kept the mat­ter to her­self, hav­ing de­cided, in her wis­dom, to call upon the judge and re­quest him to rep­rim­and the in­solent paint­er who had dared to plague her for a paltry sum of money. The res­ult of this fine pro­ject may be guessed. The judge had been com­pelled to eject her for­cibly from his of­fice; hence her fury.

			M. Dabur­on found her in the rose-colored bou­doir half un­dressed, her hair in dis­order, red as a pe­ony, and sur­roun­ded by the debris of the glass and china which had fallen un­der her hands in the first mo­ments of her pas­sion. Un­for­tu­nately, too, Claire and her gov­erness were gone out. A maid was oc­cu­pied in in­und­at­ing the old lady with all sorts of wa­ters, in the hope of calm­ing her nerves.

			She re­ceived Dabur­on as a mes­sen­ger dir­ect from Provid­ence. In a little more than half an hour, she told her story, in­ter­lar­ded with nu­mer­ous in­ter­jec­tions and im­prec­a­tions.

			“Do you com­pre­hend this judge?” cried she. “He must be some frantic Jac­obin—some son of the fur­ies, who washed their hands in the blood of their king. Ah! my friend, I read stupor and in­dig­na­tion in your glance. He listened to the com­plaint of that im­pudent scoun­drel whom I en­abled to live by em­ploy­ing him! And when I ad­dressed some severe re­mon­strances to this judge, as it was my duty to do, he had me turned out! Do you hear? turned out!”

			At this pain­ful re­col­lec­tion, she made a men­acing ges­ture with her arm. In her sud­den move­ment, she struck a hand­some scent bottle that her maid held in her hand. The force of the blow sent it to the oth­er end of the room, where it broke in­to pieces.

			“Stu­pid, awk­ward fool!” cried the mar­chion­ess, vent­ing her an­ger upon the frightened girl.

			M. Dabur­on, be­wildered at first, now en­deavored to calm her ex­as­per­a­tion. She did not al­low him to pro­nounce three words.

			“Hap­pily you are here,” she con­tin­ued; “you are al­ways will­ing to serve me, I know. I count upon you! you will ex­er­cise your in­flu­ence, your power­ful friends, your cred­it, to have this pi­ti­ful paint­er and this miscre­ant of a judge flung in­to some deep ditch, to teach them the re­spect due to a wo­man of my rank.”

			The ma­gis­trate did not per­mit him­self even to smile at this im­per­at­ive de­mand. He had heard many speeches as ab­surd is­sue from her lips without ever mak­ing fun of them. Was she not Claire’s grand­moth­er? for that alone he loved and ven­er­ated her. He blessed her for her grand­daugh­ter, as an ad­mirer of nature blesses heav­en for the wild flower that de­lights him with its per­fume.

			The fury of the old lady was ter­rible; nor was it of short dur­a­tion. At the end of an hour, how­ever, she was, or ap­peared to be, pa­ci­fied. They re­placed her he­ad­dress, re­paired the dis­order of her toi­lette, and picked up the frag­ments of broken glass and china. Van­quished by her own vi­ol­ence, the re­ac­tion was im­me­di­ate and com­plete. She fell back help­less and ex­hausted in­to an arm­chair.

			This mag­ni­fi­cent res­ult was due to the ma­gis­trate. To ac­com­plish it, he had had to use all his abil­ity, to ex­er­cise the most an­gel­ic pa­tience, the greatest tact. His tri­umph was the more mer­it­ori­ous, be­cause he came com­pletely un­pre­pared for this ad­ven­ture, which in­terfered with his in­ten­ded pro­pos­al. The first time that he had felt suf­fi­cient cour­age to speak, for­tune seemed to de­clare against him, for this un­to­ward event had quite up­set his plans.

			Arm­ing him­self, how­ever, with his pro­fes­sion­al elo­quence, he talked the old lady in­to calmness. He was not so fool­ish as to con­tra­dict her. On the con­trary, he caressed her hobby. He was hu­mor­ous and pathet­ic by turns. He at­tacked the au­thors of the re­volu­tion, cursed its er­rors, de­plored its crimes, and al­most wept over its dis­astrous res­ults. Com­men­cing with the in­fam­ous Mar­at he even­tu­ally reached the ras­cal of a judge who had of­fen­ded her. He ab­used his scan­dal­ous con­duct in good set terms, and was ex­ceed­ingly severe upon the dis­hon­est scamp of a paint­er. How­ever, he thought it best to let them off the pun­ish­ment they so richly de­served; and ended by sug­gest­ing that it would per­haps be prudent, wise, noble even to pay.

			The un­for­tu­nate word “pay” brought Ma­dame d’Ar­lange to her feet in the fiercest at­ti­tude.

			“Pay!” she screamed. “In or­der that these scoun­drels may per­sist in their ob­dur­acy! En­cour­age them by a culp­able weak­ness! Nev­er! Be­sides to pay one must have money! and I have none!”

			“Why!” said M. Dabur­on, “it amounts to but eighty-sev­en francs!”

			“And is that noth­ing?” asked the mar­chion­ess; “you talk very fool­ishly, my dear sir. It is easy to see that you have money; your an­cest­ors were people of no rank; and the re­volu­tion passed a hun­dred feet above their heads. Who can tell wheth­er they may not have been the gain­ers by it? It took all from the d’Ar­langes. What will they do to me, if I do not pay?”

			“Well, ma­dame, they can do many things; al­most ru­in you, in costs. They may seize your fur­niture.”

			“Alas!” cried the old lady, “the re­volu­tion is not ended yet. We shall all be swal­lowed up by it, my poor Dabur­on! Ah! you are happy, you who be­long to the people! I see plainly that I must pay this man without delay, and it is fright­fully sad for me, for I have noth­ing, and am forced to make such sac­ri­fices for the sake of my grand­child!”

			This state­ment sur­prised the ma­gis­trate so strongly that in­vol­un­tar­ily he re­peated half-aloud, “Sac­ri­fices?”

			“Cer­tainly!” re­sumed Ma­dame d’Ar­lange. “Without her, would I have to live as I am do­ing, re­fus­ing my­self everything to make both ends meet? Not a bit of it! I would in­vest my for­tune in a life an­nu­ity. But I know, thank heav­en, the du­ties of a moth­er; and I eco­nom­ise all I can for my little Claire.”

			This de­vo­tion ap­peared so ad­mir­able to M. Dabur­on, that he could not ut­ter a word.

			“Ah! I am ter­ribly anxious about this dear child,” con­tin­ued the mar­chion­ess. “I con­fess M. Dabur­on, it makes me giddy when I won­der how I am to marry her.”

			The ma­gis­trate reddened with pleas­ure. At last his op­por­tun­ity had ar­rived; he must take ad­vant­age of it at once.

			“It seems to me,” stammered he, “that to find Ma­demois­elle Claire a hus­band ought not to be dif­fi­cult.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately, it is. She is pretty enough, I ad­mit, al­though rather thin, but, nowadays, beauty goes for noth­ing. Men are so mer­cen­ary they think only of money. I do not know of one who has the man­hood to take a d’Ar­lange with her bright eyes for a dowry.”

			“I be­lieve that you ex­ag­ger­ate,” re­marked M. Dabur­on, tim­idly.

			“By no means. Trust to my ex­per­i­ence which is far great­er than yours. Be­sides, when I find a son-in-law, he will cause me a thou­sand troubles. Of this, I am as­sured by my law­yer. I shall be com­pelled, it seems, to render an ac­count of Claire’s pat­ri­mony. As if ever I kept ac­counts! It is shame­ful! Ah! if Claire had any sense of fi­li­al duty, she would quietly take the veil in some con­vent. I would use every ef­fort to pay the ne­ces­sary dower; but she has no af­fec­tion for me.”

			M. Dabur­on felt that now was the time to speak. He col­lec­ted his cour­age, as a good horse­man pulls his horse to­geth­er when go­ing to leap a hedge, and in a voice, which he tried to render firm, he said: “Well! Ma­dame, I be­lieve I know a party who would suit Ma­demois­elle Claire—an hon­est man, who loves her, and who will do everything in the world to make her happy.”

			“That,” said Ma­dame d’Ar­lange, “is al­ways un­der­stood.”

			“The man of whom I speak,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “is still young, and is rich. He will be only too happy to re­ceive Ma­demois­elle Claire without a dowry. Not only will he de­cline an ex­am­in­a­tion of your ac­counts of guard­i­an­ship, but he will beg you to in­vest your for­tune as you think fit.”

			“Really! Dabur­on, my friend, you are by no means a fool!” ex­claimed the old lady.

			“If you prefer not to in­vest your for­tune in a life-an­nu­ity, your son-in-law will al­low you suf­fi­cient to make up what you now find want­ing.”

			“Ah! really I am stifling,” in­ter­rup­ted the mar­chion­ess. “What! you know such a man, and have nev­er yet men­tioned him to me! You ought to have in­tro­duced him long ago.”

			“I did not dare, ma­dame, I was afraid—”

			“Quick! tell me who is this ad­mir­able son-in-law, this white black­bird? where does he nestle?”

			The ma­gis­trate felt a strange flut­ter­ing of the heart; he was go­ing to stake his hap­pi­ness on a word. At length he stammered, “It is I, ma­dame!”

			His voice, his look, his ges­ture were be­seech­ing. He was sur­prised at his own au­da­city, frightened at hav­ing van­quished his timid­ity, and was on the point of fall­ing at the old lady’s feet. She, how­ever, laughed un­til the tears came in­to her eyes, then shrug­ging her shoulders, she said: “Really, dear Dabur­on is too ri­dicu­lous, he will make me die of laugh­ing! He is so amus­ing!” After which she burst out laugh­ing again. But sud­denly she stopped, in the very height of her mer­ri­ment, and as­sumed her most dig­ni­fied air. “Are you per­fectly ser­i­ous in all you have told me, M. Dabur­on?” she asked.

			“I have stated the truth,” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate.

			“You are then very rich?”

			“I in­her­ited, ma­dame, from my moth­er, about twenty thou­sand francs a year. One of my uncles, who died last year, be­queathed me over a hun­dred thou­sand crowns. My fath­er is worth about a mil­lion. Were I to ask him for the half to­mor­row, he would give it to me; he would give me all his for­tune, if it were ne­ces­sary to my hap­pi­ness, and be but too well con­ten­ted, should I leave him the ad­min­is­tra­tion of it.”

			Ma­dame d’Ar­lange signed to him to be si­lent; and, for five good minutes at least, she re­mained plunged in re­flec­tion, her fore­head rest­ing in her hands. At length she raised her head.

			“Listen,” said she. “Had you been so bold as to make this pro­pos­al to Claire’s fath­er, he would have called his ser­vants to show you the door. For the sake of our name I ought to do the same; but I can­not do so. I am old and des­ol­ate; I am poor; my grand­child’s pro­spects dis­quiet me; that is my ex­cuse. I can­not, how­ever, con­sent to speak to Claire of this hor­rible mis­al­li­ance. What I can prom­ise you, and that is too much, is that I will not be against you. Take your own meas­ures; pay your ad­dresses to Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, and try to per­suade her. If she says ‘yes,’ of her own free will, I shall not say ‘no.’ ”

			M. Dabur­on, trans­por­ted with hap­pi­ness, could al­most have em­braced the old lady. He thought her the best, the most ex­cel­lent of wo­men, not no­ti­cing the fa­cil­ity with which this proud spir­it had been brought to yield. He was de­li­ri­ous, al­most mad.

			“Wait!” said the old lady; “your cause is not yet gained. Your moth­er, it is true, was a Cot­tevise, and I must ex­cuse her for mar­ry­ing so wretchedly; but your fath­er is simple M. Dabur­on. This name, my dear friend, is simply ri­dicu­lous. Do you think it will be easy to make a Dabur­on of a young girl who for nearly eight­een years has been called d’Ar­lange?”

			This ob­jec­tion did not seem to trouble the ma­gis­trate.

			“After all,” con­tin­ued the old lady, “your fath­er gained a Cot­tevise, so you may win a d’Ar­lange. On the strength of mar­ry­ing in­to noble fam­il­ies, the Dabur­ons may per­haps end by en­nobling them­selves. One last piece of ad­vice; you be­lieve Claire to be just as she looks—tim­id, sweet, obed­i­ent. Un­de­ceive your­self, my friend. Des­pite her in­no­cent air, she is hardy, fierce, and ob­stin­ate as the mar­quis her fath­er, who was worse than an Auvergne mule. Now you are warned. Our con­di­tions are agreed to, are they not? Let us say no more on the sub­ject. I al­most wish you to suc­ceed.”

			This scene was so present to the ma­gis­trate’s mind, that as he sat at home in his arm­chair, though many months had passed since these events, he still seemed to hear the old lady’s voice, and the word “suc­cess” still soun­ded in his ears.

			He de­par­ted in tri­umph from the d’Ar­lange abode, which he had entered with a heart swell­ing with anxi­ety. He walked with his head erect, his chest dilated, and breath­ing the fresh air with the full strength of his lungs. He was so happy! The sky ap­peared to him more blue, the sun more bril­liant. This grave ma­gis­trate felt a mad de­sire to stop the pass­ersby, to press them in his arms, to cry to them—“Have you heard? The mar­chion­ess con­sents!”

			He walked, and the earth seemed to him to give way be­neath his foot­steps; it was either too small to carry so much hap­pi­ness, or else he had be­come so light that he was go­ing to fly away to­wards the stars.

			What castles in the air he built upon what Ma­dame d’Ar­lange had said to him! He would tender his resig­na­tion. He would build on the banks of the Loire, not far from Tours, an en­chant­ing little villa. He already saw it, with its façade to the rising sun, nest­ling in the midst of flowers, and shaded with wide-spread­ing trees. He fur­nished this dwell­ing in the most lux­uri­ant style. He wished to provide a mar­vel­lous cas­ket, worthy the pearl he was about to pos­sess. For he had not a doubt; not a cloud ob­scured the ho­ri­zon made ra­di­ant by his hopes, no voice at the bot­tom of his heart raised it­self to cry, “Be­ware!”

			From that day, his vis­its to the mar­chion­ess be­came more fre­quent. He might al­most be said to live at her house. While he pre­served his re­spect­ful and re­served de­mean­our to­wards Claire, he strove as­sidu­ously to be some­thing in her life. True love is in­geni­ous. He learnt to over­come his timid­ity, to speak to the well-be­loved of his soul, to en­cour­age her to con­verse with him, to in­terest her. He went in quest of all the news, to amuse her. He read all the new books, and brought to her all that were fit for her to read.

			Little by little he suc­ceeded, thanks to the most del­ic­ate per­sist­ence, in tam­ing this shy young girl. He began to per­ceive that her fear of him had al­most dis­ap­peared, that she no longer re­ceived him with the cold and haughty air which had pre­vi­ously kept him at a dis­tance. He felt that he was in­sens­ibly gain­ing her con­fid­ence. She still blushed when she spoke to him; but she no longer hes­it­ated to ad­dress the first word. She even ven­tured at times to ask him a ques­tion. If she had heard a play well spoken of and wished to know the sub­ject, M. Dabur­on would at once go to see it, and com­mit a com­plete ac­count of it to writ­ing, which he would send her through the post. At times she en­trus­ted him with tri­fling com­mis­sions, the ex­e­cu­tion of which he would not have ex­changed for the Rus­si­an em­bassy.

			Once he ven­tured to send her a mag­ni­fi­cent bou­quet. She ac­cep­ted it with an air of un­easy sur­prise, but begged him not to re­peat the of­fer­ing.

			The tears came to his eyes; he left her pres­ence broken­hearted, and the un­hap­pi­est of men. “She does not love me,” thought he, “she will nev­er love me.” But, three days after, as he looked very sad, she begged him to pro­cure her cer­tain flowers, then very much in fash­ion, which she wished to place on her flower-stand. He sent enough to fill the house from the gar­ret to the cel­lar. “She will love me,” he whispered to him­self in his joy.

			These events, so tri­fling but yet so great, had not in­ter­rup­ted the games of pi­quet; only the young girl now ap­peared to in­terest her­self in the play, nearly al­ways tak­ing the ma­gis­trate’s side against the mar­chion­ess. She did not un­der­stand the game very well; but, when the old gam­bler cheated too openly, she would no­tice it, and say, laugh­ingly—“She is rob­bing you, M. Dabur­on—she is rob­bing you!” He would will­ingly have been robbed of his en­tire for­tune, to hear that sweet voice raised on his be­half.

			It was sum­mer time. Of­ten in the even­ing she ac­cep­ted his arm, and, while the mar­chion­ess re­mained at the win­dow, seated in her arm­chair, they walked around the lawn, tread­ing lightly upon the paths spread with gravel sifted so fine that the trail­ing of her light dress ef­faced the traces of their foot­steps. She chat­ted gaily with him, as with a be­loved broth­er, while he was ob­liged to do vi­ol­ence to his feel­ings, to re­frain from im­print­ing a kiss upon the little blonde head, from which the light breeze lif­ted the curls and scattered them like fleecy clouds. At such mo­ments, he seemed to tread an en­chanted path strewn with flowers, at the end of which ap­peared hap­pi­ness.

			When he at­temp­ted to speak of his hopes to the mar­chion­ess, she would say: “You know what we agreed upon. Not a word. Already does the voice of con­science re­proach me for lend­ing my coun­ten­ance to such an ab­om­in­a­tion. To think that I may one day have a grand­daugh­ter call­ing her­self Ma­dame Dabur­on! You must pe­ti­tion the king, my friend, to change your name.”

			If in­stead of in­tox­ic­at­ing him­self with dreams of hap­pi­ness, this acute ob­serv­er had stud­ied the char­ac­ter of his idol, the ef­fect might have been to put him upon his guard. In the mean­while, he no­ticed sin­gu­lar al­ter­a­tions in her hu­mour. On cer­tain days, she was gay and care­less as a child. Then, for a week, she would re­main mel­an­choly and de­jec­ted. See­ing her in this state the day fol­low­ing a ball, to which her grand­moth­er had made a point of tak­ing her, he dared to ask her the reas­on of her sad­ness.

			“Oh! that,” answered she, heav­ing a deep sigh, “is my secret—a secret of which even my grand­moth­er knows noth­ing.”

			M. Dabur­on looked at her. He thought he saw a tear between her long eye­lashes.

			“One day,” con­tin­ued she, “I may con­fide in you: it will per­haps be ne­ces­sary.”

			The ma­gis­trate was blind and deaf. “I also,” answered he, “have a secret, which I wish to con­fide to you in re­turn.”

			When he re­tired to­wards mid­night, he said to him­self, “To­mor­row I will con­fess everything to her.” Then passed a little more than fifty days, dur­ing which he kept re­peat­ing to him­self—“To­mor­row!”

			It happened at last one even­ing in the month of Au­gust; the heat all day had been over­power­ing; to­wards dusk a breeze had ris­en, the leaves rustled; there were signs of a storm in the at­mo­sphere.

			They were seated to­geth­er at the bot­tom of the garden, un­der the ar­bour, ad­orned with exot­ic plants, and, through the branches, they per­ceived the flut­ter­ing gown of the mar­chion­ess, who was tak­ing a turn after her din­ner. They had re­mained a long time without speak­ing, en­joy­ing the per­fume of the flowers, the calm beauty of the even­ing.

			M. Dabur­on ven­tured to take the young girl’s hand. It was the first time, and the touch of her fine skin thrilled through every fibre of his frame, and drove the blood sur­ging to his brain.

			“Ma­demois­elle,” stammered he, “Claire—”

			She turned to­wards him her beau­ti­ful eyes, filled with as­ton­ish­ment.

			“For­give me,” con­tin­ued he, “for­give me. I have spoken to your grand­moth­er, be­fore dar­ing to raise my eyes to you. Do you not un­der­stand me? A word from your lips will de­cide my fu­ture hap­pi­ness or misery. Claire, ma­demois­elle, do not spurn me: I love you!”

			While the ma­gis­trate was speak­ing, Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange looked at him as though doubt­ful of the evid­ence of her senses; but at the words, “I love you!” pro­nounced with the trem­bling ac­cents of the most de­voted pas­sion, she dis­en­gaged her hand sharply, and uttered a stifled cry.

			“You,” mur­mured she, “is this really you?”

			M. Dabur­on, at this the most crit­ic­al mo­ment of his life was power­less to ut­ter a word. The presen­ti­ment of an im­mense mis­for­tune op­pressed his heart. What were then his feel­ings, when he saw Claire burst in­to tears. She hid her face in her hands, and kept re­peat­ing—

			“I am very un­happy, very un­happy!”

			“You un­happy?” ex­claimed the ma­gis­trate at length, “and through me? Claire, you are cruel! In heav­en’s name, what have I done? What is the mat­ter? Speak! Any­thing rather then this anxi­ety which is killing me.”

			He knelt be­fore her on the grav­elled walk, and again made an at­tempt to take her hand. She re­pulsed him with an im­plor­ing ges­ture.

			“Let me weep,” said she: “I suf­fer so much, you are go­ing to hate me, I feel it. Who knows! you will, per­haps, des­pise me, and yet I swear be­fore heav­en that I nev­er ex­pec­ted what you have just said to me, that I had not even a sus­pi­cion of it!”

			M. Dabur­on re­mained upon his knees, await­ing his doom.

			“Yes,” con­tin­ued Claire, “you will think you have been the vic­tim of a de­test­able coquetry. I see it now! I com­pre­hend everything! It is not pos­sible, that, without a pro­found love, a man can be all that you have been to me. Alas! I was but a child. I gave my­self up to the great hap­pi­ness of hav­ing a friend! Am I not alone in the world, and as if lost in a desert? Silly and im­prudent, I thought­lessly con­fided in you, as in the best, the most in­dul­gent of fath­ers.”

			These words re­vealed to the un­for­tu­nate ma­gis­trate the ex­tent of his er­ror. The same as a heavy ham­mer, they smashed in­to a thou­sand frag­ments the fra­gile edi­fice of his hopes. He raised him­self slowly, and, in a tone of in­vol­un­tary re­proach, he re­peated—“Your fath­er!”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange felt how deeply she had wounded this man whose in­tense love she dare not even fathom. “Yes,” she re­sumed, “I love you as a fath­er! See­ing you, usu­ally so grave and aus­tere, be­come for me so good, so in­dul­gent, I thanked heav­en for send­ing me a pro­tect­or to re­place those who are dead.”

			M. Dabur­on could not re­strain a sob; his heart was break­ing.

			“One word,” con­tin­ued Claire—“one single word, would have en­lightened me. Why did you not pro­nounce it! It was with such hap­pi­ness that I leant on you as a child on its moth­er; and with what in­ward joy I said to my­self, ‘I am sure of one friend, of one heart in­to which runs the over­flow of mine!’ Ah! why was not my con­fid­ence great­er? Why did I with­hold my secret from you? I might have avoided this fear­ful calam­ity. I ought to have told you long since. I no longer be­long to my­self freely and with hap­pi­ness, I have giv­en my life to an­oth­er.”

			To hov­er in the clouds, and sud­denly to fall rudely to the earth, such was M. Dabur­on’s fate; his suf­fer­ings are not to be de­scribed.

			“Far bet­ter to have spoken,” answered he; “yet no. I owe to your si­lence, Claire, six months of de­li­cious il­lu­sions, six months of en­chant­ing dreams. This shall be my share of life’s hap­pi­ness.”

			The last beams of clos­ing day still en­abled the ma­gis­trate to see Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. Her beau­ti­ful face had the white­ness and the im­mob­il­ity of marble. Heavy tears rolled si­lently down her cheeks. It seemed to M. Dabur­on that he was be­hold­ing the fright­ful spec­tacle of a weep­ing statue.

			“You love an­oth­er,” said he at length, “an­oth­er! And your grand­moth­er does not know it. Claire, you can only have chosen a man worthy of your love. How is it the mar­chion­ess does not re­ceive him?”

			“There are cer­tain obstacles,” mur­mured Claire, “obstacles which per­haps we may nev­er be able to re­move; but a girl like me can love but once. She mar­ries him she loves, or she be­longs to heav­en!”

			“Cer­tain obstacles!” said M. Dabur­on in a hol­low voice. “You love a man, he knows it, and he is stopped by obstacles?”

			“I am poor,” answered Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, “and his fam­ily is im­mensely rich. His fath­er is cruel, in­ex­or­able.”

			“His fath­er,” cried the ma­gis­trate, with a bit­ter­ness he did not dream of hid­ing, “his fath­er, his fam­ily, and that with­holds him! You are poor, he is rich, and that stops him! And yet he knows you love him! Ah! why am I not in his place? and why have I not the en­tire uni­verse against me? What sac­ri­fice can com­pare with love? such as I un­der­stand it. Nay, would it be a sac­ri­fice? That which ap­pears most so, is it not really an im­mense joy? To suf­fer, to struggle, to wait, to hope al­ways, to de­vote one­self en­tirely to an­oth­er; that is my idea of love.”

			“It is thus I love,” said Claire with sim­pli­city.

			This an­swer crushed the ma­gis­trate. He could un­der­stand it. He knew that for him there was no hope; but he felt a ter­rible en­joy­ment in tor­tur­ing him­self, and prov­ing his mis­for­tune by in­tense suf­fer­ing.

			“But,” in­sisted he, “how have you known him, spoken to him? Where? When? Ma­dame d’Ar­lange re­ceives no one.”

			“I ought now to tell you everything, sir,” answered Claire proudly. “I have known him for a long time. It was at the house of one of my grand­moth­er’s friends, who is a cous­in of his—old Ma­demois­elle Goello, that I saw him for the first time. There we spoke to each oth­er; there we meet each oth­er now.”

			“Ah!” ex­claimed M. Dabur­on, whose eyes were sud­denly opened, “I re­mem­ber now. A few days be­fore your vis­it to Ma­demois­elle Goello, you are gay­er than usu­al; and, when you re­turn, you are of­ten sad.”

			“That is be­cause I see how much he is pained by the obstacles he can­not over­come.”

			“Is his fam­ily, then, so il­lus­tri­ous,” asked the ma­gis­trate harshly, “that it dis­dains al­li­ance with yours?”

			“I should have told you everything, without wait­ing to be ques­tioned, sir,” answered Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, “even his name. He is called Al­bert de Com­mar­in.”

			The mar­chion­ess at this mo­ment, think­ing she had walked enough, was pre­par­ing to re­turn to her rose-col­oured bou­doir. She there­fore ap­proached the ar­bour, and ex­claimed in her loud voice:—

			“Worthy ma­gis­trate, pi­quet awaits you.”

			Mech­an­ic­ally the ma­gis­trate arose, stam­mer­ing, “I am com­ing.”

			Claire held him back. “I have not asked you to keep my secret, sir,” said she.

			“O ma­demois­elle!” said M. Dabur­on, wounded by this ap­pear­ance of doubt.

			“I know,” re­sumed Claire, “that I can count upon you; but, come what will, my tran­quil­lity is gone.”

			M. Dabur­on looked at her with an air of sur­prise; his eyes ques­tioned her.

			“It is cer­tain,” con­tin­ued she, “that what I, a young and in­ex­per­i­enced girl, have failed to see, has not passed un­noticed by my grand­moth­er. That she has con­tin­ued to re­ceive you is a ta­cit en­cour­age­ment of your ad­dresses; which I con­sider, per­mit me to say, as very hon­our­able to my­self.”

			“I have already men­tioned, ma­demois­elle,” replied the ma­gis­trate, “that the mar­chion­ess has deigned to au­thor­ise my hopes.”

			And briefly he re­lated his in­ter­view with Ma­dame d’Ar­lange, hav­ing the del­ic­acy, how­ever, to omit ab­so­lutely the ques­tion of money, which had so strongly in­flu­enced the old lady.

			“I see very plainly what ef­fect this will have on my peace,” said Claire sadly. “When my grand­moth­er learns that I have not re­ceived your homage, she will be very angry.”

			“You mis­judge me, ma­demois­elle,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on. “I have noth­ing to say to the mar­chion­ess. I will re­tire, and all will be con­cluded. No doubt she will think that I have altered my mind!”

			“Oh! you are good and gen­er­ous, I know!”

			“I will go away,” pur­sued M. Dabur­on; “and soon you will have for­got­ten even the name of the un­for­tu­nate whose life’s hopes have just been shattered.”

			“You do not mean what you say,” said the young girl quickly.

			“Well, no. I cher­ish this last il­lu­sion, that later on you will re­mem­ber me with pleas­ure. Some­times you will say, ‘He loved me,’ I wish all the same to re­main your friend, yes, your most de­voted friend.”

			Claire, in her turn, clasped M. Dabur­on’s hands, and said with great emo­tion:—“Yes, you are right, you must re­main my friend. Let us for­get what has happened, what you have said to­night, and re­main to me, as in the past, the best, the most in­dul­gent of broth­ers.”

			Dark­ness had come, and she could not see him; but she knew he was weep­ing, for he was slow to an­swer.

			“Is it pos­sible,” mur­mured he at length, “what you ask of me? What! is it you who talk to me of for­get­ting? Do you feel the power to for­get? Do you not see that I love you a thou­sand times more than you love—” He stopped, un­able to pro­nounce the name of Com­mar­in; and then, with an ef­fort he ad­ded: “And I shall love you al­ways.”

			They had left the ar­bour, and were now stand­ing not far from the steps lead­ing to the house.

			“And now, ma­demois­elle,” re­sumed M. Dabur­on, “per­mit me to say, adieu! You will see me again but sel­dom. I shall only re­turn of­ten enough to avoid the ap­pear­ance of a rup­ture.”

			His voice trembled, so that it was with dif­fi­culty he made it dis­tinct.

			“Whatever may hap­pen,” he ad­ded, “re­mem­ber that there is one un­for­tu­nate be­ing in the world who be­longs to you ab­so­lutely. If ever you have need of a friend’s de­vo­tion, come to me, come to your friend. Now it is over … I have cour­age. Claire, ma­demois­elle, for the last time, adieu!”

			She was but little less moved than he was. In­stinct­ively she ap­proached him, and for the first and last time he touched lightly with his cold lips the fore­head of her he loved so well. They moun­ted the steps, she lean­ing on his arm, and entered the rose-col­oured bou­doir where the mar­chion­ess was seated, im­pa­tiently shuff­ling the cards, while await­ing her vic­tim.

			“Now, then, in­cor­rupt­ible ma­gis­trate,” cried she.

			But M. Dabur­on felt sick at heart. He could not have held the cards. He stammered some ab­surd ex­cuses, spoke of press­ing af­fairs, of du­ties to be at­ten­ded to, of feel­ing sud­denly un­well, and went out, cling­ing to the walls.

			His de­par­ture made the old card-play­er highly in­dig­nant. She turned to her grand­daugh­ter, who had gone to hide her con­fu­sion away from the candles of the card table, and asked, “What is the mat­ter with Dabur­on this even­ing?”

			“I do not know, ma­dame,” stammered Claire.

			“It ap­pears to me,” con­tin­ued the mar­chion­ess, “that the little ma­gis­trate per­mits him­self to take sin­gu­lar liber­ties. He must be re­minded of his prop­er place, or he will end by be­liev­ing him­self our equal.”

			Claire tried to ex­plain the ma­gis­trate’s con­duct: “He has been com­plain­ing all the even­ing, grandmamma; per­haps he is un­well.”

			“And what if he is?” ex­claimed the old lady. “Is it not his duty to ex­er­cise some self-deni­al, in re­turn for the hon­our of our com­pany? I think I have already re­lated to you the story of your grand­uncle, the Duke de St. Hurluge, who, hav­ing been chosen to join the king’s card party on their re­turn from the chase, played all through the even­ing and lost with the best grace in the world two hun­dred and twenty pis­toles. All the as­sembly re­marked his gaiety and his good hu­mour. On the fol­low­ing day only it was learned, that, dur­ing the hunt, he had fallen from his horse, and had sat at his majesty’s card table with a broken rib. Nobody made any re­mark, so per­fectly nat­ur­al did this act of or­din­ary po­lite­ness ap­pear in those days. This little Dabur­on, if he is un­well, would have giv­en proof of his breed­ing by say­ing noth­ing about it, and re­main­ing for my pi­quet. But he is as well as I am. Who can tell what games he has gone to play else­where!”

		
	
		
			VII

			M. Dabur­on did not re­turn home on leav­ing Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. All through the night he wandered about at ran­dom, seek­ing to cool his heated brow, and to al­lay his ex­cess­ive wear­i­ness.

			“Fool that I was!” said he to him­self, “thou­sand times fool to have hoped, to have be­lieved, that she would ever love me. Mad­man! how could I have dared to dream of pos­sess­ing so much grace, noble­ness, and beauty! How charm­ing she was this even­ing, when her face was bathed in tears! Could any­thing be more an­gel­ic? What a sub­lime ex­pres­sion her eyes had in speak­ing of him! How she must love him! And I? She loves me as a fath­er, she told me so—as a fath­er! And could it be oth­er­wise? Is it not justice? Could she see a lov­er in a sombre and severe-look­ing ma­gis­trate, al­ways as sad as his black coat? Was it not a crime to dream of unit­ing that vir­gin­al sim­pli­city to my de­test­able know­ledge of the world? For her, the fu­ture is yet the land of smil­ing chi­mer­as; and long since ex­per­i­ence has dis­sip­ated all my il­lu­sions. She is as young as in­no­cence, and I am as old as vice.”

			The un­for­tu­nate ma­gis­trate felt thor­oughly ashamed of him­self. He un­der­stood Claire, and ex­cused her. He re­proached him­self for hav­ing shown her how he suffered; for hav­ing cast a shad­ow upon her life. He could not for­give him­self for hav­ing spoken of his love. Ought he not to have fore­seen what had happened?—that she would re­fuse him, that he would thus de­prive him­self of the hap­pi­ness of see­ing her, of hear­ing her, and of si­lently ad­or­ing her?

			“A young and ro­mantic girl,” pur­sued he, “must have a lov­er she can dream of—whom she can caress in ima­gin­a­tion, as an ideal, grat­i­fy­ing her­self by see­ing in him every great and bril­liant qual­ity, ima­gin­ing him full of noble­ness, of bravery, of hero­ism. What would she see, if, in my ab­sence, she dreamed of me? Her ima­gin­a­tion would present me dressed in a fu­ner­al robe, in the depth of a gloomy dun­geon, en­gaged with some vile crim­in­al. Is it not my trade to des­cend in­to all mor­al sinks, to stir up the foul­ness of crime? Am I not com­pelled to wash in secrecy and dark­ness the dirty lin­en of the most cor­rupt mem­bers of so­ci­ety? Ah! some pro­fes­sions are fatal. Ought not the ma­gis­trate, like the priest, to con­demn him­self to solitude and cel­ib­acy? Both know all, they hear all, their cos­tumes are nearly the same; but, while the priest car­ries con­sol­a­tion in the folds of his black robe, the ma­gis­trate con­veys ter­ror. One is mercy, the oth­er chas­tise­ment. Such are the im­ages a thought of me would awaken; while the oth­er—the oth­er—”

			The wretched man con­tin­ued his head­long course along the deser­ted quays. He went with his head bare, his eyes hag­gard. To breathe more freely, he had torn off his cravat and thrown it to the winds.

			Some­times, un­con­sciously, he crossed the path of a sol­it­ary way­farer, who would pause, touched with pity, and turn to watch the re­treat­ing fig­ure of the un­for­tu­nate wretch he thought de­prived of reas­on. In a byroad, near Gre­nelle, some po­lice of­ficers stopped him, and tried to ques­tion him. He mech­an­ic­ally tendered them his card. They read it, and per­mit­ted him to pass, con­vinced that he was drunk.

			An­ger—a furi­ous an­ger, began to re­place his first feel­ing of resig­na­tion. In his heart arose a hate, stronger and more vi­ol­ent than even his love for Claire. That oth­er, that pre­ferred one, that haughty vis­count, who could not over­come those paltry obstacles, oh, that he had him there, un­der his knee!

			At that mo­ment, this noble and proud man, this severe and grave ma­gis­trate ex­per­i­enced an ir­res­ist­ible long­ing for ven­geance. He began to un­der­stand the hate that arms it­self with a knife, and lays in am­bush in out-of-the-way places; which strikes in the dark, wheth­er in front or from be­hind mat­ters little, but which strikes, which kills, whose ven­geance blood alone can sat­is­fy.

			At that very hour he was sup­posed to be oc­cu­pied with an in­quiry in­to the case of an un­for­tu­nate, ac­cused of hav­ing stabbed one of her wretched com­pan­ions. She was jeal­ous of the wo­man, who had tried to take her lov­er from her. He was a sol­dier, coarse in man­ners, and al­ways drunk.

			M. Dabur­on felt him­self seized with pity for this miser­able creature, whom he had com­menced to ex­am­ine the day be­fore. She was very ugly, in fact truly re­puls­ive; but the ex­pres­sion of the eyes, when speak­ing of her sol­dier, re­turned to the ma­gis­trate’s memory.

			“She loves him sin­cerely,” thought he. “If each one of the jur­ors had suffered what I am suf­fer­ing now, she would be ac­quit­ted. But how many men in this world have loved pas­sion­ately? Per­haps not one in twenty.”

			He re­solved to re­com­mend this girl to the in­dul­gence of the tribunal, and to ex­ten­u­ate as much as pos­sible her guilt.

			For he him­self had just de­term­ined upon the com­mis­sion of a crime. He was re­solved to kill Al­bert de Com­mar­in.

			Dur­ing the rest of the night he be­came all the more de­term­ined in this res­ol­u­tion, demon­strat­ing to him­self by a thou­sand mad reas­ons, which he found sol­id and in­scrut­able, the ne­ces­sity for and the jus­ti­fi­able­ness of this ven­geance.

			At sev­en o’clock in the morn­ing, he found him­self in an av­en­ue of the Bois de Boulogne, not far from the lake. He made at once for the Porte Mail­lot, pro­cured a cab, and was driv­en to his house.

			The de­li­ri­um of the night con­tin­ued, but without suf­fer­ing. He was con­scious of no fa­tigue. Calm and cool, he ac­ted un­der the power of an hal­lu­cin­a­tion, al­most like a somn­am­bu­list.

			He re­flec­ted and reasoned, but without his reas­on. As soon as he ar­rived home he dressed him­self with care, as was his cus­tom formerly when vis­it­ing the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange, and went out. He first called at an ar­mour­er’s and bought a small re­volver, which he caused to be care­fully loaded un­der his own eyes, and put it in­to his pock­et. He then called on the dif­fer­ent per­sons he sup­posed cap­able of in­form­ing him to what club the vis­count be­longed. No one no­ticed the strange state of his mind, so nat­ur­al were his man­ners and con­ver­sa­tions.

			It was not un­til the af­ter­noon that a young friend of his gave him the name of Al­bert de Com­mar­in’s club, and offered to con­duct him thith­er, as he too was a mem­ber.

			M. Dabur­on ac­cep­ted warmly, and ac­com­pan­ied his friend. While passing along, he grasped with frenzy the handle of the re­volver which he kept con­cealed, think­ing only of the murder he was de­term­ined to com­mit, and the means of in­sur­ing the ac­cur­acy of his aim.

			“This will make a ter­rible scan­dal,” thought he, “above all if I do not suc­ceed in blow­ing my own brains out. I shall be ar­res­ted, thrown in­to pris­on, and placed upon my tri­al at the as­sizes. My name will be dis­hon­oured! Bah! what does that sig­ni­fy? Claire does not love me, so what care I for all the rest? My fath­er no doubt will die of grief, but I must have my re­venge!”

			On ar­riv­ing at the club, his friend poin­ted out a very dark young man, with a haughty air, or what ap­peared so to him, who, seated at a table, was read­ing a re­view. It was the vis­count.

			M. Dabur­on walked up to him without draw­ing his re­volver. But when with­in two paces, his heart failed him; he turned sud­denly and fled, leav­ing his friend as­ton­ished at a scene, to him, ut­terly in­ex­plic­able.

			Only once again will Al­bert de Com­mar­in be as near death.

			On reach­ing the street, it seemed to M. Dabur­on that the ground was re­ced­ing from be­neath him, that everything was turn­ing around him. He tried to cry out, but could not ut­ter a sound; he struck at the air with his hands, reeled for an in­stant, and then fell all of a heap on the pave­ment.

			The pass­ersby ran and as­sisted the po­lice to raise him. In one of his pock­ets they found his ad­dress, and car­ried him home. When he re­covered his senses, he was in his bed, at the foot of which he per­ceived his fath­er.

			“What has happened?” he asked. With much cau­tion they told him, that for six weeks he had wavered between life and death. The doc­tors had de­clared his life saved; and, now that reas­on was re­stored, all would go well.

			Five minutes’ con­ver­sa­tion ex­hausted him. He shut his eyes, and tried to col­lect his ideas; but they whirled hith­er and thith­er wildly, as au­tumn leaves in the wind. The past seemed shrouded in a dark mist; yet, in the midst of the dark­ness and con­fu­sion, all that con­cerned Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange stood out clear and lu­min­ous. All his ac­tions from the mo­ment when he em­braced Claire ap­peared be­fore him. He shuddered, and his hair was in a mo­ment soak­ing with per­spir­a­tion.

			He had al­most be­come an as­sas­sin. The proof that he was re­stored to full pos­ses­sion of his fac­ulties was, that a ques­tion of crim­in­al law crossed his brain.

			“The crime com­mit­ted,” said he to him­self, “should I have been con­demned? Yes. Was I re­spons­ible? No. Is crime merely the res­ult of men­tal ali­en­a­tion? Was I mad? Or was I in that pe­cu­li­ar state of mind which usu­ally pre­cedes an il­leg­al at­tempt? Who can say? Why have not all judges passed through an in­com­pre­hens­ible crisis such as mine? But who would be­lieve me, were I to re­count my ex­per­i­ence?”

			Some days later, he was suf­fi­ciently re­covered to tell his fath­er all. The old gen­tle­man shrugged his shoulders, and as­sured him it was but a re­min­is­cence of his de­li­ri­um.

			The good old man was moved at the story of his son’s luck­less woo­ing, without see­ing therein, how­ever, an ir­re­par­able mis­for­tune. He ad­vised him to think of some­thing else, placed at his dis­pos­al his en­tire for­tune, and re­com­men­ded him to marry a stout Poitev­ine heir­ess, very gay and healthy, who would bear him some fine chil­dren. Then, as his es­tate was suf­fer­ing by his ab­sence, he re­turned home. Two months later, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate had re­sumed his or­din­ary avoca­tions. But try as he would, he only went through his du­ties like a body without a soul. He felt that some­thing was broken.

			Once he ven­tured to pay a vis­it to his old friend, the mar­chion­ess. On see­ing him, she uttered a cry of ter­ror. She took him for a spectre, so much was he changed in ap­pear­ance.

			As she dreaded dis­mal faces, she ever after shut her door to him.

			Claire was ill for a week after see­ing him. “How he loved me,” thought she! “It has al­most killed him! Can Al­bert love me as much?” She did not dare to an­swer her­self. She felt a de­sire to con­sole him, to speak to him, at­tempt some­thing; but he came no more.

			M. Dabur­on was not, how­ever, a man to give way without a struggle. He tried, as his fath­er ad­vised him, to dis­tract his thoughts. He sought for pleas­ure, and found dis­gust, but not for­get­ful­ness. Of­ten he went so far as the threshold of de­bauch­ery; but the pure fig­ure of Claire, dressed in white gar­ments, al­ways barred the doors against him.

			Then he took refuge in work, as in a sanc­tu­ary; con­demned him­self to the most in­cess­ant la­bour, and for­bade him­self to think of Claire, as the con­sumptive for­bids him­self to med­it­ate upon his mal­ady.

			His eager­ness, his fe­ver­ish activ­ity, earned him the repu­ta­tion of an am­bi­tious man, who would go far; but he cared for noth­ing in the world.

			At length, he found, not rest, but that pain­less be­numb­ing which com­monly fol­lows a great cata­strophe. The con­vales­cence of ob­li­vi­on was com­men­cing.

			These were the events, re­called to M. Dabur­on’s mind when old Tab­aret pro­nounced the name of Com­mar­in. He be­lieved them bur­ied un­der the ashes of time; and be­hold they re­appeared, just the same as those char­ac­ters traced in sym­path­et­ic ink when held be­fore a fire. In an in­stant they un­rolled them­selves be­fore his memory, with the in­stant­an­eous­ness of a dream an­ni­hil­at­ing time and space.

			Dur­ing some minutes, he as­sisted at the rep­res­ent­a­tion of his own life. At once act­or and spec­tat­or, he was there seated in his arm­chair, and at the same time he ap­peared on the stage. He ac­ted, and he judged him­self.

			His first thought, it must be con­fessed, was one of hate, fol­lowed by a de­test­able feel­ing of sat­is­fac­tion. Chance had, so to say, de­livered in­to his hands this man pre­ferred by Claire, this man, now no longer a haughty no­ble­man, il­lus­tri­ous by his for­tune and his an­cest­ors, but the il­le­git­im­ate off­spring of a cour­tes­an. To re­tain a stolen name, he had com­mit­ted a most cow­ardly as­sas­sin­a­tion. And he, the ma­gis­trate, was about to ex­per­i­ence the in­fin­ite grat­i­fic­a­tion of strik­ing his en­emy with the sword of justice.

			But this was only a passing thought. The man’s up­right con­science re­vol­ted against it, and made its power­ful voice heard.

			“Is any­thing,” it cried, “more mon­strous than the as­so­ci­ation of these two ideas—hatred and justice? Can a ma­gis­trate, without des­pising him­self more than he des­pises the vile be­ings he con­demns, re­col­lect that a crim­in­al, whose fate is in his hands, has been his en­emy? Has an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate the right to make use of his ex­cep­tion­al powers in deal­ing with a pris­on­er; so long as he har­bours the least re­sent­ment against him?”

			M. Dabur­on re­peated to him­self what he had so fre­quently thought dur­ing the year, when com­men­cing a fresh in­vest­ig­a­tion: “And I also, I al­most stained my­self with a vile murder!”

			And now it was his duty to cause to be ar­res­ted, to in­ter­rog­ate, and hand over to the as­sizes the man he had once re­solved to kill.

			All the world, it is true, ig­nored this crime of thought and in­ten­tion; but could he him­self for­get it? Was not this, of all oth­ers, a case in which he should de­cline to be mixed up? Ought he not to with­draw, and wash his hands of the blood that had been shed, leav­ing to an­oth­er the task of aven­ging him in the name of so­ci­ety?

			“No,” said he, “it would be a cow­ardice un­worthy of me.”

			A pro­ject of mad gen­er­os­ity oc­curred to the be­wildered man. “If I save him,” mur­mured he, “if for Claire’s sake I leave him his hon­our and his life. But how can I save him? To do so I shall be ob­liged to sup­press old Tab­aret’s dis­cov­er­ies, and make an ac­com­plice of him by en­sur­ing his si­lence. We shall have to fol­low a wrong track, join Gev­rol in run­ning after some ima­gin­ary mur­der­er. Is this prac­tic­able? Be­sides, to spare Al­bert is to de­fame Noel; it is to as­sure im­pun­ity to the most odi­ous of crimes. In short, it is still sac­ri­fi­cing justice to my feel­ings.”

			The ma­gis­trate suffered greatly. How choose a path in the midst of so many per­plex­it­ies! Im­pelled by dif­fer­ent in­terests, he wavered, un­de­cided between the most op­pos­ite de­cisions, his mind os­cil­lat­ing from one ex­treme to the oth­er.

			What could he do? His reas­on after this new and un­fore­seen shock vainly sought to re­gain its equi­lib­ri­um.

			“Resign?” said he to him­self. “Where, then, would be my cour­age? Ought I not rather to re­main the rep­res­ent­at­ive of the law, in­cap­able of emo­tion, in­sens­ible to pre­ju­dice? am I so weak that, in as­sum­ing my of­fice, I am un­able to di­vest my­self of my per­son­al­ity? Can I not, for the present, make ab­strac­tion of the past? My duty is to pur­sue this in­vest­ig­a­tion. Claire her­self would de­sire me to act thus. Would she wed a man sus­pec­ted of a crime? Nev­er. If he is in­no­cent, he will be saved; if guilty, let him per­ish!”

			This was very sound reas­on­ing; but, at the bot­tom of his heart, a thou­sand dis­quiet­udes dar­ted their thorns. He wanted to re­as­sure him­self.

			“Do I still hate this young man?” he con­tin­ued. “No, cer­tainly. If Claire has pre­ferred him to me, it is to Claire and not to him I owe my suf­fer­ing. My rage was no more than a passing fit of de­li­ri­um. I will prove it, by let­ting him find me as much a coun­sel­lor as a ma­gis­trate. If he is not guilty, he shall make use of all the means in my power to es­tab­lish his in­no­cence. Yes, I am worthy to be his judge. Heav­en, who reads all my thoughts, sees that I love Claire enough to de­sire with all my heart the in­no­cence of her lov­er.”

			Only then did M. Dabur­on seem to be vaguely aware of the lapse of time. It was nearly three o’clock in the morn­ing.

			“Good­ness!” cried he; “why, old Tab­aret is wait­ing for me. I shall prob­ably find him asleep.”

			But M. Tab­aret was not asleep. He had no­ticed the pas­sage of time no more than the ma­gis­trate.

			Ten minutes had suf­ficed him to take an in­vent­ory of the con­tents of M. Dabur­on’s study, which was large, and hand­somely fur­nished in ac­cord­ance with his po­s­i­tion and for­tune. Tak­ing up a lamp, he first ad­mired six very valu­able pic­tures, which or­na­men­ted the walls; he then ex­amined with con­sid­er­able curi­os­ity some rare bronzes placed about the room, and be­stowed on the book­case the glance of a con­nois­seur.

			After which, tak­ing an even­ing pa­per from the table, he ap­proached the hearth, and seated him­self in a vast arm­chair.

			He had not read a third of the lead­ing art­icle, which, like all lead­ing art­icles of the time, was ex­clus­ively oc­cu­pied with the Ro­man ques­tion, when, let­ting the pa­per drop from his hands, he be­came ab­sorbed in med­it­a­tion. The fixed idea, stronger than one’s will, and more in­ter­est­ing to him than polit­ics, brought him for­cibly back to La Jonchere, where lay the murdered Wid­ow Ler­ouge. Like the child who again and again builds up and de­mol­ishes his house of cards, he ar­ranged and en­tangled al­tern­ately his chain of in­duc­tions and ar­gu­ments.

			In his own mind there was cer­tainly no longer a doubt as re­gards this sad af­fair, and it seemed to him that M. Dabur­on shared his opin­ions. But yet, what dif­fi­culties there still re­mained to en­counter!

			There ex­ists between the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate and the ac­cused a su­preme tribunal, an ad­mir­able in­sti­tu­tion which is a guar­an­tee for all, a power­ful mod­er­at­or, the jury.

			And the jury, thank heav­en! do not con­tent them­selves with a mor­al con­vic­tion. The strongest prob­ab­il­it­ies can­not in­duce them to give an af­firm­at­ive ver­dict.

			Placed upon a neut­ral ground, between the pro­sec­u­tion and the de­fence, it de­mands ma­ter­i­al and tan­gible proofs. Where the ma­gis­trate would con­demn twenty times for one, in all se­cur­ity of con­science, the jury ac­quit for lack of sat­is­fy­ing evid­ence.

			The de­plor­able ex­e­cu­tion of Le­sur­ques has cer­tainly as­sured im­pun­ity to many crim­in­als; but, it is ne­ces­sary to say it jus­ti­fies hes­it­a­tion in re­ceiv­ing cir­cum­stan­tial evid­ence in cap­it­al crimes.

			In short, save where a crim­in­al is taken in the very act, or con­fesses his guilt, it is not cer­tain that the min­is­ter of justice can se­cure a con­vic­tion. Some­times the judge of in­quiry is as anxious as the ac­cused him­self. Nearly all crimes are in some par­tic­u­lar point mys­ter­i­ous, per­haps im­pen­et­rable to justice and the po­lice; and the duty of the bar­ris­ter is, to dis­cov­er this weak point, and there­on es­tab­lish his cli­ent’s de­fence. By point­ing out this doubt to the jury, he in­sinu­ates in their minds a dis­trust of the en­tire evid­ence; and fre­quently the de­tec­tion of a dis­tor­ted in­duc­tion, clev­erly ex­posed, can change the face of a pro­sec­u­tion, and make a strong case ap­pear to the jury a weak one. This un­cer­tainty ex­plains the char­ac­ter of pas­sion which is so of­ten per­cept­ible in crim­in­al tri­als.

			And, in pro­por­tion to the march of civil­isa­tion, jur­ies in im­port­ant tri­als will be­come more tim­id and hes­it­at­ing. The weight of re­spons­ib­il­ity op­presses the man of con­scien­tious scruple. Already num­bers re­coil from the idea of cap­it­al pun­ish­ment; and, whenev­er a jury can find a peg to hang a doubt on, they will wash their hands of the re­spons­ib­il­ity of con­dem­na­tion. We have seen num­bers of per­sons sign­ing ap­peals for mercy to a con­demned mal­efact­or, con­demned for what crime? Par­ri­cide! Every jur­or, from the mo­ment he is sworn, weighs in­fin­itely less the evid­ence he has come to listen to than the risk he runs of in­cur­ring the pangs of re­morse. Rather than risk the con­dem­na­tion of one in­no­cent man, he will al­low twenty scoun­drels to go un­pun­ished.

			The ac­cus­a­tion must then come be­fore the jury, armed at all points, with abund­ant proofs. A task of­ten te­di­ous to the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, and brist­ling with dif­fi­culties, is the ar­range­ment and con­dens­a­tion of this evid­ence, par­tic­u­larly when the ac­cused is a cool hand, cer­tain of hav­ing left no traces of his guilt. Then from the depths of his dun­geon he de­fies the as­sault of justice, and laughs at the judge of in­quiry. It is a ter­rible struggle, enough to make one tremble at the re­spons­ib­il­ity of the ma­gis­trate, when he re­mem­bers, that after all, this man im­prisoned, without con­sol­a­tion or ad­vice, may be in­no­cent. How hard is it, then for the judge to res­ist his mor­al con­vic­tions!

			Even when pre­sumptive evid­ence points clearly to the crim­in­al, and com­mon sense re­cog­nises him, justice is at times com­pelled to ac­know­ledge her de­feat, for lack of what the jury con­sider suf­fi­cient proof of guilt. Thus, un­hap­pily, many crimes es­cape pun­ish­ment. An old ad­voc­ate-gen­er­al said one day that he knew as many as three as­sas­sins, liv­ing rich, happy, and re­spec­ted, who would prob­ably end by dy­ing in their beds, sur­roun­ded by their fam­il­ies, and be­ing fol­lowed to the grave with lam­ent­a­tions, and praised for their vir­tues in their epi­taphs.

			At the idea that a mur­der­er might es­cape the pen­alty of his crime, and steal away from the as­size court, old Tab­aret’s blood fairly boiled in his veins, as at the re­col­lec­tion of some deadly in­sult.

			Such a mon­strous event, in his opin­ion, could only pro­ceed from the in­ca­pa­city of those charged with the pre­lim­in­ary in­quiry, the clum­si­ness of the po­lice, or the stu­pid­ity of the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“It is not I,” he muttered, with the sat­is­fied van­ity of suc­cess, “who would ever let my prey es­cape. No crime can be com­mit­ted, of which the au­thor can­not be found, un­less, in­deed, he hap­pens to be a mad­man, whose motive it would be dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand. I would pass my life in pur­suit of a crim­in­al, be­fore avow­ing my­self van­quished, as Gev­rol has done so many times.”

			As­sisted by chance, he had again suc­ceeded, so he kept re­peat­ing to him­self, but what proofs could he fur­nish to the ac­cus­a­tion, to that con­foun­ded jury, so dif­fi­cult to con­vince, so pre­cise and so cow­ardly? What could he ima­gine to force so cun­ning a cul­prit to be­tray him­self? What trap could he pre­pare? To what new and in­fal­lible stratagem could he have re­course?

			The am­a­teur de­tect­ive ex­hausted him­self in subtle but im­prac­tic­able com­bin­a­tions, al­ways stopped by that ex­act­ing jury, so ob­nox­ious to the agents of the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. He was so deeply ab­sorbed in his thoughts that he did not hear the door open, and was ut­terly un­con­scious of the ma­gis­trate’s pres­ence.

			M. Dabur­on’s voice aroused him from his rev­er­ie.

			“You will ex­cuse me, M. Tab­aret, for hav­ing left you so long alone.”

			The old fel­low rose and bowed re­spect­fully.

			“By my faith, sir,” replied he, “I have not had the leis­ure to per­ceive my solitude.”

			M. Dabur­on crossed the room, and seated him­self, fa­cing his agent be­fore a small table en­cumbered with pa­pers and doc­u­ments re­lat­ing to the crime. He ap­peared very much fa­tigued.

			“I have re­flec­ted a good deal,” he com­menced, “about this af­fair—”

			“And I,” in­ter­rup­ted old Tab­aret, “was just ask­ing my­self what was likely to be the at­ti­tude as­sumed by the vis­count at the mo­ment of his ar­rest. Noth­ing is more im­port­ant, ac­cord­ing to my idea, than his man­ner of con­duct­ing him­self then. Will he fly in­to a pas­sion? Will he at­tempt to in­tim­id­ate the agents? Will he threaten to turn them out of the house? These are gen­er­ally the tac­tics of titled crim­in­als. My opin­ion, how­ever, is, that he will re­main per­fectly cool. He will de­clare him­self the vic­tim of a mis­un­der­stand­ing, and in­sist upon an im­me­di­ate in­ter­view with the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. Once that is ac­cor­ded him, he will ex­plain everything very quickly.”

			The old fel­low spoke of mat­ters of spec­u­la­tion in such a tone of as­sur­ance that M. Dabur­on was un­able to repress a smile.

			“We have not got as far as that yet,” said he.

			“But we shall, in a few hours,” replied M. Tab­aret quickly. “I pre­sume you will or­der young M. de Com­mar­in’s ar­rest at day­break.”

			The ma­gis­trate trembled, like the pa­tient who sees the sur­geon de­pos­it his case of in­stru­ments upon the table on en­ter­ing the room.

			The mo­ment for ac­tion had come. He felt now what a dis­tance lies between a men­tal de­cision and the phys­ic­al ac­tion re­quired to ex­ecute it.

			“You are prompt, M. Tab­aret,” said he; “you re­cog­nize no obstacles.”

			“None, hav­ing as­cer­tained the crim­in­al. Who else can have com­mit­ted this as­sas­sin­a­tion? Who but he had an in­terest in si­len­cing Wid­ow Ler­ouge, in sup­press­ing her testi­mony, in des­troy­ing her pa­pers? He, and only he. Poor Noel! who is as dull as hon­esty, warned him, and he ac­ted. Should we fail to es­tab­lish his guilt, he will re­main de Com­mar­in more than ever; and my young bar­ris­ter will be Noel Gerdy to the grave.”

			“Yes, but—”

			The old man fixed his eyes upon the ma­gis­trate with a look of as­ton­ish­ment.

			“You see, then, some dif­fi­culties, sir?” he asked.

			“Most de­cidedly!” replied M. Dabur­on. “This is a mat­ter de­mand­ing the ut­most cir­cum­spec­tion. In cases like the present, one must not strike un­til the blow is sure, and we have but pre­sump­tions. Sup­pose we are mis­taken. Justice, un­hap­pily, can­not re­pair her er­rors. Her hand once un­justly placed upon a man, leaves an im­print of dis­hon­our that can nev­er be ef­faced. She may per­ceive her er­ror, and pro­claim it aloud, but in vain! Pub­lic opin­ion, ab­surd and idi­ot­ic, will not par­don the man guilty of be­ing sus­pec­ted.”

			It was with a sink­ing heart that the old fel­low listened to these re­marks. He would not be with­held by such paltry con­sid­er­a­tions.

			“Our sus­pi­cions are well groun­ded,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate. “But, should they lead us in­to er­ror, our pre­cip­it­a­tion would be a ter­rible mis­for­tune for this young man, to say noth­ing of the ef­fect it would have in abridging the au­thor­ity and dig­nity of justice, of weak­en­ing the re­spect which con­sti­tutes her power. Such a mis­take would call for dis­cus­sion, pro­voke ex­am­in­a­tion, and awaken dis­trust, at an epoch in our his­tory when all minds are but too much dis­posed to defy the con­sti­tuted au­thor­it­ies.”

			He leaned upon the table, and ap­peared to re­flect pro­foundly.

			“I have no luck,” thought old Tab­aret. “I have to do with a trem­bler. When he should act, he makes speeches; in­stead of sign­ing war­rants, he pro­pounds the­or­ies. He is astoun­ded at my dis­cov­ery, and is not equal to the situ­ation. In­stead of be­ing de­lighted by my ap­pear­ance with the news of our suc­cess, he would have giv­en a twenty-franc piece, I dare say, to have been left un­dis­turbed. Ah! he would very will­ingly have the little fishes in his net, but the big ones fright­en him. The big fishes are dan­ger­ous, and he prefers to let them swim away.”

			“Per­haps,” said M. Dabur­on, aloud, “it will suf­fice to is­sue a search-war­rant, and a sum­mons for the ap­pear­ance of the ac­cused.”

			“Then all is lost!” cried old Tab­aret.

			“And why, pray?”

			“Be­cause we are op­posed by a crim­in­al of marked abil­ity. A most provid­en­tial ac­ci­dent has placed us upon his track. If we give him time to breathe, he will es­cape.”

			The only an­swer was an in­clin­a­tion of the head, which M. Dabur­on may have in­ten­ded for a sign of as­sent.

			“It is evid­ent,” con­tin­ued the old fel­low, “that our ad­versary has fore­seen everything, ab­so­lutely everything, even the pos­sib­il­ity of sus­pi­cion at­tach­ing to one in his high po­s­i­tion. Oh! his pre­cau­tions are all taken. If you are sat­is­fied with de­mand­ing his ap­pear­ance, he is saved. He will ap­pear be­fore you as tran­quilly as your clerk, as un­con­cerned as if he came to ar­range the pre­lim­in­ar­ies of a duel. He will present you with a mag­ni­fi­cent alibi, an alibi that can not be gain­sayed. He will show you that he passed the even­ing and the night of Tues­day with per­son­ages of the highest rank. In short, his little ma­chine will be so clev­erly con­struc­ted, so nicely ar­ranged, all its little wheels will play so well, that there will be noth­ing left for you but to open the door and ush­er him out with the most humble apo­lo­gies. The only means of se­cur­ing con­vic­tion is to sur­prise the miscre­ant by a rapid­ity against which it is im­possible he can be on his guard. Fall upon him like a thun­der­clap, ar­rest him as he wakes, drag him hith­er while yet pale with as­ton­ish­ment, and in­ter­rog­ate him at once. Ah! I wish I were an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.”

			Old Tab­aret stopped short, frightened at the idea that he had been want­ing in re­spect; but M. Dabur­on showed no sign of be­ing of­fen­ded.

			“Pro­ceed,” said he, in a tone of en­cour­age­ment, “pro­ceed.”

			“Sup­pose, then,” con­tin­ued the de­tect­ive, “I am the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. I cause my man to be ar­res­ted, and, twenty minutes later, he is stand­ing be­fore me. I do not amuse my­self by put­ting ques­tions to him, more or less subtle. No, I go straight to the mark. I over­whelm him at once by the weight of my cer­tainty, prove to him so clearly that I know everything, that he must sur­render, see­ing no chance of es­cape. I should say to him, ‘My good man, you bring me an alibi; it is very well; but I am ac­quain­ted with that sys­tem of de­fence. It will not do with me. I know all about the clocks that don’t keep prop­er time, and all the people who nev­er lost sight of you. In the mean­time, this is what you did. At twenty minutes past eight, you slipped away adroitly; at thirty-five minutes past eight, you took the train at the St. Laz­are sta­tion; at nine o’clock, you alighted at the sta­tion at Rueil, and took the road to La Jonchere; at a quarter past nine, you knocked at the win­dow-shut­ter of Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s cot­tage. You were ad­mit­ted. You asked for some­thing to eat, and, above all, some­thing to drink. At twenty minutes past nine, you planted the well-sharpened end of a foil between her shoulders. You killed her! You then over­turned everything in the house, and burned cer­tain doc­u­ments of im­port­ance; after which, you tied up in a nap­kin all the valu­ables you could find, and car­ried them off, to lead the po­lice to be­lieve the murder was the work of a rob­ber. You locked the door, and threw away the key. Ar­rived at the Seine, you threw the bundle in­to the wa­ter, then hur­ried off to the rail­way sta­tion on foot, and at el­ev­en o’clock you re­appeared amongst your friends. Your game was well played; but you omit­ted to provide against two ad­versar­ies, a de­tect­ive, not eas­ily de­ceived, named Tirauc­lair, and an­oth­er still more clev­er, named chance. Between them, they have got the bet­ter of you. Moreover, you were fool­ish to wear such small boots, and to keep on your lav­ender kid gloves, be­sides em­bar­rass­ing your­self with a silk hat and an um­brella. Now con­fess your guilt, for it is the only thing left you to do, and I will give you per­mis­sion to smoke in your dun­geon some of those ex­cel­lent trabu­cos you are so fond of, and which you al­ways smoke with an am­ber mouth­piece.’ ”

			Dur­ing this speech, M. Tab­aret had gained at least a couple of inches in height, so great was his en­thu­si­asm. He looked at the ma­gis­trate, as if ex­pect­ing a smile of ap­prob­a­tion.

			“Yes,” con­tin­ued he, after tak­ing breath, “I would say that, and noth­ing else; and, un­less this man is a hun­dred times stronger than I sup­pose him to be, un­less he is made of bronze, of marble, or of steel, he would fall at my feet and avow his guilt.”

			“But sup­pos­ing he were of bronze,” said M. Dabur­on, “and did not fall at your feet, what would you do next?”

			The ques­tion evid­ently em­bar­rassed the old fel­low.

			“Pshaw!” stammered he; “I don’t know; I would see; I would search; but he would con­fess.”

			After a pro­longed si­lence, M. Dabur­on took a pen, and hur­riedly wrote a few lines.

			“I sur­render,” said he. “M. Al­bert de Com­mar­in shall be ar­res­ted; that is settled. The dif­fer­ent form­al­it­ies to be gone through and the per­quis­i­tions will oc­cupy some time, which I wish to em­ploy in in­ter­rog­at­ing the Count de Com­mar­in, the young man’s fath­er, and your friend M. Noel Gerdy, the young bar­ris­ter. The let­ters he pos­sesses are in­dis­pens­able to me.”

			At the name of Gerdy, M. Tab­aret’s face as­sumed a most com­ic­al ex­pres­sion of un­eas­i­ness.

			“Con­found it,” cried he, “the very thing I most dreaded.”

			“What?” asked M. Dabur­on.

			“The ne­ces­sity for the ex­am­in­a­tion of those let­ters. Noel will dis­cov­er my in­ter­fer­ence. He will des­pise me: he will fly from me, when he knows that Tab­aret and Tirauc­lair sleep in the same night­cap. Be­fore eight days are past, my old­est friends will re­fuse to shake hands with me, as if it were not an hon­our to serve justice. I shall be ob­liged to change my res­id­ence, and as­sume a false name.”

			He al­most wept, so great was his an­noy­ance. M. Dabur­on was touched.

			“Re­as­sure your­self, my dear M. Tab­aret,” said he. “I will man­age that your ad­op­ted son, your Ben­jamin, shall know noth­ing. I will lead him to be­lieve I have reached him by means of the wid­ow’s pa­pers.”

			The old fel­low seized the ma­gis­trate’s hand in a trans­port of grat­it­ude, and car­ried it to his lips. “Oh! thanks, sir, a thou­sand thanks! I should like to be per­mit­ted to wit­ness the ar­rest; and I shall be glad to as­sist at the per­quis­i­tions.”

			“I in­ten­ded to ask you to do so, M. Tab­aret,” answered the ma­gis­trate.

			The lamps paled in the gray dawn of the morn­ing; already the rum­bling of vehicles was heard; Par­is was awak­ing.

			“I have no time to lose,” con­tin­ued M. Dabur­on, “if I would have all my meas­ures well taken. I must at once see the pub­lic pro­sec­utor, wheth­er he is up or not. I shall go dir­ect from his house to the Pal­ais de Justice, and be there be­fore eight o’clock; and I de­sire, M. Tab­aret, that you will there await my or­ders.”

			The old fel­low bowed his thanks and was about to leave, when the ma­gis­trate’s ser­vant ap­peared.

			“Here is a note, sir,” said he, “which a gen­darme has just brought from Bou­giv­al. He waits an an­swer.”

			“Very well,” replied M. Dabur­on. “Ask the man to have some re­fresh­ment; at least of­fer him a glass of wine.”

			He opened the en­vel­ope. “Ah!” he cried, “a let­ter from Gev­rol;” and he read:

			“ ‘To the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. Sir, I have the hon­our to in­form you, that I am on the track of the man with the ear­rings. I heard of him at a wine shop, which he entered on Sunday morn­ing, be­fore go­ing to Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s cot­tage. He bought, and paid for two litres of wine; then, sud­denly strik­ing his fore­head, he cried, “Old fool! to for­get that to­mor­row is the boat’s fête day!” and im­me­di­ately called for three more litres. Ac­cord­ing to the al­man­ac the boat must be called the Saint-Mar­tin. I have also learned that she was laden with grain. I write to the Pre­fec­ture at the same time as I write to you, that in­quir­ies may be made at Par­is and Rouen. He will be found at one of those places. I am in wait­ing, sir, etc.’ ”

			“Poor Gev­rol!” cried old Tab­aret, burst­ing with laughter. “He sharpens his sabre, and the battle is over. Are you not go­ing to put a stop to his in­quir­ies, sir?”

			“No; cer­tainly not,” answered M. Dabur­on; “to neg­lect the slight­est clue of­ten leads one in­to er­ror. Who can tell what light we may re­ceive from this mar­iner?”

		
	
		
			VIII

			On the same day that the crime of La Jonchere was dis­covered, and pre­cisely at the hour that M. Tab­aret made his mem­or­able ex­am­in­a­tion in the vic­tim’s cham­ber, the Vis­count Al­bert de Com­mar­in entered his car­riage, and pro­ceeded to the North­ern rail­way sta­tion, to meet his fath­er.

			The young man was very pale: his pinched fea­tures, his dull eyes, his blanched lips, in fact his whole ap­pear­ance de­noted either over­whelm­ing fa­tigue or un­usu­al sor­row. All the ser­vants had ob­served, that, dur­ing the past five days, their young mas­ter had not been in his or­din­ary con­di­tion: he spoke but little, ate al­most noth­ing, and re­fused to see any vis­it­ors. His valet no­ticed that this sin­gu­lar change dated from the vis­it, on Sunday morn­ing, of a cer­tain M. Noel Gerdy, who had been closeted with him for three hours in the lib­rary.

			The Vis­count, gay as a lark un­til the ar­rival of this per­son, had, from the mo­ment of his de­par­ture, the ap­pear­ance of a man at the point of death. When set­ting forth to meet his fath­er, the vis­count ap­peared to suf­fer so acutely that M. Lu­b­in, his valet, en­treated him not to go out; sug­gest­ing that it would be more prudent to re­tire to his room, and call in the doc­tor.

			But the Count de Com­mar­in was ex­act­ing on the score of fi­li­al duty, and would over­look the worst of youth­ful in­dis­cre­tions soon­er than what he termed a want of rev­er­ence. He had an­nounced his in­ten­ded ar­rival by tele­graph, twenty-four hours in ad­vance; there­fore the house was ex­pec­ted to be in per­fect read­i­ness to re­ceive him, and the ab­sence of Al­bert at the rail­way sta­tion would have been re­sen­ted as a flag­rant omis­sion of duty.

			The vis­count had been but five minutes in the wait­ing-room, when the bell an­nounced the ar­rival of the train. Soon the doors lead­ing on to the plat­form were opened, and the trav­el­ers crowded in. The throng be­gin­ning to thin a little, the count ap­peared, fol­lowed by a ser­vant, who car­ried a trav­el­ling pe­lisse lined with rare and valu­able fur.

			The Count de Com­mar­in looked a good ten years less than his age. His beard and hair, yet abund­ant, were scarcely gray. He was tall and mus­cu­lar, held him­self up­right, and car­ried his head high. His ap­pear­ance was noble, his move­ments easy. His reg­u­lar fea­tures presen­ted a study to the physiognom­ist, all ex­press­ing easy, care­less good nature, even to the hand­some, smil­ing mouth; but in his eyes flashed the fiercest and the most ar­rog­ant pride. This con­trast re­vealed the secret of his char­ac­ter. Im­bued quite as deeply with ar­is­to­crat­ic pre­ju­dice as the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange, he had pro­gressed with his cen­tury or at least ap­peared to have done so. As fully as the mar­chion­ess, he held in con­tempt all who were not noble; but his dis­dain ex­pressed it­self in a dif­fer­ent fash­ion. The mar­chion­ess pro­claimed her con­tempt loudly and coarsely; the count had kept eyes and ears open and had seen and heard a good deal. She was stu­pid, and without a shade of com­mon sense. He was witty and sens­ible, and pos­sessed en­larged views of life and polit­ics. She dreamed of the re­turn of the ab­surd tra­di­tions of a former age; he hoped for things with­in the power of events to bring forth. He was sin­cerely per­suaded that the nobles of France would yet re­cov­er slowly and si­lently, but surely, all their lost power, with its prestige and in­flu­ence.

			In a word, the count was the flattered por­trait of his class; the mar­chion­ess its ca­ri­ca­ture. It should be ad­ded, that M. de Com­mar­in knew how to di­vest him­self of his crush­ing urban­ity in the com­pany of his equals. There he re­covered his true char­ac­ter, haughty, self-suf­fi­cient, and in­tract­able, en­dur­ing con­tra­dic­tion pretty much as a wild horse the ap­plic­a­tion of the spur. In his own house, he was a des­pot.

			Per­ceiv­ing his fath­er, Al­bert ad­vanced to­wards him. They shook hands and em­braced with an air as noble as ce­re­mo­ni­ous, and, in less than a minute, had ex­changed all the news that had tran­spired dur­ing the count’s ab­sence. Then only did M. de Com­mar­in per­ceive the al­ter­a­tion in his son’s face.

			“You are un­well, vis­count,” said he.

			“Oh, no, sir,” answered Al­bert, lac­on­ic­ally.

			The count uttered “Ah!” ac­com­pan­ied by a cer­tain move­ment of the head, which, with him, ex­pressed per­fect in­credu­lity; then, turn­ing to his ser­vant, he gave him some or­ders briefly.

			“Now,” re­sumed he, “let us go quickly to the house. I am in haste to feel at home; and I am hungry, hav­ing had noth­ing today, but some de­test­able broth, at I know not what way sta­tion.”

			M. de Com­mar­in had re­turned to Par­is in a very bad tem­per, his jour­ney to Aus­tria had not brought the res­ults he had hoped for. To crown his dis­sat­is­fac­tion, he had res­ted, on his home­ward way, at the château of an old friend, with whom he had had so vi­ol­ent a dis­cus­sion that they had par­ted without shak­ing hands. The count was hardly seated in his car­riage be­fore he entered upon the sub­ject of this dis­agree­ment.

			“I have quar­relled with the Duke de Sairmeuse,” said he to his son.

			“That seems to me to hap­pen whenev­er you meet,” answered Al­bert, without in­tend­ing any raillery.

			“True,” said the count: “but this is ser­i­ous. I passed four days at his coun­try-seat, in a state of in­con­ceiv­able ex­as­per­a­tion. He has en­tirely for­feited my es­teem. Sairmeuse has sold his es­tate of Gon­dresy, one of the finest in the north of France. He has cut down the tim­ber, and put up to auc­tion the old château, a princely dwell­ing, which is to be con­ver­ted in­to a sug­ar re­finery; all this for the pur­pose, as he says, of rais­ing money to in­crease his in­come!”

			“And was that the cause of your rup­ture?” in­quired Al­bert, without much sur­prise.

			“Cer­tainly it was! Do you not think it a suf­fi­cient one?”

			“But, sir, you know the duke has a large fam­ily, and is far from rich.”

			“What of that? A French noble who sells his land com­mits an un­worthy act. He is guilty of treas­on against his or­der!”

			“Oh, sir,” said Al­bert, de­prec­at­ingly.

			“I said treas­on!” con­tin­ued the count. “I main­tain the word. Re­mem­ber well, vis­count, power has been, and al­ways will be, on the side of wealth, es­pe­cially on the side of those who hold the soil. The men of ’93 well un­der­stood this prin­ciple, and ac­ted upon it. By im­pov­er­ish­ing the nobles, they des­troyed their prestige more ef­fec­tu­ally than by ab­ol­ish­ing their titles. A prince dis­moun­ted, and without foot­men, is no more than any­one else. The Min­is­ter of Ju­ly, who said to the people, ‘Make yourselves rich,’ was not a fool. He gave them the ma­gic for­mula for power. But they have not the sense to un­der­stand it. They want to go too fast. They launch in­to spec­u­la­tions, and be­come rich, it is true; but in what? Stocks, bonds, pa­per—rags, in short. It is smoke they are lock­ing in their cof­fers. They prefer to in­vest in mer­chand­ise, which pays eight or ten per­cent, to in­vest­ing in vines or corn which will re­turn but three. The peas­ant is not so fool­ish. From the mo­ment he owns a piece of ground the size of a handker­chief, he wants to make it as large as a table­cloth. He is slow as the ox­en he ploughs with, but as pa­tient, as ten­a­cious, and as ob­stin­ate. He goes dir­ectly to his ob­ject, press­ing firmly against the yoke; and noth­ing can stop or turn him aside. He knows that stocks may rise or fall, for­tunes be won or lost on ’change; but the land al­ways re­mains—the real stand­ard of wealth. To be­come land­hold­ers, the peas­ant starves him­self, wears sabots in winter; and the im­be­ciles who laugh at him will be as­ton­ished by and by when he makes his ’93, and the peas­ant be­comes a bar­on in power if not in name.”

			“I do not un­der­stand the ap­plic­a­tion,” said the vis­count.

			“You do not un­der­stand? Why, what the peas­ant is do­ing is what the nobles ought to have done! Ruined, their duty was to re­con­struct their for­tunes. Com­merce is in­ter­dicted to us; be it so: ag­ri­cul­ture re­mains. In­stead of grumbling use­lessly dur­ing the half-cen­tury, in­stead of run­ning them­selves in­to debt, in the ri­dicu­lous at­tempt to sup­port an ap­pear­ance of grandeur, they ought to have re­treated to their provinces, shut them­selves up in their châteaux; there worked, eco­nom­ised, denied them­selves, as the peas­ant is do­ing, pur­chased the land piece by piece. Had they taken this course, they would today pos­sess France. Their wealth would be enorm­ous; for the value of land rises year after year. I have, without ef­fort, doubled my for­tune in thirty years. Blauville, which cost my fath­er a hun­dred crowns in 1817, is worth today more than a mil­lion: so that, when I hear the nobles com­plain, I shrug the shoulder. Who but they are to blame? They im­pov­er­ish them­selves from year to year. They sell their land to the peas­ants. Soon they will be re­duced to beg­gary, and their es­cut­cheons. What con­soles me is, that the peas­ant, hav­ing be­come the pro­pri­et­or of our do­mains will then be all-power­ful, and will yoke to his chari­ot wheels these traders in scrip and stocks, whom he hates as much as I ex­ec­rate them my­self.”

			The car­riage at this mo­ment stopped in the court­yard of the de Com­mar­in man­sion, after hav­ing de­scribed that per­fect half-circle, the glory of coach­men who pre­serve the old tra­di­tion.

			The count alighted first, and lean­ing upon his son’s arm, as­cen­ded the steps of the grand en­trance. In the im­mense ves­ti­bule, nearly all the ser­vants, dressed in rich liv­er­ies, stood in a line. The count gave them a glance, in passing, as an of­ficer might his sol­diers on parade, and pro­ceeded to his apart­ment on the first floor, above the re­cep­tion rooms.

			Nev­er was there a bet­ter reg­u­lated house­hold than that of the Count de Com­mar­in. He pos­sessed in a high de­gree the art, more rare than is gen­er­ally sup­posed, of com­mand­ing an army of ser­vants. The num­ber of his do­mest­ics caused him neither in­con­veni­ence nor em­bar­rass­ment. They were ne­ces­sary to him. So per­fect was the or­gan­isa­tion of this house­hold, that its func­tions were per­formed like those of a ma­chine—without noise, vari­ation, or ef­fort.

			Thus when the count re­turned from his jour­ney, the sleep­ing hotel was awakened as if by the spell of an en­chanter. Each ser­vant was at his post; and the oc­cu­pa­tions, in­ter­rup­ted dur­ing the past six weeks, re­sumed without con­fu­sion. As the count was known to have passed the day on the road, the din­ner was served in ad­vance of the usu­al hour. All the es­tab­lish­ment, even to the low­est scul­lion, rep­res­en­ted the spir­it of the first art­icle of the rules of the house, “Ser­vants are not to ex­ecute or­ders, but an­ti­cip­ate them.”

			M. de Com­mar­in had hardly re­moved the traces of his jour­ney, and changed his dress, when his but­ler an­nounced that the din­ner was served.

			He went down at once; and fath­er and son met upon the threshold of the din­ing-room. This was a large apart­ment, with a very high ceil­ing, as were all the rooms of the ground floor, and was most mag­ni­fi­cently fur­nished. The count was not only a great eat­er, but was vain of his enorm­ous ap­pet­ite. He was fond of re­call­ing the names of great men, noted for their ca­pa­city of stom­ach. Charles V de­voured moun­tains of vi­ands. Louis XIV swal­lowed at each re­past as much as six or­din­ary men would eat at a meal. He pre­ten­ded that one can al­most judge of men’s qual­it­ies by their di­gest­ive ca­pa­cit­ies; he com­pared them to lamps, whose power of giv­ing light is in pro­por­tion to the oil they con­sume.

			Dur­ing the first half hour, the count and his son both re­mained si­lent. M. de Com­mar­in ate con­scien­tiously, not per­ceiv­ing or not caring to no­tice that Al­bert ate noth­ing, but merely sat at the table as if to coun­ten­ance him. The old no­ble­man’s ill-hu­mour and volu­bil­ity re­turned with the dessert, ap­par­ently in­creased by a Bur­gundy of which he was par­tic­u­larly fond, and of which he drank freely.

			He was par­tial, moreover, to an after din­ner ar­gu­ment, pro­fess­ing a the­ory that mod­er­ate dis­cus­sion is a per­fect di­gest­ive. A let­ter which had been de­livered to him on his ar­rival, and which he had found time to glance over, gave him at once a sub­ject and a point of de­par­ture.

			“I ar­rived home but an hour ago;” said he, “and I have already re­ceived a homily from Brois­fresnay.”

			“He writes a great deal,” ob­served Al­bert.

			“Too much; he con­sumes him­self in ink. He men­tions a lot more of his ri­dicu­lous pro­jects and vain hopes, and he men­tions a dozen names of men of his own stamp who are his as­so­ci­ates. On my word of hon­our, they seem to have lost their senses! They talk of lift­ing the world, only they want a lever and some­thing to rest it on. It makes me die with laughter!”

			For ten minutes the count con­tin­ued to dis­charge a vol­ley of ab­use and sar­casm against his best friends, without seem­ing to see that a great many of their foibles which he ri­diculed were also a little his own.

			“If,” con­tin­ued he more ser­i­ously—“if they only pos­sessed a little con­fid­ence in them­selves, if they showed the least au­da­city! But no! they count upon oth­ers to do for them what they ought to do for them­selves. In short, their pro­ceed­ings are a series of con­fes­sions of help­less­ness, of pre­ma­ture de­clar­a­tions of fail­ure.”

			The cof­fee hav­ing been served, the count made a sign, and the ser­vants left the room.

			“No,” con­tin­ued he, “I see but one hope for the French ar­is­to­cracy, but one plank of sal­va­tion, one good little law, es­tab­lish­ing the right of pri­mo­gen­it­ure.”

			“You will nev­er ob­tain it.”

			“You think not? Would you then op­pose such a meas­ure, vis­count?”

			Al­bert knew by ex­per­i­ence what dan­ger­ous ground his fath­er was ap­proach­ing, and re­mained si­lent.

			“Let us put it, then, that I dream of the im­possible!” re­sumed the count. “Then let the nobles do their duty. Let all the young­er sons and the daugh­ters of our great fam­il­ies fore­go their rights, by giv­ing up the en­tire pat­ri­mony to the first­born for five gen­er­a­tions, con­tent­ing them­selves each with a couple of thou­sand francs a year. By that means great for­tunes can be re­con­struc­ted, and fam­il­ies, in­stead of be­ing di­vided by a vari­ety of in­terests, be­come united by one com­mon de­sire.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately,” ob­jec­ted the vis­count, “the time is not fa­vor­able to such de­voted­ness.”

			“I know it, sir,” replied the count quickly; “and in my own house I have the proof of it. I, your fath­er, have con­jured you to give up all idea of mar­ry­ing the grand­daugh­ter of that old fool, the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange. And all to no pur­pose; for I have at last been ob­liged to yield to your wishes.”

			“Fath­er—” Al­bert com­menced.

			“It is well,” in­ter­rup­ted the count. “You have my word; but re­mem­ber my pre­dic­tion: you will strike a fatal blow at our house. You will be one of the largest pro­pri­et­ors in France; but have half a dozen chil­dren, and they will be hardly rich. If they also have as many, you will prob­ably see your grand­chil­dren in poverty!”

			“You put all at the worst, fath­er.”

			“Without doubt: it is the only means of point­ing out the danger, and avert­ing the evil. You talk of your life’s hap­pi­ness. What is that? A true noble thinks of his name above all. Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange is very pretty, and very at­tract­ive; but she is pen­ni­less. I had found an heir­ess for you.”

			“Whom I should nev­er love!”

			“And what of that? She would have brought you four mil­lions in her ap­ron—more than the kings of today give their daugh­ters. Be­sides which she had great ex­pect­a­tions.”

			The dis­cus­sion upon this sub­ject would have been in­ter­min­able, had Al­bert taken an act­ive share in it; but his thoughts were far away. He answered from time to time so as not to ap­pear ab­so­lutely dumb, and then only a few syl­lables. This ab­sence of op­pos­i­tion was more ir­rit­at­ing to the count than the most ob­stin­ate con­tra­dic­tion. He there­fore dir­ec­ted his ut­most ef­forts to ex­cite his son to ar­gue.

			How­ever he was vainly prod­ig­al of words, and un­spar­ing in un­pleas­ant al­lu­sions, so that at last he fairly lost his tem­per, and, on re­ceiv­ing a lac­on­ic reply, he burst forth: “Upon my word, the but­ler’s son would say the same as you! What blood have you in your veins? You are more like one of the people than a Vis­count de Com­mar­in!”

			There are cer­tain con­di­tions of mind in which the least con­ver­sa­tion jars upon the nerves. Dur­ing the last hour, Al­bert had suffered an in­tol­er­able pun­ish­ment. The pa­tience with which he had armed him­self at last es­caped him.

			“Well, sir,” he answered, “if I re­semble one of the people, there are per­haps good reas­ons for it.”

			The glance with which the vis­count ac­com­pan­ied his speech was so ex­press­ive that the count ex­per­i­enced a sud­den shock. All his an­im­a­tion for­sook him, and in a hes­it­at­ing voice, he asked: “What is that you say, vis­count?”

			Al­bert had no soon­er uttered the sen­tence than he re­gret­ted his pre­cip­it­a­tion, but he had gone too far to stop.

			“Sir,” he replied with some em­bar­rass­ment, “I have to ac­quaint you with some im­port­ant mat­ters. My hon­our, yours, the hon­our of our house, are in­volved. I in­ten­ded post­pon­ing this con­ver­sa­tion till to­mor­row, not de­sir­ing to trouble you on the even­ing of your re­turn. How­ever, as you wish me to ex­plain, I will do so.”

			The count listened with ill-con­cealed anxi­ety. He seemed to have di­vined what his son was about to say, and was ter­ri­fied at him­self for hav­ing di­vined it.

			“Be­lieve me, sir,” con­tin­ued Al­bert slowly, “whatever may have been your acts, my voice will nev­er be raised to re­proach you. Your con­stant kind­ness to me—”

			M. de Com­mar­in held up his hand. “A truce to pre­ambles; let me have the facts without phrases,” said he sternly.

			Al­bert was some time without an­swer­ing, he hes­it­ated how to com­mence.

			“Sir,” said he at length, “dur­ing your ab­sence, I have read all your cor­res­pond­ence with Ma­dame Gerdy. All!” ad­ded he, em­phas­ising the word, already so sig­ni­fic­ant.

			The count, as though stung by a ser­pent, star­ted up with such vi­ol­ence that he over­turned his chair.

			“Not an­oth­er word!” cried he in a ter­rible voice. “I for­bid you to speak!” But he no doubt soon felt ashamed of his vi­ol­ence, for he quietly raised his chair, and re­sumed in a tone which he strove to render light and ral­ly­ing: “Who will here­after re­fuse to be­lieve in presen­ti­ments? A couple of hours ago, on see­ing your pale face at the rail­way sta­tion, I felt that you had learned more or less of this af­fair. I was sure of it.”

			There was a long si­lence. With one ac­cord, fath­er and son avoided let­ting their eyes meet, lest they might en­counter glances too elo­quent to bear at so pain­ful a mo­ment.

			“You were right, sir,” con­tin­ued the count, “our hon­our is in­volved. It is im­port­ant that we should de­cide on our fu­ture con­duct without delay. Will you fol­low me to my room?”

			He rang the bell, and a foot­man ap­peared al­most im­me­di­ately.

			“Neither the vis­count nor I am at home to any­one,” said M. de Com­mar­in, “no mat­ter whom.”

		
	
		
			IX

			The rev­el­a­tion which had just taken place, ir­rit­ated much more than it sur­prised the Count de Com­mar­in. For twenty years, he had been con­stantly ex­pect­ing to see the truth brought to light. He knew that there can be no secret so care­fully guarded that it may not by some chance es­cape; and his had been known to four people, three of whom were still liv­ing.

			He had not for­got­ten that he had been im­prudent enough to trust it to pa­per, know­ing all the while that it ought nev­er to have been writ­ten. How was it that he, a prudent dip­lo­mat, a states­man, full of pre­cau­tion, had been so fool­ish? How was it that he had al­lowed this fatal cor­res­pond­ence to re­main in ex­ist­ence! Why had he not des­troyed, at no mat­ter what cost, these over­whelm­ing proofs, which soon­er or later might be used against him? Such im­prudence could only have aris­en from an ab­surd pas­sion, blind and in­sens­ible, even to mad­ness.

			So long as he was Valer­ie’s lov­er, the count nev­er thought of ask­ing the re­turn of his let­ters from his be­loved ac­com­plice. If the idea had oc­curred to him, he would have re­pelled it as an in­sult to the char­ac­ter of his an­gel. What reas­on could he have had to sus­pect her dis­cre­tion? None. He would have been much more likely to have sup­posed her de­sirous of re­mov­ing every trace, even the slight­est, of what had taken place. Was it not her son who had re­ceived the be­ne­fits of the deed, who had usurped an­oth­er’s name and for­tune?

			When eight years after, be­liev­ing her to be un­faith­ful, the count had put an end to the con­nec­tion which had giv­en him so much hap­pi­ness he thought of ob­tain­ing pos­ses­sion of this un­happy cor­res­pond­ence. But he knew not how to do so. A thou­sand reas­ons pre­ven­ted his mov­ing in the mat­ter.

			The prin­cip­al one was, that he did not wish to see this wo­man, once so dearly loved. He did not feel suf­fi­ciently sure either of his an­ger or of his firm­ness. Could he, without yield­ing, res­ist the tear­ful plead­ing of those eyes, which had so long held com­plete sway over him?

			To look again upon this mis­tress of his youth would, he feared, res­ult in his for­giv­ing her; and he had been too cruelly wounded in his pride and in his af­fec­tion to ad­mit the idea of a re­con­cili­ation.

			On the oth­er hand, to ob­tain the let­ters though a third party was en­tirely out of the ques­tion. He ab­stained, then, from all ac­tion, post­pon­ing it in­def­in­itely. “I will go to her,” said he to him­self; “but not un­til I have so torn her from my heart that she will have be­come in­dif­fer­ent to me. I will not grat­i­fy her with the sight of my grief.”

			So months and years passed on; and fi­nally he began to say and be­lieve that it was too late. And for now more than twenty years, he had nev­er passed a day without curs­ing his in­ex­cus­able folly. Nev­er had he been able to for­get that above his head a danger more ter­rible than the sword of Damocles hung, sus­pen­ded by a thread, which the slight­est ac­ci­dent might break.

			And now that thread had broken. Of­ten, when con­sid­er­ing the pos­sib­il­ity of such a cata­strophe, he had asked him­self how he should avert it? He had formed and re­jec­ted many plans: he had de­luded him­self, like all men of ima­gin­a­tion, with in­nu­mer­able chi­mer­ic­al pro­jects, and now he found him­self quite un­pre­pared.

			Al­bert stood re­spect­fully, while his fath­er sat in his great ar­mori­al chair, just be­neath the large frame in which the gene­a­lo­gic­al tree of the il­lus­tri­ous fam­ily of Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in spread its lux­uri­ant branches. The old gen­tle­man com­pletely con­cealed the cruel ap­pre­hen­sions which op­pressed him. He seemed neither ir­rit­ated nor de­jec­ted; but his eyes ex­pressed a haught­i­ness more than usu­ally dis­dain­ful, and a self-re­li­ance full of con­tempt.

			“Now vis­count,” he began in a firm voice, “ex­plain your­self. I need say noth­ing to you of the po­s­i­tion of a fath­er, ob­liged to blush be­fore his son; you un­der­stand it, and will feel for me. Let us spare each oth­er, and try to be calm. Tell me, how did you ob­tain your know­ledge of this cor­res­pond­ence?”

			Al­bert had had time to re­cov­er him­self, and pre­pare for the present struggle, as he had im­pa­tiently waited four days for this in­ter­view.

			The dif­fi­culty he ex­per­i­enced in ut­ter­ing the first words had now giv­en place to a dig­ni­fied and proud de­mean­or. He ex­pressed him­self clearly and for­cibly, without los­ing him­self in those de­tails which in ser­i­ous mat­ters need­lessly de­fer the real point at is­sue.

			“Sir,” he replied, “on Sunday morn­ing, a young man called here, stat­ing that he had busi­ness with me of the ut­most im­port­ance. I re­ceived him. He then re­vealed to me that I, alas! am only your nat­ur­al son, sub­sti­tuted through your af­fec­tion, for the le­git­im­ate child borne you by Ma­dame de Com­mar­in.”

			“And did you not have this man kicked out of doors?” ex­claimed the count.

			“No, sir. I was about to an­swer him very sharply, of course; but, present­ing me with a pack­et of let­ters, he begged me to read them be­fore reply­ing.”

			“Ah!” cried M. de Com­mar­in, “you should have thrown them in­to the fire, for there was a fire, I sup­pose? You held them in your hands; and they still ex­ist! Why was I not there?”

			“Sir!” said Al­bert, re­proach­fully. And, re­call­ing the po­s­i­tion Noel had oc­cu­pied against the man­tel­piece, and the man­ner in which he stood, he ad­ded—“Even if the thought had oc­curred to me, it was im­prac­tic­able. Be­sides, at the first glance, I re­cog­nised your hand­writ­ing. I there­fore took the let­ters, and read them.”

			“And then?”

			“And then, sir, I re­turned the cor­res­pond­ence to the young man, and asked for a delay of eight days; not to think over it my­self—there was no need of that—but be­cause I judged an in­ter­view with you in­dis­pens­able. Now, there­fore, I be­seech you, tell me wheth­er this sub­sti­tu­tion really did take place.”

			“Cer­tainly it did,” replied the count vi­ol­ently, “yes, cer­tainly. You know that it did, for you have read what I wrote to Ma­dame Gerdy, your moth­er.”

			Al­bert had fore­seen, had ex­pec­ted this reply; but it crushed him nev­er­the­less.

			There are mis­for­tunes so great, that one must con­stantly think of them to be­lieve in their ex­ist­ence. This flinch­ing, how­ever, las­ted but an in­stant.

			“Par­don me, sir,” he replied. “I was al­most con­vinced; but I had not re­ceived a form­al as­sur­ance of it. All the let­ters that I read spoke dis­tinctly of your pur­pose, de­tailed your plan minutely; but not one poin­ted to, or in any way con­firmed, the ex­e­cu­tion of your pro­ject.”

			The count gazed at his son with a look of in­tense sur­prise. He re­col­lec­ted dis­tinctly all the let­ters; and he could re­mem­ber, that, in writ­ing to Valer­ie, he had over and over again re­joiced at their suc­cess, thank­ing her for hav­ing ac­ted in ac­cord­ance with his wishes.

			“You did not go to the end of them, then, vis­count,” he said, “you did not read them all?”

			“Every line, sir, and with an at­ten­tion that you may well un­der­stand. The last let­ter shown me simply an­nounced to Ma­dame Gerdy the ar­rival of Claud­ine Ler­ouge, the nurse who was charged with ac­com­plish­ing the sub­sti­tu­tion. I know noth­ing bey­ond that.”

			“These proofs amount to noth­ing,” muttered the count. “A man may form a plan, cher­ish it for a long time, and at the last mo­ment aban­don it; it of­ten hap­pens so.”

			He re­proached him­self for hav­ing answered so hast­ily. Al­bert had had only ser­i­ous sus­pi­cions, and he had changed them to cer­tainty. What stu­pid­ity!

			“There can be no pos­sible doubt,” he said to him­self; “Valer­ie has des­troyed the most con­clus­ive let­ters, those which ap­peared to her the most dan­ger­ous, those I wrote after the sub­sti­tu­tion. But why has she pre­served these oth­ers, com­prom­ising enough in them­selves? and why, after hav­ing pre­served them, has she let them go out of her pos­ses­sion?”

			Without mov­ing, Al­bert awaited a word from the count. What would it be? No doubt, the old no­ble­man was at that mo­ment de­cid­ing what he should do.

			“Per­haps she is dead!” said M. de Com­mar­in aloud.

			And at the thought that Valer­ie was dead, without his hav­ing again seen her, he star­ted pain­fully. His heart, after more than twenty years of vol­un­tary sep­ar­a­tion, still suffered, so deeply rooted was this first love of his youth. He had cursed her; at this mo­ment he pardoned her. True, she had de­ceived him; but did he not owe to her the only years of hap­pi­ness he had ever known? Had she not formed all the po­etry of his youth? Had he ex­per­i­enced, since leav­ing her, one single hour of joy or for­get­ful­ness? In his present frame of mind, his heart re­tained only happy memor­ies, like a vase which, once filled with pre­cious per­fumes, re­tains the odour un­til it is des­troyed.

			“Poor wo­man!” he mur­mured.

			He sighed deeply. Three or four times his eye­lids trembled, as if a tear were about to fall. Al­bert watched him with anxious curi­os­ity. This was the first time since the vis­count had grown to man’s es­tate that he had sur­prised in his fath­er’s coun­ten­ance oth­er emo­tion than am­bi­tion or pride, tri­umphant or de­feated. But M. de Com­mar­in was not the man to yield long to sen­ti­ment.

			“You have not told me, vis­count,” he said, “who sent you that mes­sen­ger of mis­for­tune.”

			“He came in per­son, sir, not wish­ing, he told me to mix any oth­ers up in this sad af­fair. The young man was no oth­er than he whose place I have oc­cu­pied—your le­git­im­ate son, M. Noel Gerdy him­self.”

			“Yes,” said the count in a low tone, “Noel, that is his name, I re­mem­ber.” And then, with evid­ent hes­it­a­tion, he ad­ded: “Did he speak to you of his—of your moth­er?”

			“Scarcely, sir. He only told me that he came un­known to her; that he had ac­ci­dent­ally dis­covered the secret which he re­vealed to me.”

			M. de Com­mar­in asked noth­ing fur­ther. There was more for him to learn. He re­mained for some time deep in thought. The de­cis­ive mo­ment had come; and he saw but one way to es­cape.

			“Come, vis­count,” he said, in a tone so af­fec­tion­ate that Al­bert was as­ton­ished, “do not stand; sit down here by me, and let us dis­cuss this mat­ter. Let us unite our ef­forts to shun, if pos­sible, this great mis­for­tune. Con­fide in me, as a son should in his fath­er. Have you thought of what is to be done? have you formed any de­term­in­a­tion?”

			“It seems to me, sir, that hes­it­a­tion is im­possible.”

			“In what way?”

			“My duty, fath­er, is very plain. Be­fore your le­git­im­ate son, I ought to give way without a mur­mur, if not without re­gret. Let him come. I am ready to yield to him everything that I have so long kept from him without a sus­pi­cion of the truth—his fath­er’s love, his for­tune and his name.”

			At this most praise­worthy reply, the old no­ble­man could scarcely pre­serve the calmness he had re­com­men­ded to his son in the earli­er part of the in­ter­view. His face grew purple; and he struck the table with his fist more furi­ously than he had ever done in his life. He, usu­ally so guarded, so dec­or­ous on all oc­ca­sions, uttered a vol­ley of oaths that would not have done dis­cred­it to an old cav­alry of­ficer.

			“And I tell you, sir, that this dream of yours shall nev­er take place. No; that it shan’t. I swear it. I prom­ise you, whatever hap­pens, un­der­stand, that things shall re­main as they are; be­cause it is my will. You are Vis­count de Com­mar­in, and Vis­count de Com­mar­in you shall re­main, in spite of your­self, if ne­ces­sary. You shall re­tain the title to your death, or at least to mine; for nev­er, while I live, shall your ab­surd idea be car­ried out.”

			“But, sir,” began Al­bert, tim­idly.

			“You are very dar­ing to in­ter­rupt me while I am speak­ing, sir,” ex­claimed the count. “Do I not know all your ob­jec­tions be­fore­hand? You are go­ing to tell me that it is a re­volt­ing in­justice, a wicked rob­bery. I con­fess it, and grieve over it more than you pos­sibly can. Do you think that I now for the first time re­pent of my youth­ful folly? For twenty years, sir, I have lamen­ted my true son; for twenty years I have cursed the wicked­ness of which he is the vic­tim. And yet I learnt how to keep si­lence, and to hide the sor­row and re­morse which have covered my pil­low with thorns. In a single in­stant, your sense­less yield­ing would render my long suf­fer­ings of no avail. No, I will nev­er per­mit it!”

			The count read a reply on his son’s lips: he stopped him with a with­er­ing glance.

			“Do you think,” he con­tin­ued, “that I have nev­er wept over the thought of my le­git­im­ate son passing his life strug­gling for a com­pet­ence? Do you think that I have nev­er felt a burn­ing de­sire to re­pair the wrong done him? There have been times, sir, when I would have giv­en half of my for­tune simply to em­brace that child of a wife too tardily ap­pre­ci­ated. The fear of cast­ing a shad­ow of sus­pi­cion upon your birth pre­ven­ted me. I have sac­ri­ficed my­self to the great name I bear. I re­ceived it from my an­cest­ors without a stain. May you hand it down to your chil­dren equally spot­less! Your first im­pulse was a worthy one, gen­er­ous and noble; but you must for­get it. Think of the scan­dal, if our secret should be dis­closed to the pub­lic gaze. Can you not fore­see the joy of our en­emies, of that herd of up­starts which sur­rounds us? I shud­der at the thought of the odi­um and the ri­dicule which would cling to our name. Too many fam­il­ies already have stains upon their es­cut­cheons; I will have none on mine.”

			M. de Com­mar­in re­mained si­lent for sev­er­al minutes, dur­ing which Al­bert did not dare say a word, so much had he been ac­cus­tomed since in­fancy to re­spect the least wish of the ter­rible old gen­tle­man.

			“There is no pos­sible way out of it,” con­tin­ued the count. “Can I dis­card you to­mor­row, and present this Noel as my son, say­ing, ‘Ex­cuse me, but there has been a slight mis­take; this one is the vis­count?’ And then the tribunals will get hold of it. What does it mat­ter who is named Ben­oit, Dur­and, or Bern­ard? But, when one is called Com­mar­in, even but for a single day, one must re­tain that name through life. The same mor­al does not do for every­one; be­cause we have not the same du­ties to per­form. In our po­s­i­tion, er­rors are ir­re­par­able. Take cour­age, then, and show your­self worthy of the name you bear. The storm is upon you; raise your head to meet it.”

			Al­bert’s im­passib­il­ity con­trib­uted not a little to in­crease M. de Com­mar­in’s ir­rit­a­tion. Firm in an un­change­able res­ol­u­tion, the vis­count listened like one ful­filling a duty: and his face re­flec­ted no emo­tion. The count saw that he was not shaken.

			“What have you to reply?” he asked.

			“It seems to me sir, that you have no idea of all the dangers which I fore­see. It is dif­fi­cult to mas­ter the re­volts of con­science.”

			“In­deed!” in­ter­rup­ted the count con­temp­tu­ously; “your con­science re­volts, does it? It has chosen its time badly. Your scruples come too late. So long as you saw that your in­her­it­ance con­sisted of an il­lus­tri­ous title and a dozen or so of mil­lions, it pleased you. Today the name ap­pears to you laden with a heavy fault, a crime, if you will; and your con­science re­volts. Re­nounce this folly. Chil­dren, sir, are ac­count­able to their fath­ers; and they should obey them. Will­ing or un­will­ing, you must be my ac­com­plice; will­ing or un­will­ing, you must bear the bur­den, as I have borne it. And, how­ever much you may suf­fer, be as­sured your suf­fer­ings can nev­er ap­proach what I have en­dured for so many years.”

			“Ah, sir!” cried Al­bert, “is it then I, the dis­pos­sessor, who has made this trouble? is it not, on the con­trary, the dis­pos­sessed! It is not I who you have to con­vince, it is M. Noel Gerdy.”

			“Noel!” re­peated the count.

			“Your le­git­im­ate son, yes, sir. You act as if the is­sue of this un­happy af­fair de­pended solely upon my will. Do you then, ima­gine that M. Gerdy will be so eas­ily dis­posed of, so eas­ily si­lenced? And, if he should raise his voice, do you hope to move him by the con­sid­er­a­tions you have just men­tioned?”

			“I do not fear him.”

			“Then you are wrong, sir, per­mit me to tell you. Sup­pose for a mo­ment that this young man has a soul suf­fi­ciently noble to re­lin­quish his claim upon your rank and your for­tune. Is there not now the ac­cu­mu­lated ran­cour of years to urge him to op­pose you? He can­not help feel­ing a fierce re­sent­ment for the hor­rible in­justice of which he has been the vic­tim. He must pas­sion­ately long for ven­geance, or rather re­par­a­tion.”

			“He has no proofs.”

			“He has your let­ters, sir.”

			“They are not de­cis­ive, you your­self have told me so.”

			“That is true, sir; and yet they con­vinced me, who have an in­terest in not be­ing con­vinced. Be­sides, if he needs wit­nesses, he will find them.”

			“Who? Your­self, vis­count?”

			“Your­self, sir. The day when he wishes it, you will be­tray us. Sup­pose you were summoned be­fore a tribunal, and that there, un­der oath, you should be re­quired to speak the truth, what an­swer would you make?”

			M. de Com­mar­in’s face darkened at this very nat­ur­al sup­pos­i­tion. He hes­it­ated, he whose hon­our was usu­ally so great.

			“I would save the name of my an­cest­ors,” he said at last.

			Al­bert shook his head doubt­fully. “At the price of a lie, my fath­er,” he said. “I nev­er will be­lieve it. But let us sup­pose even that. He will then call Ma­dame Gerdy.”

			“Oh, I will an­swer for her!” cried the count, “her in­terests are the same as ours. If ne­ces­sary, I will see her. Yes,” he ad­ded with an ef­fort, “I will call on her, I will speak to her; and I will guar­an­tee that she will not be­tray us.”

			“And Claud­ine,” con­tin­ued the young man; “will she be si­lent, too?”

			“For money, yes; and I will give her whatever she asks.”

			“And you would trust, fath­er, to a paid si­lence, as if one could ever be sure of a pur­chased con­science? What is sold to you may be sold to an­oth­er. A cer­tain sum may close her mouth; a lar­ger will open it.”

			“I will fright­en her.”

			“You for­get, fath­er, that Claud­ine Ler­ouge was Noel Gerdy’s nurse, that she takes an in­terest in his hap­pi­ness, that she loves him. How do you know that he has not already se­cured her aid? She lives at Bou­giv­al. I went there, I re­mem­ber, with you. No doubt, he sees her of­ten; per­haps it is she who put him on the track of this cor­res­pond­ence. He spoke to me of her, as though he were sure of her testi­mony. He al­most pro­posed my go­ing to her for in­form­a­tion.”

			“Alas!” cried the count, “why is not Claud­ine dead in­stead of my faith­ful Ger­main?”

			“You see, sir,” con­cluded Al­bert, “Claud­ine Ler­ouge would alone render all your ef­forts use­less.”

			“Ah, no!” cried the count; “I shall find some ex­pedi­ent.”

			The ob­stin­ate old gen­tle­man was not will­ing to give in to this ar­gu­ment, the very clear­ness of which blinded him. The pride of his blood para­lyzed his usu­al prac­tic­al good sense. To ac­know­ledge that he was conquered hu­mi­li­ated him, and seemed to him un­worthy of him­self. He did not re­mem­ber to have met dur­ing his long ca­reer an in­vin­cible res­ist­ance or an ab­so­lute im­ped­i­ment. He was like all men of ima­gin­a­tion, who fall in love with their pro­jects, and who ex­pect them to suc­ceed on all oc­ca­sions, as if wish­ing hard was all that was ne­ces­sary to change their dreams in­to real­it­ies.

			Al­bert this time broke the si­lence, which threatened to be pro­longed.

			“I see, sir,” he said, “that you fear, above all things, the pub­li­city of this sad his­tory; the pos­sible scan­dal renders you des­per­ate. But, un­less we yield, the scan­dal will be ter­rible. There will be a tri­al which will be the talk of all Europe. The news­pa­pers will print the facts, ac­com­pan­ied by heav­ens knows what com­ments of their own. Our name, how­ever the tri­al res­ults, will ap­pear in all the pa­pers of the world. This might be borne, if we were sure of suc­ceed­ing; but we are bound to lose, my fath­er, we shall lose. Then think of the ex­pos­ure! think of the dis­hon­our branded upon us by pub­lic opin­ion.”

			“I think,” said the count, “that you can have neither re­spect nor af­fec­tion for me, when you speak in that way.”

			“It is my duty, sir, to point out to you the evils I see threat­en­ing, and which there is yet time to shun. M. Noel Gerdy is your le­git­im­ate son, re­cog­nize him, ac­know­ledge his just pre­ten­sions, and re­ceive him. We can make the change very quietly. It is easy to ac­count for it, through a mis­take of the nurse, Claud­ine Ler­ouge, for in­stance. All parties be­ing agree­able, there can be no trouble about it. What is to pre­vent the new Vis­count de Com­mar­in from quit­ting Par­is, and dis­ap­pear­ing for a time? He might travel about Europe for four or five years; by the end of that time, all will be for­got­ten, and no one will re­mem­ber me.”

			M. de Com­mar­in was not listen­ing; he was deep in thought.

			“But in­stead of con­test­ing, vis­count,” he cried, “we might com­prom­ise. We may be able to pur­chase these let­ters. What does this young fel­low want? A po­s­i­tion and a for­tune? I will give him both. I will make him as rich as he can wish. I will give him a mil­lion; if need be, two, three—half of all I pos­sess. With money, you see, much money—”

			“Spare him, sir; he is your son.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately! and I wish him to the dev­il! I will see him, and he will agree to what I wish. I will prove to him the bad policy of the earthen pot strug­gling with the iron kettle; and, if he is not a fool, he will un­der­stand.”

			The count rubbed his hands while speak­ing. He was de­lighted with this bril­liant plan of ne­go­ti­ation. It could not fail to res­ult fa­vor­ably. A crowd of ar­gu­ments oc­curred to his mind in sup­port of it. He would buy back again his lost rest.

			But Al­bert did not seem to share his fath­er’s hopes, “You will per­haps think it un­kind in me, sir,” said he, sadly, “to dis­pel this last il­lu­sion of yours; but I must. Do not de­lude your­self with the idea of an am­ic­able ar­range­ment; the awaken­ing will only be the more pain­ful. I have seen M. Gerdy, my fath­er, and he is not one, I as­sure you, to be in­tim­id­ated. If there is an en­er­get­ic will in the world, it is his. He is truly your son; and his ex­pres­sion, like yours, shows an iron res­ol­u­tion, that may be broken but nev­er bent. I can still hear his voice trem­bling with re­sent­ment, while he spoke to me. I can still see the dark fire of his eyes. No, he will nev­er ac­cept a com­prom­ise. He will have all or noth­ing; and I can­not say that he is wrong. If you res­ist, he will at­tack you without the slight­est con­sid­er­a­tion. Strong in his rights, he will cling to you with stub­born an­im­os­ity. He will drag you from court to court; he will not stop short of ut­ter de­feat or com­plete tri­umph.”

			Ac­cus­tomed to ab­so­lute obed­i­ence from his son, the old no­ble­man was astoun­ded at this un­ex­pec­ted ob­stin­acy.

			“What is your ob­ject in say­ing all this?” he asked.

			“It is this, sir. I should ut­terly des­pise my­self, if I did not spare your old age this greatest of calam­it­ies. Your name does not be­long to me; I will take my own. I am your nat­ur­al son; I will give up my place to your le­git­im­ate son. Per­mit me to with­draw with at least the hon­our of hav­ing freely done my duty. Do not force me to wait till I am driv­en out in dis­grace.”

			“What!” cried the count, stunned, “you will aban­don me? You re­fuse to help me, you turn against me, you re­cog­nize the rights of this man in spite of my wishes?”

			Al­bert bowed his head. He was much moved, but still re­mained firm. “My res­ol­u­tion is ir­re­voc­ably taken,” he replied. “I can nev­er con­sent to de­spoil your son.”

			“Cruel, un­grate­ful boy!” cried M. de Com­mar­in. His wrath was such, that, when he found he could do noth­ing by ab­use, he passed at once to jeer­ing. “But no,” he con­tin­ued, “you are great, you are noble, you are gen­er­ous; you are act­ing after the most ap­proved pat­tern of chiv­alry, vis­count, I should say, my dear M. Gerdy; after the fash­ion of Plut­arch’s time! So you give up my name and my for­tune, and you leave me. You will shake the dust from your shoes upon the threshold of my house; and you will go out in­to the world. I see only one dif­fi­culty in your way. How do you ex­pect to live, my sto­ic philo­soph­er? Have you a trade at your fin­gers’ ends, like Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Emile? Or, worthy M. Gerdy, have you learned eco­nomy from the four thou­sand francs a month I al­low you for wax­ing your mous­tache? Per­haps you have made money on the Bourse! Then my name must have seemed very bur­den­some to you to bear, since you so eagerly in­tro­duced it in­to such a place! Has dirt, then, so great an at­trac­tion for you that you must jump from your car­riage so quickly? Say, rather, that the com­pany of my friends em­bar­rasses you, and that you are anxious to go where you will be among your equals.”

			“I am very wretched, sir,” replied Al­bert to this ava­lanche of in­sults, “and you would crush me!”

			“You wretched! Well, whose fault is it? But let us get back to my ques­tion. How and on what will you live?”

			“I am not so ro­mantic as you are pleased to say, sir. I must con­fess that, as re­gards the fu­ture, I have coun­ted upon your kind­ness. You are so rich, that five hun­dred thou­sand francs would not ma­ter­i­ally af­fect your for­tune; and, on the in­terest of that sum, I could live quietly, if not hap­pily.”

			“And sup­pose I re­fuse you this money?”

			“I know you well enough, sir, to feel sure that you will not do so. You are too just to wish that I alone should ex­pi­ate wrongs that are not of my mak­ing. Left to my­self, I should at my present age have achieved a po­s­i­tion. It is late for me to try and make one now; but I will do my best.”

			“Su­perb!” in­ter­rup­ted the count; “you are really su­perb! One nev­er heard of such a hero of ro­mance. What a char­ac­ter! But tell me, what do you ex­pect from all this as­ton­ish­ing dis­in­ter­ested­ness?”

			“Noth­ing, sir.”

			The count shrugged his shoulders, looked sar­castic­ally at his son, and ob­served: “The com­pens­a­tion is very slight. And you ex­pect me to be­lieve all this! No, sir, man­kind is not in the habit of in­dul­ging in such fine ac­tions for its pleas­ure alone. You must have some reas­on for act­ing so grandly; some reas­on which I fail to see.”

			“None but what I have already told you.”

			“There­fore it is un­der­stood you in­tend to re­lin­quish everything; you will even aban­don your pro­posed uni­on with Ma­demois­elle Claire d’Ar­lange? You for­get that for two years I have in vain con­stantly ex­pressed my dis­ap­point­ment of this mar­riage.”

			“No, sir. I have seen Ma­demois­elle Claire; I have ex­plained my un­happy po­s­i­tion to her. Whatever hap­pens, she has sworn to be my wife.”

			“And do you think that Ma­dame d’Ar­lange will give her grand­daugh­ter to M. Gerdy?”

			“We hope so, sir. The mar­chion­ess is suf­fi­ciently in­fec­ted with ar­is­to­crat­ic ideas to prefer a no­ble­man’s bas­tard to the son of some hon­est trades­man; but should she re­fuse, we would await her death, though without de­sir­ing it.”

			The calm man­ner in which Al­bert said this en­raged the count.

			“Can this be my son?” he cried. “Nev­er! What blood have you then in your veins, sir? Your worthy moth­er alone might tell us, provided, how­ever, she her­self knows.”

			“Sir,” cried Al­bert men­acingly, “think well be­fore you speak! She is my moth­er, and that is suf­fi­cient. I am her son, not her judge. No one shall in­sult her in my pres­ence, I will not per­mit it, sir; and I will suf­fer it least of all from you.”

			The count made great ef­forts to keep his an­ger with­in bounds, but Al­bert’s be­ha­vi­or thor­oughly en­raged him. What, his son re­belled, he dared to brave him to his face, he threatened him! The old fel­low jumped from his chair, and moved to­wards the young man as if he would strike him.

			“Leave the room,” he cried, in a voice chok­ing with rage, “leave the room in­stantly! Re­tire to your apart­ments, and take care not to leave them without my or­ders. To­mor­row I will let you know my de­cision.”

			Al­bert bowed re­spect­fully, but without lower­ing his eyes and walked slowly to the door. He had already opened it, when M. de Com­mar­in ex­per­i­enced one of those re­vul­sions of feel­ing, so fre­quent in vi­ol­ent natures.

			“Al­bert,” said he, “come here and listen to me.”

			The young man turned back, much af­fected by this change.

			“Do not go,” con­tin­ued the count, “un­til I have told you what I think. You are worthy of be­ing the heir of a great house, sir. I may be angry with you; but I can nev­er lose my es­teem for you. You are a noble man, Al­bert. Give me your hand.”

			It was a happy mo­ment for these two men, and such a one as they had scarcely ever ex­per­i­enced in their lives, re­strained as they had been by cold etiquette. The count felt proud of his son, and re­cog­nised in him him­self at that age. For a long time their hands re­mained clasped, without either be­ing able to ut­ter a word.

			At last, M. de Com­mar­in re­sumed his seat.

			“I must ask you to leave me, Al­bert,” he said kindly. “I must be alone to re­flect, to try and ac­cus­tom my­self to this ter­rible blow.”

			And, as the young man closed the door, he ad­ded, as if giv­ing vent to his in­most thoughts, “If he, in whom I have placed all my hope, deserts me, what will be­come of me? And what will the oth­er one be like?”

			Al­bert’s fea­tures, when he left the count’s study, bore traces of the vi­ol­ent emo­tions he had felt dur­ing the in­ter­view. The ser­vants whom he met no­ticed it the more, as they had heard some­thing of the quar­rel.

			“Well,” said an old foot­man who had been in the fam­ily thirty years, “the count has had an­oth­er un­happy scene with his son. The old fel­low has been in a dread­ful pas­sion.”

			“I got wind of it at din­ner,” spoke up a valet de chambre: “the count re­strained him­self enough not to burst out be­fore me; but he rolled his eyes fiercely.”

			“What can be the mat­ter?”

			“Pshaw! that’s more than they know them­selves. Why, Denis, be­fore whom they al­ways speak freely, says that they of­ten wrangle for hours to­geth­er, like dogs, about things which he can nev­er see through.”

			“Ah,” cried out a young fel­low, who was be­ing trained to ser­vice, “if I were in the vis­count’s place, I’d settle the old gent pretty ef­fec­tu­ally!”

			“Joseph, my friend,” said the foot­man poin­tedly, “you are a fool. You might give your fath­er his walk­ing tick­et very prop­erly, be­cause you nev­er ex­pect five sous from him; and you have already learned how to earn your liv­ing without do­ing any work at all. But the vis­count, pray tell me what he is good for, what he knows how to do? Put him in the centre of Par­is, with only his fine hands for cap­it­al, and you will see.”

			“Yes, but he has his moth­er’s prop­erty in Nor­mandy,” replied Joseph.

			“I can’t for the life of me,” said the valet de chambre, “see what the count finds to com­plain of; for his son is a per­fect mod­el, and I shouldn’t be sorry to have one like him. There was a very dif­fer­ent pair, when I was in the Mar­quis de Court­ivois’s ser­vice. He was one who made it a point nev­er to be in good hu­mor. His eld­est son, who is a friend of the vis­count’s, and who comes here oc­ca­sion­ally, is a pit without a bot­tom, as far as money is con­cerned. He will frit­ter away a thou­sand-franc note quick­er than Joseph can smoke a pipe.”

			“But the mar­quis is not rich,” said a little old man, who him­self had per­haps the enorm­ous wages of fif­teen francs; “he can’t have more than sixty thou­sand francs’ in­come at the most.”

			“That’s why he gets angry. Every day there is some new story about his son. He had an apart­ment in the house; he went in and out when he pleased; he passed his nights in gam­ing and drink­ing; he cut up so with the act­resses that the po­lice had to in­ter­fere. Be­sides all this, I have many a time had to help him up to his room, and put him to bed, when the waiters from the res­taur­ants brought him home in a car­riage, so drunk that he could scarcely say a word.”

			“Ha!” ex­claimed Joseph en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally, “this fel­low’s ser­vice must be mighty prof­it­able.”

			“That was ac­cord­ing to cir­cum­stances. When he was at play, he was lav­ish with his money; but he al­ways lost: and, when he was drunk, he had a quick tem­per, and didn’t spare the blows. I must do him the justice to say, though, that his ci­gars were splen­did. But he was a ruf­fi­an; while the vis­count here is a true child of wis­dom. He is severe upon our faults, it is true; but he is nev­er harsh nor bru­tal to his ser­vants. Then he is uni­formly gen­er­ous; which in the long run pays us best. I must say that he is bet­ter than the ma­jor­ity, and that the count is very un­reas­on­able.”

			Such was the judg­ment of the ser­vants. That of so­ci­ety was per­haps less fa­vor­able.

			The Vis­count de Com­mar­in was not one of those who pos­sess the rather ques­tion­able and at times un­en­vi­able ac­com­plish­ment of pleas­ing every­one. He was wise enough to dis­trust those as­ton­ish­ing per­son­ages who are al­ways prais­ing every­body. In look­ing about us, we of­ten see men of suc­cess and repu­ta­tion, who are simply dolts, without any mer­it ex­cept their per­fect in­sig­ni­fic­ance. That stu­pid pro­pri­ety which of­fends no one, that uni­form po­lite­ness which shocks no one’s van­ity, have pe­cu­li­arly the gift of pleas­ing and of suc­ceed­ing.

			One can­not meet cer­tain per­sons without say­ing, “I know that face; I have seen it some­where, be­fore;” be­cause it has no in­di­vidu­al­ity, but simply re­sembles faces seen in a com­mon crowd. It is pre­cisely so with the minds of cer­tain oth­er people. When they speak, you know ex­actly what they are go­ing to say; you have heard the same thing so many times already from them, you know all their ideas by heart. These people are wel­comed every­where: be­cause they have noth­ing pe­cu­li­ar about them; and pe­cu­li­ar­ity, es­pe­cially in the up­per classes, is al­ways ir­rit­at­ing and of­fens­ive; they de­test all in­nov­a­tions.

			Al­bert was pe­cu­li­ar; con­sequently much dis­cussed, and very dif­fer­ently es­tim­ated. He was charged with sins of the most op­pos­ite char­ac­ter, with faults so con­tra­dict­ory that they were their own de­fence. Some ac­cused him, for in­stance, of en­ter­tain­ing ideas en­tirely too lib­er­al for one of his rank; and, at the same time, oth­ers com­plained of his ex­cess­ive ar­rog­ance. He was charged with treat­ing with in­sult­ing lev­ity the most ser­i­ous ques­tions, and was then blamed for his af­fect­a­tion of grav­ity. People knew him scarcely well enough to love him, while they were jeal­ous of him and feared him.

			He wore a bored look in all fash­ion­able re­unions, which was con­sidered very bad taste. Forced by his re­la­tions, by his fath­er, to go in­to so­ci­ety a great deal, he was bored, and com­mit­ted the un­par­don­able sin of let­ting it be seen. Per­haps he had been dis­gus­ted by the con­stant court made to him, by the rather coarse at­ten­tions which were nev­er spared the noble heir of one of the richest fam­il­ies in France. Hav­ing all the ne­ces­sary qual­it­ies for shin­ing, he des­pised them. Dread­ful sin! He did not ab­use his ad­vant­ages; and no one ever heard of his get­ting in­to a scrape.

			He had had once, it was said, a very de­cided lik­ing for Ma­dame Prosny, per­haps the naugh­ti­est, cer­tainly the most mis­chiev­ous wo­man in Par­is; but that was all. Moth­ers who had daugh­ters to dis­pose of up­held him; but, for the last two years, they had turned against him, when his love for Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange be­came well known.

			At the club they ral­lied him on his prudence. He had had, like oth­ers, his run of fol­lies; but he had soon got dis­gus­ted with what it is the fash­ion to call pleas­ure. The noble pro­fes­sion of bon vivant ap­peared to him very tame and tire­some. He did not en­joy passing his nights at cards; nor did he ap­pre­ci­ate the so­ci­ety of those frail sis­ters, who in Par­is give no­tori­ety to their lov­ers. He af­firmed that a gen­tle­man was not ne­ces­sar­ily an ob­ject of ri­dicule be­cause he would not ex­pose him­self in the theatre with these wo­men. Fi­nally, none of his friends could ever in­ocu­late him with a pas­sion for the turf.

			As do­ing noth­ing wear­ied him, he at­temp­ted, like the parvenu, to give some mean­ing to life by work. He pur­posed, after a while, to take part in pub­lic af­fairs; and, as he had of­ten been struck with the gross ig­nor­ance of many men in power, he wished to avoid their ex­ample. He busied him­self with polit­ics; and this was the cause of all his quar­rels with his fath­er. The one word of “lib­er­al” was enough to throw the count in­to con­vul­sions; and he sus­pec­ted his son of lib­er­al­ism, ever since read­ing an art­icle by the vis­count, pub­lished in the “Re­vue des Deux Mondes.”

			His ideas, how­ever, did not pre­vent his fully sus­tain­ing his rank. He spent most nobly on the world the rev­en­ue which placed his fath­er and him­self a little above it. His es­tab­lish­ment, dis­tinct from the count’s, was ar­ranged as that of a wealthy young gen­tle­man’s ought to be. His liv­er­ies left noth­ing to be de­sired; and his horses and equipages were cel­eb­rated. Let­ters of in­vit­a­tion were eagerly sought for to the grand hunt­ing parties, which he formed every year to­wards the end of Oc­to­ber at Com­mar­in—an ad­mir­able piece of prop­erty, covered with im­mense woods.

			Al­bert’s love for Claire—a deep, well-con­sidered love—had con­trib­uted not a little to keep him from the habits and life of the pleas­ant and el­eg­ant idle­ness in­dulged in by his friends. A noble at­tach­ment is al­ways a great safe­guard. In con­tend­ing against it, M. de Com­mar­in had only suc­ceeded in in­creas­ing its in­tens­ity and in­sur­ing its con­tinu­ance. This pas­sion, so an­noy­ing to the count, was the source of the most vivid, the most power­ful emo­tions in the vis­count. En­nui was ban­ished from his ex­ist­ence.

			All his thoughts took the same dir­ec­tion; all his ac­tions had but one aim. Could he look to the right or the left, when, at the end of his jour­ney, he per­ceived the re­ward so ar­dently de­sired? He re­solved that he would nev­er have any wife but Claire; his fath­er ab­so­lutely re­fused his con­sent. The ef­fort to change this re­fus­al had long been the busi­ness of his life. Fi­nally, after three years of per­sever­ance, he had tri­umphed; the count had giv­en his con­sent. And now, just as he was reap­ing the hap­pi­ness of suc­cess, Noel had ar­rived, im­plac­able as fate, with his cursed let­ters.

			On leav­ing M. de Com­mar­in, and while slowly mount­ing the stairs which led to his apart­ments, Al­bert’s thoughts re­ver­ted to Claire. What was she do­ing at that mo­ment? Think­ing of him no doubt. She knew that the crisis would come that very even­ing, or the next day at the latest. She was prob­ably pray­ing. Al­bert was thor­oughly ex­hausted; his head felt dizzy, and seemed ready to burst. He rang for his ser­vant, and ordered some tea.

			“You do wrong in not send­ing for the doc­tor, sir,” said Lu­b­in, his valet. “I ought to dis­obey you, and send for him my­self.”

			“It would be use­less,” replied Al­bert sadly; “he could do noth­ing for me.”

			As the valet was leav­ing the room, he ad­ded—“Say noth­ing about my be­ing un­well to any­one, Lu­b­in; it is noth­ing at all. If I should feel worse, I will ring.”

			At that mo­ment, to see any­one, to hear a voice, to have to reply, was more than he could bear. He longed to be left en­tirely to him­self.

			After the pain­ful emo­tions arising from his ex­plan­a­tions with the count, he could not sleep. He opened one of the lib­rary win­dows, and looked out. It was a beau­ti­ful night: and there was a lovely moon. Seen at this hour, by the mild, trem­u­lous even­ing light, the gar­dens at­tached to the man­sion seemed twice their usu­al size. The mov­ing tops of the great trees stretched away like an im­mense plain, hid­ing the neigh­bour­ing houses; the flower­beds, set off by the green shrubs, looked like great black patches, while particles of shell, tiny pieces of glass, and shin­ing pebbles sparkled in the care­fully kept walks. The horses stamped in the stable and the rat­tling of their hal­ter chains against the bars of the manger could be dis­tinctly heard. In the coach-house the men were put­ting away for the night the car­riage, al­ways kept ready through­out the even­ing, in case the count should wish to go out.

			Al­bert was re­minded by these sur­round­ings, of the mag­ni­fi­cence of his past life. He sighed deeply.

			“Must I, then, lose all this?” he mur­mured. “I can scarcely, even for my­self, aban­don so much splend­our without re­gret; and think­ing of Claire makes it hard in­deed. Have I not dreamed of a life of ex­cep­tion­al hap­pi­ness for her, a res­ult al­most im­possible to real­ise without wealth?”

			Mid­night soun­ded from the neigh­bour­ing church of St. Clotilde, and as the night was chilly, he closed the win­dow, and sat down near the fire, which he stirred. In the hope of ob­tain­ing a res­pite from his thoughts, he took up the even­ing pa­per, in which was an ac­count of the as­sas­sin­a­tion at La Jonchere; but he found it im­possible to read: the lines danced be­fore his eyes. Then he thought of writ­ing to Claire. He sat down at his desk, and wrote, “My dearly loved Claire,” but he could go no fur­ther; his dis­trac­ted brain could not fur­nish him with a single sen­tence.

			At last, at break of day, he threw him­self on to a sofa, and fell in­to a heavy sleep peopled with phantoms.

			At half-past nine in the morn­ing, he was sud­denly awakened, by the noise of the door be­ing hast­ily opened. A ser­vant entered, with a scared look on his face, and so out of breath from hav­ing come up the stairs four at a time, that he could scarcely speak.

			“Sir,” said he, “vis­count, be quick, fly and hide, save your­self, they are here, it is the—”

			A com­mis­sary of po­lice, wear­ing his sash, ap­peared at the door. He was fol­lowed by a num­ber of men, among whom M. Tab­aret could be seen, keep­ing as much out of sight as pos­sible.

			The com­mis­sary ap­proached Al­bert.

			“You are,” he asked, “Guy Louis Mar­ie Al­bert de Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The com­mis­sary placed his hand upon him, while pro­noun­cing the usu­al for­mula: “M. de Com­mar­in, in the name of the law I ar­rest you.”

			“Me, sir? me?”

			Al­bert, aroused sud­denly from his pain­ful dreams, seemed hardly to com­pre­hend what was tak­ing place, seemed to ask him­self—“Am I really awake? Is not this some hideous night­mare?”

			He threw a stu­pid, as­ton­ished look upon the com­mis­sary of po­lice, his men, and M. Tab­aret, who had not taken his eyes off him.

			“Here is the war­rant,” ad­ded the com­mis­sary, un­fold­ing the pa­per.

			Mech­an­ic­ally Al­bert glanced over it.

			“Claud­ine as­sas­sin­ated!” he cried.

			Then very low, but dis­tinct enough to be heard by the com­mis­sary, by one of his of­ficers, and by old Tab­aret, he ad­ded—“I am lost!”

			While the com­mis­sary was mak­ing in­quir­ies, which im­me­di­ately fol­low all ar­rests, the po­lice of­ficers spread through the apart­ments, and pro­ceeded to a search­ing ex­am­in­a­tion of them. They had re­ceived or­ders to obey M. Tab­aret, and the old fel­low guided them in their search, made them ran­sack draw­ers and closets, and move the fur­niture to look un­der­neath or be­hind. They seized a num­ber of art­icles be­long­ing to the vis­count—doc­u­ments, ma­nu­scripts, and a very vo­lu­min­ous cor­res­pond­ence; but it was with es­pe­cial de­light that M. Tab­aret put his hands on cer­tain art­icles, which were care­fully de­scribed in their prop­er or­der in the of­fi­cial re­port:

			
					
					In the ante­room, hung with all sorts of weapons, a broken foil was found be­hind a sofa. This foil has a pe­cu­li­ar handle, and is un­like those com­monly sold. It is or­na­men­ted with the count’s cor­on­et, and the ini­tials A. C. It has been broken at about the middle; and the end can­not be found. When ques­tioned, the vis­count de­clared that he did not know what had be­come of the miss­ing end.

				

					
					In the dress­ing-room, a pair of black cloth trousers was dis­covered still damp, and bear­ing stains of mud or rather of mould. All one side is smeared with green­ish moss, like that which grows on walls. On the front are nu­mer­ous rents; and one near the knee is about four inches long. These trousers had not been hung up with the oth­er clothes; but ap­pear to have been hid­den between two large trunks full of cloth­ing.

				

					
					In the pock­et of the above men­tioned trousers was found a pair of lav­ender kid gloves. The palm of the right hand glove bears a large green­ish stain, pro­duced by grass or moss. The tips of the fin­gers have been worn as if by rub­bing. Upon the backs of both gloves are some scratches, ap­par­ently made by fin­ger­nails.

				

					
					There were also found in the dress­ing-room two pairs of boots, one of which, though clean and pol­ished, was still very damp; and an um­brella re­cently wet­ted, the end of which was still covered with a light col­oured mud.

				

					
					In a large room, called the lib­rary, were found a box of ci­gars of the trabu­cos brand, and on the man­tel-shelf a num­ber of ci­gar-hold­ers in am­ber and meer­schaum.

				

			

			The last art­icle noted down, M. Tab­aret ap­proached the com­mis­sary of po­lice. “I have everything I could de­sire,” he whispered.

			“And I have fin­ished,” replied the com­mis­sary. “Our pris­on­er does not ap­pear to know ex­actly how to act. You heard what he said. He gave in at once. I sup­pose you will call it lack of ex­per­i­ence.”

			“In the middle of the day,” replied the am­a­teur de­tect­ive in a whis­per, “he would not have been quite so crest­fal­len. But early in the morn­ing, sud­denly awakened, you know—Al­ways ar­rest a per­son early in the morn­ing, when he’s hungry, and only half awake.”

			“I have ques­tioned some of the ser­vants. Their evid­ence is rather pe­cu­li­ar.”

			“Very well; we shall see. But I must hurry off and find the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, who is im­pa­tiently ex­pect­ing me.”

			Al­bert was be­gin­ning to re­cov­er a little from the stupor in­to which he had been plunged by the en­trance of the com­mis­sary of po­lice.

			“Sir,” he asked, “will you per­mit me to say a few words in your pres­ence to the Count de Com­mar­in? I am the vic­tim of some mis­take, which will be very soon dis­covered.”

			“It’s al­ways a mis­take,” muttered old Tab­aret.

			“What you ask is im­possible,” replied the com­mis­sary. “I have spe­cial or­ders of the strict­est sort. You must not hence­forth com­mu­nic­ate with a liv­ing soul. A cab is in wait­ing be­low. Have the good­ness to ac­com­pany me to it.”

			In cross­ing the ves­ti­bule, Al­bert no­ticed a great stir among the ser­vants; they all seemed to have lost their senses. M. Denis gave some or­ders in a sharp, im­per­at­ive tone. Then he thought he heard that the Count de Com­mar­in had been struck down with apo­plexy. After that, he re­membered noth­ing. They al­most car­ried him to the cab which drove off as fast as the two little horses could go. M. Tab­aret had just hastened away in a more rap­id vehicle.

		
	
		
			X

			The vis­it­or who risks him­self in the labyrinth of gal­ler­ies and stair­ways in the Pal­ais de Justice, and mounts to the third story in the left wing, will find him­self in a long, low-stud­ded gal­lery, badly lighted by nar­row win­dows, and pierced at short in­ter­vals by little doors, like a hall at the min­istry or at a lodging-house.

			It is a place dif­fi­cult to view calmly, the ima­gin­a­tion makes it ap­pear so dark and dis­mal.

			It needs a Dante to com­pose an in­scrip­tion to place above the doors which lead from it. From morn­ing to night, the flag­stones re­sound un­der the heavy tread of the gen­darmes, who ac­com­pany the pris­on­ers. You can scarcely re­call any­thing but sad fig­ures there. There are the par­ents or friends of the ac­cused, the wit­nesses, the de­tect­ives. In this gal­lery, far from the sight of men, the ju­di­cial cur­riculum is gone through with.

			Each one of the little doors, which has its num­ber painted over it in black, opens in­to the of­fice of a judge of in­quiry. All the rooms are just alike: if you see one, you have seen them all. They have noth­ing ter­rible nor sad in them­selves; and yet it is dif­fi­cult to enter one of them without a shud­der. They are cold. The walls all seem moist with the tears which have been shed there. You shud­der, at think­ing of the avow­als wres­ted from the crim­in­als, of the con­fes­sions broken with sobs mur­mured there.

			In the of­fice of the judge of in­quiry, Justice clothes her­self in none of that ap­par­el which she af­ter­wards dons in or­der to strike fear in­to the masses. She is still simple, and al­most dis­posed to kind­ness. She says to the pris­on­er—

			“I have strong reas­ons for think­ing you guilty; but prove to me your in­no­cence, and I will re­lease you.”

			On en­ter­ing one of these rooms, a stranger would ima­gine that he got in­to a cheap shop by mis­take. The fur­niture is of the most prim­it­ive sort, as is the case in all places where im­port­ant mat­ters are trans­acted. Of what con­sequence are sur­round­ings to the judge hunt­ing down the au­thor of a crime, or to the ac­cused who is de­fend­ing his life?

			A desk full of doc­u­ments for the judge, a table for the clerk, an arm­chair, and one or two chairs be­sides com­prise the en­tire fur­niture of the ante­cham­ber of the court of as­size. The walls are hung with green pa­per; the cur­tains are green, and the floors are car­peted in the same col­or. Mon­sieur Dabur­on’s of­fice bore the num­ber fif­teen.

			M. Dabur­on had ar­rived at his of­fice in the Pal­ais de Justice at nine o’clock in the morn­ing, and was wait­ing. His course re­solved upon, he had not lost an in­stant, un­der­stand­ing as well as old Tab­aret the ne­ces­sity for rap­id ac­tion. He had already had an in­ter­view with the pub­lic pro­sec­utor, and had ar­ranged everything with the po­lice.

			Be­sides is­su­ing the war­rant against Al­bert, he had summoned the Count de Com­mar­in, Ma­dame Gerdy, Noel, and some of Al­bert’s ser­vants, to ap­pear be­fore him with as little delay as pos­sible.

			He thought it es­sen­tial to ques­tion all these per­sons be­fore ex­amin­ing the pris­on­er. Sev­er­al de­tect­ives had star­ted off to ex­ecute his or­ders, and he him­self sat in his of­fice, like a gen­er­al com­mand­ing an army, who sends off his aide-de-camp to be­gin the battle, and who hopes that vic­tory will crown his com­bin­a­tions.

			Of­ten, at this same hour, he had sat in this of­fice, un­der cir­cum­stances al­most identic­al. A crime had been com­mit­ted, and, be­liev­ing he had dis­covered the crim­in­al, he had giv­en or­ders for his ar­rest. Was not that his duty? But he had nev­er be­fore ex­per­i­enced the anxi­ety of mind which dis­turbed him now. Many a time had he is­sued war­rants of ar­rest, without pos­sess­ing even half the proofs which guided him in the present case. He kept re­peat­ing this to him­self; and yet he could not quiet his dread­ful anxi­ety, which would not al­low him a mo­ment’s rest.

			He wondered why his people were so long in mak­ing their ap­pear­ance. He walked up and down the room, count­ing the minutes, draw­ing out his watch three times with­in a quarter of an hour, to com­pare it with the clock. Every time he heard a step in the pas­sage, al­most deser­ted at that hour, he moved near the door, stopped and listened. At length someone knocked. It was his clerk, whom he had sent for. There was noth­ing par­tic­u­lar in this man; he was tall rather than big, and very slim. His gait was pre­cise, his ges­tures were meth­od­ic­al, and his face was as im­pass­ive as if it had been cut out of a piece of yel­low wood. He was thirty-four years of age and dur­ing fif­teen years had ac­ted as clerk to four in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trates in suc­ces­sion. He could hear the most as­ton­ish­ing things without mov­ing a muscle. His name was Con­stant.

			He bowed to the ma­gis­trate, and ex­cused him­self for his tardi­ness. He had been busy with some book­keep­ing, which he did every morn­ing; and his wife had had to send after him.

			“You are still in good time,” said M. Dabur­on: “but we shall soon have plenty of work: so you had bet­ter get your pa­per ready.”

			Five minutes later, the ush­er in­tro­duced M. Noel Gerdy. He entered with an easy man­ner, like an bar­ris­ter who was well ac­quain­ted with the Pal­ais, and who knew its wind­ing ways. He in no wise re­sembled, this morn­ing, old Tab­aret’s friend; still less could he have been re­cog­nized as Ma­dame Ju­li­ette’s lov­er. He was en­tirely an­oth­er be­ing, or rather he had re­sumed his every­day bear­ing. From his firm step, his pla­cid face, one would nev­er ima­gine that, after an even­ing of emo­tion and ex­cite­ment, after a secret vis­it to his mis­tress, he had passed the night by the pil­low of a dy­ing wo­man, and that wo­man his moth­er, or at least one who had filled his moth­er’s place.

			What a con­trast between him and the ma­gis­trate!

			M. Dabur­on had not slept either: but one could eas­ily see that in his feeble­ness, in his anxious look, in the dark circles about his eyes. His shirt­front was all rumpled, and his cuffs were far from clean. Car­ried away by the course of events, the mind had for­got­ten the body. Noel’s well-shaved chin, on the con­trary, res­ted upon an ir­re­proach­ably white cravat; his col­lar did not show a crease; his hair and his whiskers had been most care­fully brushed. He bowed to M. Dabur­on, and held out the sum­mons he had re­ceived.

			“You summoned me, sir,” he said; “and I am here await­ing your or­ders.”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate had met the young bar­ris­ter sev­er­al times in the lob­bies of the Pal­ais; and he knew him well by sight. He re­membered hav­ing heard M. Gerdy spoken of as a man of tal­ent and prom­ise, whose repu­ta­tion was fast rising. He there­fore wel­comed him as a fel­low-work­man, and in­vited him to be seated.

			The pre­lim­in­ar­ies com­mon in the ex­am­in­a­tions of all wit­nesses ended; the name, sur­name, age, place of busi­ness, and so on hav­ing been writ­ten down, the ma­gis­trate, who had fol­lowed his clerk with his eyes while he was writ­ing, turned to­wards Noel.

			“I pre­sume you know, M. Gerdy,” he began, “the mat­ters in con­nec­tion with which you are troubled with ap­pear­ing be­fore me?”

			“Yes, sir, the murder of that poor old wo­man at La Jonchere.”

			“Pre­cisely,” replied M. Dabur­on. Then, call­ing to mind his prom­ise to old Tab­aret, he ad­ded, “If justice has summoned you so promptly, it is be­cause we have found your name of­ten men­tioned in Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s pa­pers.”

			“I am not sur­prised at that,” replied the bar­ris­ter: “we were greatly in­ter­ested in that poor wo­man, who was my nurse; and I know that Ma­dame Gerdy wrote to her fre­quently.”

			“Very well; then you can give me some in­form­a­tion about her.”

			“I fear, sir, that it will be very in­com­plete. I know very little about this poor old Ma­dame Ler­ouge. I was taken from her at a very early age; and, since I have been a man, I have thought but little about her, ex­cept to send her oc­ca­sion­ally a little aid.”

			“You nev­er went to vis­it her?”

			“Ex­cuse me. I have gone there to see her many times, but I re­mained only a few minutes. Ma­dame Gerdy, who has of­ten seen her, and to whom she talked of all her af­fairs, could have en­lightened you much bet­ter than I.”

			“But,” said the ma­gis­trate, “I ex­pect shortly to see Ma­dame Gerdy here; she, too, must have re­ceived a sum­mons.”

			“I know it, sir, but it is im­possible for her to ap­pear. She is ill in bed.”

			“Ser­i­ously?”

			“So ser­i­ously that you will be ob­liged, I think, to give up all hope of her testi­mony. She is at­tacked with a dis­ease which, in the words of my friend, Dr. Herve, nev­er for­gives. It is some­thing like in­flam­ma­tion of the brain, if I am not mis­taken. It may be that her life will be saved, but she will nev­er re­cov­er her reas­on. If she does not die, she will be in­sane.”

			M. Dabur­on ap­peared greatly vexed. “This is very an­noy­ing,” he muttered. “And you think, my dear sir, that it will be im­possible to ob­tain any in­form­a­tion from her?”

			“It is use­less even to hope for it. She has com­pletely lost her reas­on. She was, when I left her, in such a state of ut­ter pros­tra­tion that I fear she can not live through the day.”

			“And when was she at­tacked by this ill­ness?”

			“Yes­ter­day even­ing.”

			“Sud­denly?”

			“Yes, sir; at least, ap­par­ently so, though I my­self think she has been un­well for the last three weeks at least. Yes­ter­day, how­ever, on rising from din­ner, after hav­ing eaten but little, she took up a news­pa­per; and, by a most un­for­tu­nate haz­ard, her eyes fell ex­actly upon the lines which gave an ac­count of this crime. She at once uttered a loud cry, fell back in her chair, and thence slipped to the floor, mur­mur­ing, ‘Oh, the un­happy man, the un­happy man!’ ”

			“The un­happy wo­man, you mean.”

			“No, sir. She uttered the words I have just re­peated. Evid­ently the ex­clam­a­tion did not refer to my poor nurse.”

			Upon this reply, so im­port­ant and yet made in the most un­con­scious tone, M. Dabur­on raised his eyes to the wit­ness. The bar­ris­ter lowered his head.

			“And then?” asked the ma­gis­trate, after a mo­ment’s si­lence, dur­ing which he had taken a few notes.

			“Those words, sir, were the last spoken by Ma­dame Gerdy. As­sisted by our ser­vant, I car­ried her to her bed. The doc­tor was sent for; and, since then, she has not re­covered con­scious­ness. The doc­tor—”

			“It is well,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on. “Let us leave that for the present. Do you know, sir, wheth­er Wid­ow Ler­ouge had any en­emies?”

			“None that I know of, sir.”

			“She had no en­emies? Well, now tell me, does there ex­ist to your know­ledge any­one hav­ing the least in­terest in the death of this poor wo­man?”

			As he asked this ques­tion the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate kept his eyes fixed on Noel’s, not wish­ing him to turn or lower his head.

			The bar­ris­ter star­ted, and seemed deeply moved. He was dis­con­cer­ted; he hes­it­ated, as if a struggle was go­ing on with­in him.

			Fi­nally, in a voice which was by no means firm, he replied, “No, no one.”

			“Is that really true?” asked the ma­gis­trate, look­ing at him more search­ingly. “You know no one whom this crime be­ne­fits, or whom it might be­ne­fit—ab­so­lutely no one?”

			“I know only one thing, sir,” replied Noel; “and that is, that, as far as I am con­cerned, it has caused me an ir­re­par­able in­jury.”

			“At last,” thought M. Dabur­on, “we have got at the let­ters; and I have not be­trayed poor old Tab­aret. It would be too bad to cause the least trouble to that zeal­ous and in­valu­able man.” He then ad­ded aloud: “An in­jury to you, my dear sir? You will, I hope, ex­plain your­self.”

			Noel’s em­bar­rass­ment, of which he had already giv­en some signs, ap­peared much more marked.

			“I am aware, sir,” he replied, “that I owe justice not merely the truth, but the whole truth; but there are cir­cum­stances in­volved so del­ic­ate that the con­science of a man of hon­our sees danger in them. Be­sides, it is very hard to be ob­liged to un­veil such sad secrets, the rev­el­a­tion of which may some­times—”

			M. Dabur­on in­ter­rup­ted with a ges­ture. Noel’s sad tone im­pressed him. Know­ing, be­fore­hand, what he was about to hear, he felt for the young bar­ris­ter. He turned to his clerk.

			“Con­stant!” said he in a pe­cu­li­ar tone. This was evid­ently a sig­nal; for the tall clerk rose meth­od­ic­ally, put his pen be­hind his ear, and went out in his meas­ured tread.

			Noel ap­peared sens­ible of this kind­ness. His face ex­pressed the strongest grat­it­ude; his look re­turned thanks.

			“I am very much ob­liged to you, sir,” he said with sup­pressed warmth, “for your con­sid­er­ate­ness. What I have to say is very pain­ful; but it will be scarcely an ef­fort to speak be­fore you now.”

			“Fear noth­ing,” replied the ma­gis­trate; “I will only re­tain of your de­pos­ition, my dear sir, what seems to me ab­so­lutely in­dis­pens­able.”

			“I feel scarcely mas­ter of my­self, sir,” began Noel; “so pray par­don my emo­tion. If any words es­cape me that seem charged with bit­ter­ness, ex­cuse them; they will be in­vol­un­tary. Up to the past few days, I al­ways be­lieved that I was the off­spring of il­li­cit love. My his­tory is short. I have been hon­our­ably am­bi­tious; I have worked hard. He who has no name must make one, you know. I have passed a quiet life, re­tired and aus­tere, as people must, who, start­ing at the foot of the lad­der, wish to reach the top. I wor­shipped her whom I be­lieved to be my moth­er; and I felt con­vinced that she loved me in re­turn. The stain of my birth had some hu­mi­li­ations at­tached to it; but I des­pised them. Com­par­ing my lot with that of so many oth­ers, I felt that I had more than com­mon ad­vant­ages. One day, Provid­ence placed in my hands all the let­ters which my fath­er, the Count de Com­mar­in, had writ­ten to Ma­dame Gerdy dur­ing the time she was his mis­tress. On read­ing these let­ters, I was con­vinced that I was not what I had hitherto be­lieved my­self to be—that Ma­dame Gerdy was not my moth­er!”

			And, without giv­ing M. Dabur­on time to reply, he laid be­fore him the facts which, twelve hours be­fore, he had re­lated to M. Tab­aret. It was the same story, with the same cir­cum­stances, the same abund­ance of pre­cise and con­clus­ive de­tails; but the tone in which it was told was en­tirely changed. When speak­ing to the old de­tect­ive, the young bar­ris­ter had been em­phat­ic and vi­ol­ent; but now, in the pres­ence of the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, he re­strained his vehe­ment emo­tions.

			One might ima­gine that he ad­ap­ted his style to his aud­it­ors, wish­ing to pro­duce the same ef­fect on both, and us­ing the meth­od which would best ac­com­plish his pur­pose.

			To an or­din­ary mind like M. Tab­aret’s he used the ex­ag­ger­a­tion of an­ger; but to a man of su­per­i­or in­tel­li­gence like M. Dabur­on, he em­ployed the ex­ag­ger­a­tion of re­straint. With the de­tect­ive he had re­belled against his un­just lot; but with the ma­gis­trate he seemed to bow, full of resig­na­tion, be­fore a blind fatal­ity.

			With genu­ine elo­quence and rare fa­cil­ity of ex­pres­sion, he re­lated his feel­ings on the day fol­low­ing the dis­cov­ery—his grief, his per­plex­ity, his doubts.

			To sup­port this mor­al cer­tainty, some pos­it­ive testi­mony was needed. Could he hope for this from the count or from Ma­dame Gerdy, both in­ter­ested in con­ceal­ing the truth? No. But he had coun­ted upon that of his nurse—the poor old wo­man who loved him, and who, near the close of her life, would be glad to free her con­science from this heavy load. She was dead now; and the let­ters be­came mere waste pa­per in his hands.

			Then he passed on to his ex­plan­a­tion with Ma­dame Gerdy, and he gave the ma­gis­trate even fuller de­tails than he had giv­en his old neigh­bour.

			She had, he said, at first ut­terly denied the sub­sti­tu­tion, but he in­sinu­ated that, plied with ques­tions, and over­come by the evid­ence, she had, in a mo­ment of des­pair, con­fessed all, de­clar­ing, soon after, that she would re­tract and deny this con­fes­sion, be­ing re­solved at all haz­ards that her son should pre­serve his po­s­i­tion.

			From this scene, in the bar­ris­ter’s judg­ment, might be dated the first at­tacks of the ill­ness, to which she was now suc­cumb­ing.

			Noel then de­scribed his in­ter­view with the Vis­count de Com­mar­in. A few in­ac­curacies oc­curred in his nar­rat­ive, but so slight that it would have been dif­fi­cult to charge him with them. Be­sides, there was noth­ing in them at all un­fa­vour­able to Al­bert.

			He in­sisted, on the con­trary, upon the ex­cel­lent im­pres­sion which that young man had made on him. Al­bert had re­ceived the rev­el­a­tion with a cer­tain dis­trust, it is true, but with a noble firm­ness at the same time, and, like a brave heart, was ready to bow be­fore the jus­ti­fic­a­tion of right.

			In fact, he drew an al­most en­thu­si­ast­ic por­trait of this rival, who had not been spoiled by prosper­ity, who had left him without a look of hatred, to­wards whom he felt him­self drawn, and who after all was his broth­er.

			M. Dabur­on listened to Noel with the most un­re­mit­ting at­ten­tion, without al­low­ing a word, a move­ment, or a frown, to be­tray his feel­ings.

			“How, sir,” ob­served the ma­gis­trate when the young man ceased speak­ing, “could you have told me that, in your opin­ion, no one was in­ter­ested in Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s death?”

			The bar­ris­ter made no reply.

			“It seems to me,” con­tin­ued M. Dabur­on, “that the Vis­count de Com­mar­in’s po­s­i­tion has thereby be­come al­most im­preg­nable. Ma­dame Gerdy is in­sane; the count will deny all; your let­ters prove noth­ing. It is evid­ent that the crime is of the greatest ser­vice to this young man, and that it was com­mit­ted at a sin­gu­larly fa­vour­able mo­ment.”

			“Oh sir!” cried Noel, protest­ing with all his en­ergy, “this in­sinu­ation is dread­ful.”

			The ma­gis­trate watched the bar­ris­ter’s face nar­rowly. Was he speak­ing frankly, or was he but play­ing at be­ing gen­er­ous? Could it really be that he had nev­er had any sus­pi­cion of this?

			Noel did not flinch un­der the gaze, but al­most im­me­di­ately con­tin­ued—“What reas­on could this young man have for trem­bling, or fear­ing for his po­s­i­tion? I did not ut­ter one threat­en­ing word, even in­dir­ectly. I did not present my­self like a man who, furi­ous at be­ing robbed, de­mands that everything which had been taken from him should be re­stored on the spot. I merely presen­ted the facts to Al­bert, say­ing, ‘Here is the truth? what do you think we ought to do? Be the judge.’ ”

			“And he asked you for time?”

			“Yes. I had sug­ges­ted his ac­com­pa­ny­ing me to see Wid­ow Ler­ouge, whose testi­mony might dis­pel all doubts; he did not seem to un­der­stand me. But he was well ac­quain­ted with her, hav­ing vis­ited her with the count, who sup­plied her, I have since learned, lib­er­ally with money.”

			“Did not this gen­er­os­ity ap­pear to you very sin­gu­lar?”

			“No.”

			“Can you ex­plain why the vis­count did not ap­pear dis­posed to ac­com­pany you?”

			“Cer­tainly. He had just said that he wished, be­fore all, to have an ex­plan­a­tion with his fath­er, who was then ab­sent, but who would re­turn in a few days.”

			The truth, as all the world knows, and de­lights in pro­claim­ing, has an ac­cent which no one can mis­take. M. Dabur­on had not the slight­est doubt of his wit­ness’s good faith. Noel con­tin­ued with the in­genu­ous cand­our of an hon­est heart which sus­pi­cion has nev­er touched with its bat’s wing: “The idea of treat­ing at once with my fath­er pleased me ex­ceed­ingly. I thought it so much bet­ter to wash all one’s dirty lin­en at home, I had nev­er de­sired any­thing but an am­ic­able ar­range­ment. With my hands full of proofs, I should still re­coil from a pub­lic tri­al.”

			“Would you not have brought an ac­tion?”

			“Nev­er, sir, not at any price. Could I,” he ad­ded proudly, “to re­gain my right­ful name, be­gin by dis­hon­our­ing it?”

			This time M. Dabur­on could not con­ceal his sin­cere ad­mir­a­tion.

			“A most praise­worthy feel­ing, sir,” he said.

			“I think,” replied Noel, “that it is but nat­ur­al. If things came to the worst, I had de­term­ined to leave my title with Al­bert. No doubt the name of Com­mar­in is an il­lus­tri­ous one; but I hope that, in ten years time, mine will be more known. I would, how­ever, have de­man­ded a large pe­cu­ni­ary com­pens­a­tion. I pos­sess noth­ing: and I have of­ten been hampered in my ca­reer by the want of money. That which Ma­dame Gerdy owed to the gen­er­os­ity of my fath­er was al­most en­tirely spent. My edu­ca­tion had ab­sorbed a great part of it; and it was long be­fore my pro­fes­sion covered my ex­penses. Ma­dame Gerdy and I live very quietly; but, un­for­tu­nately, though simple in her tastes, she lacks eco­nomy and sys­tem; and no one can ima­gine how great our ex­penses have been. But I have noth­ing to re­proach my­self with, whatever hap­pens. At the com­mence­ment, I could not keep my an­ger well un­der con­trol; but now I bear no ill-will. On learn­ing of the death of my nurse, though, I cast all my hopes in­to the sea.”

			“You were wrong, my dear sir,” said the ma­gis­trate. “I ad­vise you to still hope. Per­haps, be­fore the end of the day, you will enter in­to pos­ses­sion of your rights. Justice, I will not con­ceal from you, thinks she has found Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s as­sas­sin. At this mo­ment, Vis­count Al­bert is doubt­less un­der ar­rest.”

			“What!” ex­claimed Noel, with a sort of stupor: “I was not, then, mis­taken, sir, in the mean­ing of your words. I dreaded to un­der­stand them.”

			“You have not mis­taken me, sir,” said M. Dabur­on. “I thank you for your sin­cere straight­for­ward ex­plan­a­tions; they have eased my task ma­ter­i­ally. To­mor­row—for today my time is all taken up—we will write down your de­pos­ition to­geth­er if you like. I have noth­ing more to say, I be­lieve, ex­cept to ask you for the let­ters in your pos­ses­sion, and which are in­dis­pens­able to me.”

			“With­in an hour, sir, you shall have them,” replied Noel. And he re­tired, after hav­ing warmly ex­pressed his grat­it­ude to the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			Had he been less pre­oc­cu­pied, the bar­ris­ter might have per­ceived at the end of the gal­lery old Tab­aret, who had just ar­rived, eager and happy, like a bear­er of great news as he was.

			His cab had scarcely stopped at the gate of the Pal­ais de Justice be­fore he was in the court­yard and rush­ing to­wards the porch. To see him jump­ing more nimbly than a fifth-rate law­yer’s clerk up the steep flight of stairs lead­ing to the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice, one would nev­er have be­lieved that he was many years on the shady side of fifty. Even he him­self had for­got­ten it. He did not re­mem­ber how he had passed the night; he had nev­er be­fore felt so fresh, so agile, in such spir­its; he seemed to have springs of steel in his limbs.

			He burst like a can­non-shot in­to the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice, knock­ing up against the meth­od­ic­al clerk in the rudest of ways, without even ask­ing his par­don.

			“Caught!” he cried, while yet on the threshold, “caught, nipped, squeezed, strung, trapped, locked! We have got the man.”

			Old Tab­aret, more Tirauc­lair than ever, ges­tic­u­lated with such com­ic­al vehe­mence and such re­mark­able con­tor­tions that even the tall clerk smiled, for which, how­ever, he took him­self severely to task on go­ing to bed that night.

			But M. Dabur­on, still un­der the in­flu­ence of Noel’s de­pos­ition, was shocked at this ap­par­ently un­season­able joy; al­though he felt the safer for it. He looked severely at old Tab­aret, say­ing—“Hush, sir; be de­cent, com­pose your­self.”

			At any oth­er time, the old fel­low would have felt ashamed at hav­ing de­served such a rep­rim­and. Now, it made no im­pres­sion on him.

			“I can’t be quiet,” he replied. “Nev­er has any­thing like this been known be­fore. All that I men­tioned has been found. Broken foil, lav­ender kid gloves slightly frayed, ci­gar-hold­er; noth­ing is want­ing. You shall have them, sir, and many oth­er things be­sides. I have a little sys­tem of my own, which ap­pears by no means a bad one. Just see the tri­umph of my meth­od of in­duc­tion, which Gev­rol ri­diculed so much. I’d give a hun­dred francs if he were only here now. But no; my Gev­rol wants to nab the man with the ear­rings; he is just cap­able of do­ing that. He is a fine fel­low, this Gev­rol, a fam­ous fel­low! How much do you give him a year for his skill?”

			“Come, my dear M. Tab­aret,” said the ma­gis­trate, as soon as he could get in a word, “be ser­i­ous, if you can, and let us pro­ceed in or­der.”

			“Pooh!” replied the old fel­low, “what good will that do? It is a clear case now. When they bring the fel­low be­fore you, merely show him the particles of kid taken from be­hind the nails of the vic­tim, side by side with his torn gloves, and you will over­whelm him. I wager that he will con­fess all, hic et nunc—yes, I wager my head against his; al­though that’s pretty risky; for he may get off yet! Those milk­sops on the jury are just cap­able of ac­cord­ing him ex­ten­u­at­ing cir­cum­stances. Ah! all those delays are fatal to justice! Why if all the world were of my mind, the pun­ish­ment of ras­cals wouldn’t take such a time. They should be hanged as soon as caught. That’s my opin­ion.”

			M. Dabur­on resigned him­self to this shower of words. As soon as the old fel­low’s ex­cite­ment had cooled down a little, he began ques­tion­ing him. He even then had great trouble in ob­tain­ing the ex­act de­tails of the ar­rest; de­tails which later on were con­firmed by the com­mis­sary’s of­fi­cial re­port.

			The ma­gis­trate ap­peared very sur­prised when he heard that Al­bert had ex­claimed, “I am lost!” at sight of the war­rant. “That,” muttered he, “is a ter­rible proof against him.”

			“I should think so,” replied old Tab­aret. “In his or­din­ary state, he would nev­er have al­lowed him­self to ut­ter such words; for they in fact des­troy him. We ar­res­ted him when he was scarcely awake. He hadn’t been in bed, but was ly­ing in a troubled sleep, upon a sofa, when we ar­rived. I took good care to let a frightened ser­vant run in in ad­vance, and to fol­low closely upon him my­self, to see the ef­fect. All my ar­range­ments were made. But, nev­er fear, he will find a plaus­ible ex­cuse for this fatal ex­clam­a­tion. By the way, I should add that we found on the floor, near by, a crumpled copy of last even­ing’s ‘Gaz­ette de France,’ which con­tained an ac­count of the as­sas­sin­a­tion. This is the first time that a piece of news in the pa­pers ever helped to nab a crim­in­al.”

			“Yes,” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate, deep in thought, “yes, you are a valu­able man, M. Tab­aret.” Then, louder, he ad­ded, “I am thor­oughly con­vinced; for M. Gerdy has just this mo­ment left me.”

			“You have seen Noel!” cried the old fel­low. On the in­stant all his proud self-sat­is­fac­tion dis­ap­peared. A cloud of anxi­ety spread it­self like a veil over his beam­ing coun­ten­ance. “Noel here,” he re­peated. Then he tim­idly ad­ded: “And does he know?”

			“Noth­ing,” replied M. Dabur­on. “I had no need of men­tion­ing your name. Be­sides, had I not prom­ised ab­so­lute secrecy?”

			“Ah, that’s all right,” cried old Tab­aret. “And what do you think sir, of Noel?”

			“His is, I am sure, a noble, worthy heart,” said the ma­gis­trate; “a nature both strong and tender. The sen­ti­ments which I heard him ex­press here, and the genu­ine­ness of which it is im­possible to doubt, mani­fes­ted an el­ev­a­tion of soul, un­hap­pily, very rare. Sel­dom in my life have I met with a man who so won my sym­pathy from the first. I can well un­der­stand one’s pride in be­ing among his friends.”

			“Just what I said; he has pre­cisely the same ef­fect upon every­one. I love him as though he were my own child; and, whatever hap­pens, he will in­her­it al­most the whole of my for­tune: yes, I in­tend leav­ing him everything. My will is made, and is in the hands of M. Bar­on, my not­ary. There is a small leg­acy, too, for Ma­dame Gerdy; but I am go­ing to have the para­graph that relates to that taken out at once.”

			“Ma­dame Gerdy, M. Tab­aret, will soon be bey­ond all need of worldly goods.”

			“How, what do you mean? Has the count—”

			“She is dy­ing, and is not likely to live through the day; M. Gerdy told me so him­self.”

			“Ah! heav­ens!” cried the old fel­low, “what is that you say? Dy­ing? Noel will be dis­trac­ted; but no: since she is not his moth­er, how can it af­fect him? Dy­ing! I thought so much of her be­fore this dis­cov­ery. Poor hu­man­ity! It seems as though all the ac­com­plices are passing away at the same time; for I for­got to tell you, that, just as I was leav­ing the Com­mar­in man­sion, I heard a ser­vant tell an­oth­er that the count had fallen down in a fit on learn­ing the news of his son’s ar­rest.”

			“That will be a great mis­for­tune for M. Gerdy.”

			“For Noel?”

			“I had coun­ted upon M. de Com­mar­in’s testi­mony to re­cov­er for him all that he so well de­serves. The count dead, Wid­ow Ler­ouge dead, Ma­dame Gerdy dy­ing, or in any event in­sane, who then can tell us wheth­er the sub­sti­tu­tion al­luded to in the let­ters was ever car­ried in­to ex­e­cu­tion?”

			“True,” mur­mured old Tab­aret; “it is true! And I did not think of it. What fatal­ity! For I am not de­ceived; I am cer­tain that—”

			He did not fin­ish. The door of M. Dabur­on’s of­fice opened, and the Count de Com­mar­in him­self ap­peared on the threshold, as ri­gid as one of those old por­traits which look as though they were frozen in their gil­ded frames. The no­ble­man mo­tioned with his hand, and the two ser­vants who had helped him up as far as the door, re­tired.

		
	
		
			XI

			It was in­deed the Count de Com­mar­in, though more like his shad­ow. His head, usu­ally car­ried so high, leant upon his chest; his fig­ure was bent; his eyes had no longer their ac­cus­tomed fire; his hands trembled. The ex­treme dis­order of his dress rendered more strik­ing still the change which had come over him. In one night, he had grown twenty years older. This man, yes­ter­day so proud of nev­er hav­ing bent to a storm, was now com­pletely shattered. The pride of his name had con­sti­tuted his en­tire strength; that humbled, he seemed ut­terly over­whelmed. Everything in him gave way at once; all his sup­ports failed him at the same time. His cold, life­less gaze re­vealed the dull stupor of his thoughts. He presen­ted such a pic­ture of ut­ter des­pair that the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate slightly shuddered at the sight. M. Tab­aret looked frightened, and even the clerk seemed moved.

			“Con­stant,” said M. Dabur­on quickly, “go with M. Tab­aret, and see if there’s any news at the Pre­fec­ture.”

			The clerk left the room, fol­lowed by the de­tect­ive, who went away re­gret­fully. The count had not no­ticed their pres­ence; he paid no at­ten­tion to their de­par­ture.

			M. Dabur­on offered him a seat, which he ac­cep­ted with a sad smile. “I feel so weak,” said he, “you must ex­cuse my sit­ting.”

			Apo­lo­gies to an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate! What an ad­vance in civil­isa­tion, when the nobles con­sider them­selves sub­ject to the law, and bow to its de­crees! Every­one re­spects justice nowadays, and fears it a little, even when only rep­res­en­ted by a simple and con­scien­tious in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“You are, per­haps, too un­well, count,” said the ma­gis­trate, “to give me the ex­plan­a­tions I had hoped for.”

			“I am bet­ter, thank you,” replied M. de Com­mar­in, “I am as well as could be ex­pec­ted after the shock I have re­ceived. When I heard of the crime of which my son is ac­cused, and of his ar­rest, I was thun­der­struck. I be­lieved my­self a strong man; but I rolled in the dust. My ser­vants thought me dead. Why was it not so? The strength of my con­sti­tu­tion, my phys­i­cian tells me, was all that saved me; but I be­lieve that heav­en wishes me to live, that I may drink to the bit­ter dregs my cup of hu­mi­li­ation.”

			He stopped sud­denly, nearly choked by a flow of blood that rose to his mouth.

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate re­mained stand­ing near the table, al­most afraid to move.

			After a few mo­ments’ rest, the count found re­lief, and con­tin­ued—“Un­happy man that I am! ought I not to have ex­pec­ted it? Everything comes to light soon­er or later. I am pun­ished for my great sin—pride. I thought my­self out of reach of the thun­der­bolt; and I have been the means of draw­ing down the storm upon my house. Al­bert an as­sas­sin! A Vis­count de Com­mar­in ar­raigned be­fore a court of as­size! Ah, sir, pun­ish me, also; for I alone and long ago, laid the found­a­tion of this crime. Fif­teen cen­tur­ies of spot­less fame end with me in in­famy.”

			M. Dabur­on con­sidered Count de Com­mar­in’s con­duct un­par­don­able, and had de­term­ined not to spare him.

			He had ex­pec­ted to meet a proud, haughty noble, al­most un­man­age­able; and he had re­solved to humble his ar­rog­ance.

			Per­haps the harsh treat­ment he had re­ceived of old from the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange had giv­en him, un­con­sciously, a slight grudge against the ar­is­to­cracy.

			He had vaguely thought of cer­tain rather severe re­marks, which were to over­come the old no­ble­man, and bring him to a sense of his po­s­i­tion.

			But when he found him­self in the pres­ence of such a sin­cere re­pent­ance, his in­dig­na­tion changed to pro­found pity; and he began to won­der how he could as­suage the count’s grief.

			“Write, sir,” con­tin­ued M. de Com­mar­in with an ex­al­ta­tion of which he did not seem cap­able ten minutes be­fore—“write my avow­al and sup­press noth­ing. I have no longer need of mercy nor of ten­der­ness. What have I to fear now? Is not my dis­grace pub­lic? Must not I, Count Rhet­eau de Com­mar­in ap­pear be­fore the tribunal, to pro­claim the in­famy of our house? Ah! all is lost now, even hon­our it­self. Write, sir; for I wish that all the world shall know that I am the most de­serving of blame. But they shall also know that the pun­ish­ment has been already ter­rible, and that there was no need for this last and aw­ful tri­al.”

			The count stopped for a mo­ment, to con­cen­trate and ar­range his memory.

			He soon con­tin­ued, in a firmer voice, and ad­apt­ing his tone to what he had to say, “When I was of Al­bert’s age, sir, my par­ents made me marry, in spite of my prot­est­a­tions, the noblest and purest of young girls. I made her the most un­happy of wo­men. I could not love her. I cher­ished a most pas­sion­ate love for a mis­tress, who had trus­ted her­self to me, and whom I had loved for a long time. I found her rich in beauty, pur­ity and mind. Her name was Valer­ie. My heart is, so to say, dead and cold in me, sir, but, ah! when I pro­nounce that name, it still has a great ef­fect upon me. In spite of my mar­riage, I could not in­duce my­self to part from her, though she wished me to. The idea of shar­ing my love with an­oth­er was re­volt­ing to her. No doubt she loved me then. Our re­la­tions con­tin­ued. My wife and my mis­tress be­came moth­ers at nearly the same time. This co­in­cid­ence sug­ges­ted to me the fatal idea of sac­ri­fi­cing my le­git­im­ate son to his less for­tu­nate broth­er. I com­mu­nic­ated this pro­ject to Valer­ie. To my great sur­prise, she re­fused it with hor­ror. Already the ma­ter­nal in­stinct was aroused with­in her; she would not be sep­ar­ated from her child. I have pre­served, as a monu­ment of my folly, the let­ters which she wrote to me at that time. I re­read them only last night. Ah! why did I not listen to both her ar­gu­ments and her pray­ers? It was be­cause I was mad. She had a sort of presen­ti­ment of the evil which over­whelms me today. But I came to Par­is;—I had ab­so­lute con­trol over her. I threatened to leave her, nev­er to see her again. She yiel­ded; and my valet and Claud­ine Ler­ouge were charged with this wicked sub­sti­tu­tion. It is, there­fore, the son of my mis­tress who bears the title of Vis­count de Com­mar­in, and who was ar­res­ted but a short time ago.”

			M. Dabur­on had not hoped for a de­clar­a­tion so clear, and above all so prompt. He secretly re­joiced for the young bar­ris­ter whose noble sen­ti­ments had quite cap­tiv­ated him.

			“So, count,” said he, “you ac­know­ledge that M. Noel Gerdy is the is­sue of your le­git­im­ate mar­riage, and that he alone is en­titled to bear your name?”

			“Yes, sir. Alas! I was then more de­lighted at the suc­cess of my pro­ject than I should have been over the most bril­liant vic­tory. I was so in­tox­ic­ated with the joy of hav­ing my Valer­ie’s child there, near me, that I for­got everything else. I had trans­ferred to him a part of my love for his moth­er; or, rather, I loved him still more, if that be pos­sible. The thought that he would bear my name, that he would in­her­it all my wealth, to the det­ri­ment of the oth­er, trans­por­ted me with de­light. The oth­er, I hated; I could not even look upon him. I do not re­col­lect hav­ing kissed him twice. On this point Valer­ie, who was very good, re­proached me severely. One thing alone in­terfered with my hap­pi­ness. The Count­ess de Com­mar­in ad­ored him whom she be­lieved to be her son, and al­ways wished to have him on her knees. I can­not ex­press what I suffered at see­ing my wife cov­er with kisses and caresses the child of my mis­tress. But I kept him from her as much as I could; and she, poor wo­man! not un­der­stand­ing what was passing with­in me, ima­gined that I was do­ing everything to pre­vent her son lov­ing her. She died, sir, with this idea, which poisoned her last days. She died of sor­row; but saint­like, without a com­plaint, without a mur­mur, par­don upon her lips and in her heart.”

			Though greatly pressed for time, M. Dabur­on did not ven­ture to in­ter­rupt the count, to ask him briefly for the im­me­di­ate facts of the case. He knew that fever alone gave him this un­nat­ur­al en­ergy, to which at any mo­ment might suc­ceed the most com­plete pros­tra­tion. He feared, if he stopped him for an in­stant, that he would not have strength enough to re­sume.

			“I did not shed a single tear,” con­tin­ued the count. “What had she been in my life? A cause of sor­row and re­morse. But God’s justice, in ad­vance of man’s was about to take a ter­rible re­venge. One day, I was warned that Valer­ie was de­ceiv­ing me, and had done so for a long time. I could not be­lieve it at first; it seemed to me im­possible, ab­surd. I would have soon­er doubted my­self than her. I had taken her from a gar­ret, where she was work­ing six­teen hours a day to earn a few pence; she owed all to me. I had made her so much a part of my­self that I could not cred­it her be­ing false. I could not in­duce my­self to feel jeal­ous. How­ever, I in­quired in­to the mat­ter; I had her watched; I even ac­ted the spy upon her my­self. I had been told the truth. This un­happy wo­man had an­oth­er lov­er, and had had him for more than ten years. He was a cav­alry of­ficer. In com­ing to her house he took every pre­cau­tion. He usu­ally left about mid­night; but some­times he came to pass the night, and in that case went away in the early morn­ing. Be­ing sta­tioned near Par­is, he fre­quently ob­tained leave of ab­sence and came to vis­it her; and he would re­main shut up in her apart­ments un­til his time ex­pired. One even­ing, my spies brought me word that he was there. I hastened to the house. My pres­ence did not em­bar­rass her. She re­ceived me as usu­al, throw­ing her arms about my neck. I thought that my spies had de­ceived me; and I was go­ing to tell her all, when I saw upon the pi­ano a buck­skin glove, such as are worn by sol­diers. Not wish­ing a scene, and not know­ing to what ex­cess my an­ger might carry me, I rushed out of the place without say­ing a word. I have nev­er seen her since. She wrote to me. I did not open her let­ters. She at­temp­ted to force her way in­to my pres­ence, but in vain; my ser­vants had or­ders that they dared not ig­nore.”

			Could this be the Count de Com­mar­in, cel­eb­rated for his haughty cold­ness, for his re­serve so full of dis­dain, who spoke thus, who opened his whole life without re­stric­tions, without re­serve? And to whom? To a stranger.

			But he was in one of those des­per­ate states, al­lied to mad­ness, when all re­flec­tion leaves us, when we must find some out­let for a too power­ful emo­tion. What mattered to him this secret, so cour­ageously borne for so many years? He dis­burdened him­self of it, like the poor man, who, weighed down by a too heavy bur­den, casts it to the earth without caring where it falls, nor how much it may tempt the cu­pid­ity of the pass­ersby.

			“Noth­ing,” con­tin­ued he, “no, noth­ing, can ap­proach to what I then en­dured. My very heartstrings were bound up in that wo­man. She was like a part of my­self. In sep­ar­at­ing from her, it seemed to me that I was tear­ing away a part of my own flesh. I can­not de­scribe the furi­ous pas­sions her memory stirred with­in me. I scorned her and longed for her with equal vehe­mence. I hated her, and I loved her. And, to this day, her de­test­able im­age has been ever present to my ima­gin­a­tion. Noth­ing can make me for­get her. I have nev­er con­soled my­self for her loss. And that is not all, ter­rible doubts about Al­bert oc­curred to me. Was I really his fath­er? Can you un­der­stand what my pun­ish­ment was, when I thought to my­self, ‘I have per­haps sac­ri­ficed my own son to the child of an ut­ter stranger.’ This thought made me hate the bas­tard who called him­self Com­mar­in. To my great af­fec­tion for him suc­ceeded an un­con­quer­able aver­sion. How of­ten, in those days I struggled against an in­sane de­sire to kill him! Since then, I have learned to sub­due my aver­sion; but I have nev­er com­pletely mastered it. Al­bert, sir, has been the best of sons. Nev­er­the­less, there has al­ways been an icy bar­ri­er between us, which he was un­able to ex­plain. I have of­ten been on the point of ap­peal­ing to the tribunals, of avow­ing all, of re­claim­ing my le­git­im­ate heir; but re­gard for my rank has pre­ven­ted me. I re­coiled be­fore the scan­dal. I feared the ri­dicule or dis­grace that would at­tach to my name; and yet I have not been able to save it from in­famy.”

			The old no­ble­man re­mained si­lent, after pro­noun­cing these words. In a fit of des­pair, he bur­ied his face in his hands, and two great tears rolled si­lently down his wrinkled cheeks.

			In the mean­time, the door of the room opened slightly, and the tall clerk’s head ap­peared.

			M. Dabur­on signed to him to enter, and then ad­dress­ing M. de Com­mar­in, he said in a voice rendered more gentle by com­pas­sion: “Sir, in the eyes of heav­en, as in the eyes of so­ci­ety, you have com­mit­ted a great sin; and the res­ults, as you see, are most dis­astrous. It is your duty to re­pair the evil con­sequences of your sin as much as lies in your power.”

			“Such is my in­ten­tion, sir, and, may I say so? my dearest wish.”

			“You doubt­less un­der­stand me,” con­tin­ued M. Dabur­on.

			“Yes, sir,” replied the old man, “yes, I un­der­stand you.”

			“It will be a con­sol­a­tion to you,” ad­ded the ma­gis­trate, “to learn that M. Noel Gerdy is worthy in all re­spects of the high po­s­i­tion that you are about to re­store to him. He is a man of great tal­ent, bet­ter and wor­thi­er than any­one I know. You will have a son worthy of his an­cest­ors. And fi­nally, no one of your fam­ily has dis­graced it, sir, for Vis­count Al­bert is not a Com­mar­in.”

			“No,” re­joined the count quickly, “a Com­mar­in would be dead at this hour; and blood washes all away.”

			The old no­ble­man’s re­mark set the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate think­ing pro­foundly.

			“Are you then sure,” said he, “of the vis­count’s guilt?”

			M. de Com­mar­in gave the ma­gis­trate a look of in­tense sur­prise.

			“I only ar­rived in Par­is yes­ter­day even­ing,” he replied; “and I am en­tirely ig­nor­ant of all that has oc­curred. I only know that justice would not pro­ceed without good cause against a man of Al­bert’s rank. If you have ar­res­ted him, it is quite evid­ent that you have some­thing more than sus­pi­cion against him—that you pos­sess pos­it­ive proofs.”

			M. Dabur­on bit his lips, and, for a mo­ment, could not con­ceal a feel­ing of dis­pleas­ure. He had neg­lected his usu­al prudence, had moved too quickly. He had be­lieved the count’s mind en­tirely up­set; and now he had aroused his dis­trust. All the skill in the world could not re­pair such an un­for­tu­nate mis­take. A wit­ness on his guard is no longer a wit­ness to be de­pended upon; he trembles for fear of com­prom­ising him­self, meas­ures the weight of the ques­tions, and hes­it­ates as to his an­swers.

			On the oth­er hand, justice, in the form of a ma­gis­trate, is dis­posed to doubt everything, to ima­gine everything, and to sus­pect every­body. How far was the count a stranger to the crime at La Jonchere? Al­though doubt­ing Al­bert’s pa­tern­ity, he would cer­tainly have made great ef­forts to save him. His story showed that he thought his hon­our in per­il just as much as his son. Was he not the man to sup­press, by every means, an in­con­veni­ent wit­ness? Thus reasoned M. Dabur­on. And yet he could not clearly see how the Count de Com­mar­in’s in­terests were con­cerned in the mat­ter. This un­cer­tainty made him very un­easy.

			“Sir,” he asked, more sternly, “when were you in­formed of the dis­cov­ery of your secret?”

			“Last even­ing, by Al­bert him­self. He spoke to me of this sad story, in a way which I now seek in vain to ex­plain, un­less—”

			The count stopped short, as if his reas­on had been struck by the im­prob­ab­il­ity of the sup­pos­i­tion which he had formed.

			“Un­less!—” in­quired the ma­gis­trate eagerly.

			“Sir,” said the count, without reply­ing dir­ectly, “Al­bert is a hero, if he is not guilty.”

			“Ah!” said the ma­gis­trate quickly, “have you, then, reas­on to think him in­no­cent?”

			M. Dabur­on’s spite was so plainly vis­ible in the tone of his words that M. de Com­mar­in could and ought to have seen the semb­lance of an in­sult. He star­ted, evid­ently of­fen­ded, and rising, said: “I am now no more a wit­ness for, than I was a mo­ment ago a wit­ness against. I de­sire only to render what as­sist­ance I can to justice, in ac­cord­ance with my duty.”

			“Con­found it,” said M. Dabur­on to him­self, “here I have of­fen­ded him now! Is this the way to do things, mak­ing mis­take after mis­take?”

			“The facts are these,” re­sumed the count. “Yes­ter­day, after hav­ing spoken to me of these cursed let­ters, Al­bert began to set a trap to dis­cov­er the truth—for he still had doubts, Noel Gerdy not hav­ing ob­tained the com­plete cor­res­pond­ence. An an­im­ated dis­cus­sion arose between us. He de­clared his res­ol­u­tion to give way to Noel. I, on the oth­er hand, was re­solved to com­prom­ise the mat­ter, cost what it might. Al­bert dared to op­pose me. All my ef­forts to con­vert him to my views were use­less. Vainly I tried to touch those chords in his breast which I sup­posed the most sens­it­ive. He firmly re­peated his in­ten­tion to re­tire in spite of me, de­clar­ing him­self sat­is­fied, if I would con­sent to al­low him a mod­est com­pet­ence. I again at­temp­ted to shake him, by show­ing him that his mar­riage, so ar­dently looked for­ward to for two years, would be broken off by this blow. He replied that he felt sure of the con­stancy of his be­trothed, Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange.”

			This name fell like a thun­der­bolt upon the ears of the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. He jumped in his chair. Feel­ing that his face was turn­ing crim­son, he took up a large bundle of pa­pers from his table, and, to hide his emo­tion, he raised them to his face, as though try­ing to de­cipher an il­legible word. He began to un­der­stand the dif­fi­cult duty with which he was charged. He knew that he was troubled like a child, hav­ing neither his usu­al calmness nor foresight. He felt that he might com­mit the most ser­i­ous blun­ders. Why had he un­der­taken this in­vest­ig­a­tion? Could he pre­serve him­self quite free from bi­as? Did he think his will would be per­fectly im­par­tial? Gladly would he put off to an­oth­er time the fur­ther ex­am­in­a­tion of the count; but could he? His con­science told him that this would be an­oth­er blun­der. He re­newed, then, the pain­ful ex­am­in­a­tion.

			“Sir,” said he, “the sen­ti­ments ex­pressed by the vis­count are very fine, without doubt; but did he not men­tion Wid­ow Ler­ouge?”

			“Yes,” replied the count, who ap­peared sud­denly to bright­en, as by the re­mem­brance of some un­noticed cir­cum­stances—“yes, cer­tainly.”

			“He must have shown you that this wo­man’s testi­mony rendered a struggle with M. Gerdy im­possible.”

			“Pre­cisely; sir; and, aside from the ques­tion of duty, it was upon that that he based his re­fus­al to fol­low my wishes.”

			“It will be ne­ces­sary, count, for you to re­peat to me very ex­actly all that passed between the vis­count and your­self. Ap­peal, then, I be­seech you, to your memory, and try to re­peat his own words as nearly as pos­sible.”

			M. de Com­mar­in could do so without much dif­fi­culty. For some little time, a salut­ary re­ac­tion had taken place with­in him. His blood, ex­cited by the per­sist­ence of the ex­am­in­a­tion, moved in its ac­cus­tomed course. His brain cleared it­self.

			The scene of the pre­vi­ous even­ing was ad­mir­ably presen­ted to his memory, even to the most in­sig­ni­fic­ant de­tails. The sound of Al­bert’s voice was still in his ears; he saw again his ex­press­ive ges­tures. As his story ad­vanced, alive with clear­ness and pre­ci­sion, M. Dabur­on’s con­vic­tion be­came more con­firmed.

			The ma­gis­trate turned against Al­bert pre­cisely that which the day be­fore had won the count’s ad­mir­a­tion.

			“What won­der­ful act­ing!” thought he. “Tab­aret is de­cidedly pos­sessed of second sight. To his in­con­ceiv­able bold­ness, this young man joins an in­fernal clev­erness. The geni­us of crime it­self in­spires him. It is a mir­acle that we are able to un­mask him. How well everything was fore­seen and ar­ranged? How mar­vel­lously this scene with his fath­er was brought about, in or­der to pro­cure doubt in case of dis­cov­ery? There is not a sen­tence which lacks a pur­pose, which does not tend to ward off sus­pi­cion. What re­fine­ment of ex­e­cu­tion! What ex­cess­ive care for de­tails! Noth­ing is want­ing, not even the great de­vo­tion of his be­trothed. Has he really in­formed Claire? Prob­ably I might find out; but I should have to see her again, to speak to her. Poor child! to love such a man! But his plan is now fully ex­posed. His dis­cus­sion with the count was his plank of safety. It com­mit­ted him to noth­ing, and gained time. He would of course raise ob­jec­tions, since they would only end by bind­ing him the more firmly in his fath­er’s heart. He could thus make a mer­it of his com­pli­ance, and would ask a re­ward for his weak­ness. And, when Noel re­turned to the charge, he would find him­self in pres­ence of the count, who would boldly deny everything, po­litely re­fuse to have any­thing to do with him and would pos­sibly have him driv­en out of the house, as an im­post­or and for­ger.”

			It was a strange co­in­cid­ence, but yet eas­ily ex­plained, that M. de Com­mar­in, while telling his story, ar­rived at the same ideas as the ma­gis­trate, and at con­clu­sions al­most identic­al. In fact, why that per­sist­ence with re­spect to Claud­ine? He re­membered plainly, that, in his an­ger, he had said to his son, “Man­kind is not in the habit of do­ing such fine ac­tions for its own sat­is­fac­tion.” That great dis­in­ter­ested­ness was now ex­plained.

			When the count had ceased speak­ing, M. Dabur­on said: “I thank you, sir. I can say noth­ing pos­it­ive; but justice has weighty reas­ons to be­lieve that, in the scene which you have just re­lated to me, Vis­count Al­bert played a part pre­vi­ously ar­ranged.”

			“And well ar­ranged,” mur­mured the count; “for he de­ceived me!”

			He was in­ter­rup­ted by the en­trance of Noel, who car­ried un­der his arm a black shagreen port­fo­lio, or­na­men­ted with his mono­gram.

			The bar­ris­ter bowed to the old gen­tle­man, who in his turn rose and re­tired po­litely to the end of the room.

			“Sir,” said Noel, in an un­der­tone to the ma­gis­trate, “you will find all the let­ters in this port­fo­lio. I must ask per­mis­sion to leave you at once, as Ma­dame Gerdy’s con­di­tion grows hourly more alarm­ing.”

			Noel had raised his voice a little, in pro­noun­cing these last words; and the count heard them. He star­ted, and made a great ef­fort to re­strain the ques­tion which leaped from his heart to his lips.

			“You must how­ever give me a mo­ment, my dear sir,” replied the ma­gis­trate.

			M. Dabur­on then quit­ted his chair, and, tak­ing the bar­ris­ter by the hand, led him to the count.

			“M. de Com­mar­in,” said he, “I have the hon­our of present­ing to you M. Noel Gerdy.”

			M. de Com­mar­in was prob­ably ex­pect­ing some scene of this kind: for not a muscle of his face moved: he re­mained per­fectly calm. Noel, on his side, was like a man who had re­ceived a blow on the head; he staggered, and was ob­liged to seek sup­port from the back of a chair.

			Then these two, fath­er and son, stood face to face, ap­par­ently deep in thought, but in real­ity ex­amin­ing one an­oth­er with mu­tu­al dis­trust, each striv­ing to gath­er some­thing of the oth­er’s thoughts.

			M. Dabur­on had au­gured bet­ter res­ults from this meet­ing, which he had been await­ing ever since the count’s ar­rival. He had ex­pec­ted that this ab­rupt present­a­tion would bring about an in­tensely pathet­ic scene, which would not give his two wit­nesses time for re­flec­tion. The count would open his arms: Noel would throw him­self in­to them; and this re­con­cili­ation would only await the sanc­tion of the tribunals, to be com­plete.

			The cold­ness of the one, the em­bar­rass­ment of the oth­er, dis­con­cer­ted his plans. He there­fore thought it ne­ces­sary to in­ter­vene.

			“Count,” said he re­proach­fully, “re­mem­ber that it was only a few minutes ago that you ad­mit­ted that M. Gerdy was your le­git­im­ate son.”

			M. de Com­mar­in made no reply; to judge from his lack of emo­tion, he could not have heard.

			So Noel, sum­mon­ing all his cour­age, ven­tured to speak first—“Sir,” he stammered, “I en­ter­tain no—”

			“You may call me fath­er,” in­ter­rup­ted the haughty old man, in a tone which was by no means af­fec­tion­ate. Then ad­dress­ing the ma­gis­trate he said: “Can I be of any fur­ther use to you, sir?”

			“Only to hear your evid­ence read over,” replied M. Dabur­on, “and to sign it if you find everything cor­rect. You can pro­ceed, Con­stant,” he ad­ded.

			The tall clerk turned half round on his chair and com­menced. He had a pe­cu­li­ar way of jab­ber­ing over what he had scrawled. He read very quickly, all at a stretch, without pay­ing the least at­ten­tion to either full stops or com­mas, ques­tions or replies; but went on read­ing as long as his breath las­ted. When he could go on no longer, he took a breath, and then con­tin­ued as be­fore. Un­con­sciously, he re­minded one of a diver, who every now and then raises his head above wa­ter, ob­tains a sup­ply of air, and dis­ap­pears again. Noel was the only one to listen at­tent­ively to the read­ing, which to un­prac­tised ears was un­in­tel­li­gible. It ap­prised him of many things which it was im­port­ant for him to know. At last Con­stant pro­nounced the words, “In testi­mony where­of,” etc., which end all of­fi­cial re­ports in France.

			He handed the pen to the count, who signed without hes­it­a­tion. The old no­ble­man then turned to­wards Noel.

			“I am not very strong,” he said; “you must there­fore, my son,” em­phas­iz­ing the word, “help your fath­er to his car­riage.”

			The young bar­ris­ter ad­vanced eagerly. His face brightened, as he passed the count’s arm through his own. When they were gone, M. Dabur­on could not res­ist a im­pulse of curi­os­ity. He hastened to the door, which he opened slightly; and, keep­ing his body in the back­ground that he might not him­self be seen, he looked out in­to the pas­sage. The count and Noel had not yet reached the end. They were go­ing slowly. The count seemed to drag heav­ily and pain­fully along; the bar­ris­ter took short steps, bend­ing slightly to­wards his fath­er; and all his move­ments were marked with the greatest so­li­citude. The ma­gis­trate re­mained watch­ing them un­til they passed out of sight at the end of the gal­lery. Then he re­turned to his seat, heav­ing a deep sigh.

			“At least,” thought he, “I have helped to make one per­son happy. The day will not be en­tirely a bad one.”

			But he had no time to give way to his thoughts, the hours flew by so quickly. He wished to in­ter­rog­ate Al­bert as soon as pos­sible; and he had still to re­ceive the evid­ence of sev­er­al of the count’s ser­vants, and the re­port of the com­mis­sary of po­lice charged with the ar­rest. The ser­vants who had been wait­ing their turn a long while were now brought in without delay, and ex­amined sep­ar­ately. They had but little in­form­a­tion to give; but the testi­mony of each was so to say a fresh ac­cus­a­tion. It was easy to see that all be­lieved their mas­ter guilty.

			Al­bert’s con­duct since the be­gin­ning of the fatal week, his least words, his most in­sig­ni­fic­ant move­ments, were re­por­ted, com­men­ted upon, and ex­plained.

			The man who lives in the midst of thirty ser­vants is like an in­sect in a glass box un­der the mag­ni­fy­ing glass of a nat­ur­al­ist. Not one of his acts es­capes their no­tice: he can scarcely have a secret of his own; and, if they can­not di­vine what it is, they at least know that he has one. From morn till night he is the point of ob­ser­va­tion for thirty pairs of eyes, in­ter­ested in study­ing the slight­est changes in his coun­ten­ance.

			The ma­gis­trate ob­tained, there­fore, an abund­ance of those frivol­ous de­tails which seem noth­ing at first; but the slight­est of which may, at the tri­al, be­come a ques­tion of life or death.

			By com­bin­ing these de­pos­itions, re­con­cil­ing them and put­ting them in or­der, M. Dabur­on was able to fol­low his pris­on­er hour by hour from the Sunday morn­ing.

			Dir­ectly Noel left, the vis­count gave or­ders that all vis­it­ors should be in­formed that he had gone in­to the coun­try. From that mo­ment, the whole house­hold per­ceived that some­thing had gone wrong with him, that he was very much an­noyed, or very un­well.

			He did not leave his study on that day, but had his din­ner brought up to him. He ate very little—only some soup, and a very thin fil­let of sole with white wine. While eat­ing, he said to M. Con­tois, the but­ler: “Re­mind the cook to spice the sauce a little more, in fu­ture,” and then ad­ded in a low tone, “Ah! to what pur­pose?” In the even­ing he dis­missed his ser­vants from all du­ties, say­ing, “Go, and amuse yourselves.” He ex­pressly warned them not to dis­turb him un­less he rang.

			On the Monday, he did not get up un­til noon, al­though usu­ally an early riser. He com­plained of a vi­ol­ent head­ache, and of feel­ing sick. He took, how­ever a cup of tea. He ordered his brougham, but al­most im­me­di­ately coun­ter­man­ded the or­der. Lu­b­in, his valet, heard him say: “I am hes­it­at­ing too much;” and a few mo­ments later, “I must make up my mind.” Shortly af­ter­wards he began writ­ing.

			He then gave Lu­b­in a let­ter to carry to Ma­demois­elle Claire d’Ar­lange, with or­ders to de­liv­er it only to her­self or to Ma­demois­elle Schmidt, the gov­erness. A second let­ter, con­tain­ing two thou­sand franc notes, was en­trus­ted to Joseph, to be taken to the vis­count’s club. Joseph no longer re­membered the name of the per­son to whom the let­ter was ad­dressed; but it was not a per­son of title. That even­ing, Al­bert only took a little soup, and re­mained shut up in his room.

			He rose early on the Tues­day. He wandered about the house, as though he were in great trouble, or im­pa­tiently await­ing some­thing which did not ar­rive. On his go­ing in­to the garden, the garden­er asked his ad­vice con­cern­ing a lawn. He replied, “You had bet­ter con­sult the count upon his re­turn.”

			He did not break­fast any more than the day be­fore. About one o’clock, he went down to stables, and caressed, with an air of sad­ness, his fa­vor­ite mare, Norma. Strok­ing her neck, he said, “Poor creature! poor old girl!”

			At three o’clock, a mes­sen­ger ar­rived with a let­ter. The vis­count took it, and opened it hast­ily. He was then near the flower-garden. Two foot­men dis­tinctly heard him say, “She can­not res­ist.” He re­turned to the house, and burnt the let­ter in the large stove in the hall.

			As he was sit­ting down to din­ner, at six o’clock, two of his friends, M. de Court­ivois and the Mar­quis de Chouze, in­sisted upon see­ing him, in spite of all or­ders. They would not be re­fused. These gen­tle­men were anxious for him to join them in some pleas­ure party, but he de­clined, say­ing that he had a very im­port­ant ap­point­ment.

			At din­ner he ate a little more than on the pre­vi­ous days. He even asked the but­ler for a bottle of Château-Lafitte, the whole of which he drank him­self. While tak­ing his cof­fee, he smoked a ci­gar in the din­ing room, con­trary to the rules of the house. At half-past sev­en, ac­cord­ing to Joseph and two foot­men, or at eight ac­cord­ing to the Swiss port­er and Lu­b­in, the vis­count went out on foot, tak­ing an um­brella with him. He re­turned home at two o’clock in the morn­ing, and at once dis­missed his valet, who had waited up for him.

			On en­ter­ing the vis­count’s room on the Wed­nes­day, the valet was struck with the con­di­tion in which he found his mas­ter’s clothes. They were wet, and stained with mud; the trousers were torn. He ven­tured to make a re­mark about them. Al­bert replied, in a furi­ous man­ner, “Throw the old things in a corner, ready to be giv­en away.”

			He ap­peared to be much bet­ter all that day. He break­fas­ted with a good ap­pet­ite; and the but­ler no­ticed that he was in ex­cel­lent spir­its. He passed the af­ter­noon in the lib­rary, and burnt a pile of pa­pers.

			On the Thursday, he again seemed very un­well. He was scarcely able to go and meet the count. That even­ing, after his in­ter­view with his fath­er, he went to his room look­ing ex­tremely ill. Lu­b­in wanted to run for the doc­tor: he for­bade him to do so, or to men­tion to any­one that he was not well.

			Such was the sub­stance of twenty large pages, which the tall clerk had covered with writ­ing, without once turn­ing his head to look at the wit­nesses who passed by in their fine liv­ery.

			M. Dabur­on man­aged to ob­tain this evid­ence in less than two hours. Though well aware of the im­port­ance of their testi­mony, all these ser­vants were very vol­uble. The dif­fi­culty was, to stop them when they had once star­ted. From all they said, it ap­peared that Al­bert was a very good mas­ter—eas­ily served, kind and po­lite to his ser­vants. Won­der­ful to re­late! there were found only three among them who did not ap­pear per­fectly de­lighted at the mis­for­tune which had be­fallen the fam­ily. Two were greatly dis­tressed. M. Lu­b­in, al­though he had been an ob­ject of es­pe­cial kind­ness, was not one of these.

			The turn of the com­mis­sary of po­lice had now come. In a few words, he gave an ac­count of the ar­rest, already de­scribed by old Tab­aret. He did not for­get to men­tion the one word “Lost,” which had es­caped Al­bert; to his mind, it was a con­fes­sion. He then de­livered all the art­icles seized in the Vis­count de Com­mar­in’s apart­ments.

			The ma­gis­trate care­fully ex­amined these things, and com­pared them closely with the scraps of evid­ence gathered at La Jonchere. He soon ap­peared, more than ever, sat­is­fied with the course he had taken.

			He then placed all these ma­ter­i­al proofs upon his table, and covered them over with three or four large sheets of pa­per.

			The day was far ad­vanced; and M. Dabur­on had no more than suf­fi­cient time to ex­am­ine the pris­on­er be­fore night. He now re­membered that he had tasted noth­ing since morn­ing; and he sent hast­ily for a bottle of wine and some bis­cuits. It was not strength, how­ever, that the ma­gis­trate needed; it was cour­age. All the while that he was eat­ing and drink­ing, his thoughts kept re­peat­ing this strange sen­tence, “I am about to ap­pear be­fore the Vis­count de Com­mar­in.” At any oth­er time, he would have laughed at the ab­surdity of the idea, but, at this mo­ment, it seemed to him like the will of Provid­ence.

			“So be it,” said he to him­self; “this is my pun­ish­ment.”

			And im­me­di­ately he gave the ne­ces­sary or­ders for Vis­count Al­bert to be brought be­fore him.

		
	
		
			XII

			Al­bert scarcely no­ticed his re­mov­al from home to the se­clu­sion of the pris­on. Snatched away from his pain­ful thoughts by the harsh voice of the com­mis­sary, say­ing. “In the name of the law I ar­rest you,” his mind, com­pletely up­set, was a long time in re­cov­er­ing its equi­lib­ri­um, Everything that fol­lowed ap­peared to him to float in­dis­tinctly in a thick mist, like those dream-scenes rep­res­en­ted on the stage be­hind a quad­ruple cur­tain of gauze.

			To the ques­tions put to him he replied, without know­ing what he said. Two po­lice agents took hold of his arms, and helped him down the stairs. He could not have walked down alone. His limbs, which bent be­neath him, re­fused their sup­port. The only thing he un­der­stood of all that was said around him was that the count had been struck with apo­plexy; but even that he soon for­got.

			They lif­ted him in­to the cab, which was wait­ing in the court­yard at the foot of the steps, rather ashamed at find­ing it­self in such a place; and they placed him on the back seat. Two po­lice agents in­stalled them­selves in front of him while a third moun­ted the box by the side of the driver. Dur­ing the drive, he did not at all real­ize his situ­ation. He lay per­fectly mo­tion­less in the dirty, greasy vehicle. His body, which fol­lowed every jolt, scarcely al­layed by the worn-out springs, rolled from one side to the oth­er and his head os­cil­lated on his shoulders, as if the muscles of his neck were broken. He thought of Wid­ow Ler­ouge. He re­called her as she was when he went with his fath­er to La Jonchere. It was in the spring­time; and the hawthorn blos­soms scen­ted the air. The old wo­man, in a white cap, stood at her garden gate: she spoke be­seech­ingly. The count looked sternly at her as he listened, then, tak­ing some gold from his purse, he gave it to her.

			On ar­riv­ing at their des­tin­a­tion they lif­ted him out of the cab, the same way as they had lif­ted him in at start­ing.

			Dur­ing the form­al­ity of en­ter­ing his name in the jail-book in the dingy, stink­ing re­cord of­fice, and whilst reply­ing mech­an­ic­ally to everything, he gave him­self up with de­light to re­col­lec­tions of Claire. He went back to the time of the early days of their love, when he doubted wheth­er he would ever have the hap­pi­ness of be­ing loved by her in re­turn; when they used to meet at Ma­demois­elle Goello’s.

			This old maid had a house on the left bank of the Seine fur­nished in the most ec­cent­ric man­ner. On all the din­ing-room fur­niture, and on the man­tel­piece, were placed a dozen or fif­teen stuffed dogs, of vari­ous breeds, which to­geth­er or suc­cess­ively had helped to cheer the maid­en’s lonely hours. She loved to re­late stor­ies of these pets whose af­fec­tion had nev­er failed her. Some were grot­esque, oth­ers hor­rible. One es­pe­cially, out­rageously stuffed seemed ready to burst. How many times he and Claire had laughed at it un­til the tears came!

			The of­fi­cials next began to search him. This crown­ing hu­mi­li­ation, these rough hands passing all over his body brought him some­what to him­self, and roused his an­ger. But it was already over; and they at once dragged him along the dark cor­ridors, over the filthy, slip­pery floor. They opened a door, and pushed him in­to a small cell. He then heard them lock and bolt the door.

			He was a pris­on­er, and, in ac­cord­ance with spe­cial or­ders, in sol­it­ary con­fine­ment. He im­me­di­ately felt a marked sen­sa­tion of com­fort. He was alone.

			No more stifled whis­pers, harsh voices, im­plac­able ques­tions, soun­ded in his ears. A pro­found si­lence reigned around. It seemed to him that he had forever es­caped from so­ci­ety; and he re­joiced at it. He would have felt re­lieved, had this even been the si­lence of the grave. His body, as well as his mind, was weighed down with wear­i­ness. He wanted to sit down, when he per­ceived a small bed, to the right, in front of the grated win­dow, which let in the little light there was. This bed was as wel­come to him as a plank would be to a drown­ing man. He threw him­self upon it, and lay down with de­light; but he felt cold, so he un­fol­ded the coarse wool­len cov­er­lid, and wrap­ping it about him, was soon sound asleep.

			In the cor­ridor, two de­tect­ives, one still young, the oth­er rather old, ap­plied al­tern­ately their eyes and ears to the pee­p­h­ole in the door, watch­ing every move­ment of the pris­on­er; “What a fel­low he is!” mur­mured the young­er of­ficer. “If a man has no more nerve than that, he ought to re­main hon­est. He won’t care much about his looks the morn­ing of his ex­e­cu­tion, eh, M. Bal­an?”

			“That de­pends,” replied the oth­er. “We must wait and see. Le­coq told me that he was a ter­rible ras­cal.”

			“Ah! look he ar­ranges his bed, and lies down. Can he be go­ing to sleep? That’s good! It’s the first time I ever saw such a thing.”

			“It is be­cause, com­rade, you have only had deal­ings with the smal­ler rogues. All ras­cals of po­s­i­tion—and I have had to do with more than one—are this sort. At the mo­ment of ar­rest, they are in­cap­able of any­thing; their heart fails them; but they re­cov­er them­selves next day.”

			“Upon my word, one would say he has gone to sleep! What a joke!”

			“I tell you, my friend,” ad­ded the old man, poin­tedly, “that noth­ing is more nat­ur­al. I am sure that, since the blow was struck, this young fel­low has hardly lived: his body has been all on fire. Now he knows that his secret is out; and that quiets him.”

			“Ha, ha! M. Bal­an, you are jok­ing: you say that that quiets him?”

			“Cer­tainly. There is no great­er pun­ish­ment, re­mem­ber, than anxi­ety; everything is prefer­able. If you only pos­sessed an in­come of ten thou­sand francs, I would show you a way to prove this. I would tell you to go to Ham­burg and risk your en­tire for­tune on one chance at rouge et noir. You could re­late to me, af­ter­wards, what your feel­ings were while the ball was rolling. It is, my boy, as though your brain was be­ing torn with pin­cers, as though mol­ten lead was be­ing poured in­to your bones, in place of mar­row. This anxi­ety is so strong, that one feels re­lieved, one breathes again, even when one has lost. It is ru­in; but then the anxi­ety is over.”

			“Really, M. Bal­an, one would think that you your­self had had just such an ex­per­i­ence.”

			“Alas!” sighed the old de­tect­ive, “it is to my love for the queen of spades, my un­happy love, that you owe the hon­our of look­ing through this pee­p­h­ole in my com­pany. But this fel­low will sleep for a couple of hours, do not lose sight of him; I am go­ing to smoke a ci­gar­ette in the court­yard.”

			Al­bert slept four hours. On awak­ing his head seemed clear­er than it had been ever since his in­ter­view with Noel. It was a ter­rible mo­ment for him, when, for the first time he be­came fully aware of his situ­ation.

			“Now, in­deed,” said he, “I re­quire all my cour­age.”

			He longed to see someone, to speak, to be ques­tioned, to ex­plain. He felt a de­sire to call out.

			“But what good would that be?” he asked him­self. “Someone will be com­ing soon.” He looked for his watch, to see what time it was, and found that they had taken it away. He felt this deeply; they were treat­ing him like the most aban­doned of vil­lains. He felt in his pock­ets: they had all been care­fully emp­tied. He thought now of his per­son­al ap­pear­ance; and, get­ting up, he re­paired as much as pos­sible the dis­order of his toi­let. He put his clothes in or­der, and dus­ted them; he straightened his col­lar, and retied his cravat. Then pour­ing a little wa­ter on his handker­chief, he passed it over his face, bathing his eyes which were greatly in­flamed. Then he en­deav­oured to smooth his beard and hair. He had no idea that four lynx eyes were fixed upon him all the while.

			“Good!” mur­mured the young de­tect­ive: “see how our cock sticks up his comb, and smooths his feath­ers!”

			“I told you,” put in Bal­an, “that he was only staggered. Hush! he is speak­ing, I be­lieve.”

			But they neither sur­prised one of those dis­ordered ges­tures nor one of those in­co­her­ent speeches, which al­most al­ways es­cape from the feeble when ex­cited by fear, or from the im­prudent ones who be­lieve in the dis­cre­tion of their cells. One word alone, “hon­our,” reached the ears of the two spies.

			“These ras­cals of rank,” grumbled Bal­an, “al­ways have this word in their mouths. That which they most fear is the opin­ion of some dozen friends, and sev­er­al thou­sand strangers, who read the ‘Gaz­ette des Tribunaux.’ They only think of their own heads later on.”

			When the gen­darmes came to con­duct Al­bert be­fore the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, they found him seated on the side of his bed, his feet pressed upon the iron rail, his el­bows on his knees, and his head bur­ied in his hands. He rose, as they entered, and took a few steps to­wards them; but his throat was so dry that he was scarcely able to speak. He asked for a mo­ment, and, turn­ing to­wards the little table, he filled and drank two large glass­fuls of wa­ter in suc­ces­sion.

			“I am ready!” he then said. And, with a firm step, he fol­lowed the gen­darmes along the pas­sage which led to the Pal­ais de Justice.

			M. Dabur­on was just then in great an­guish. He walked furi­ously up and down his of­fice, await­ing the pris­on­er. Again, and for the twen­ti­eth time since morn­ing, he re­gret­ted hav­ing en­gaged in the busi­ness.

			“Curse this ab­surd point of hon­our, which I have obeyed,” he in­wardly ex­claimed. “I have in vain at­temp­ted to re­as­sure my­self by the aid of soph­isms. I was wrong in not with­draw­ing. Noth­ing in the world can change my feel­ings to­wards this young man. I hate him. I am his judge; and it is no less true, that at one time I longed to as­sas­sin­ate him. I faced him with a re­volver in my hand: why did I not present it and fire? Do I know why? What power held my fin­ger, when an al­most in­sens­ible pres­sure would have suf­ficed to kill him? I can­not say. Why is not he the judge, I the as­sas­sin? If the in­ten­tion was as pun­ish­able as the deed, I ought to be guil­lotined. And it is un­der such con­di­tions that I dare ex­am­ine him!”

			Passing be­fore the door he heard the heavy foot­steps of the gen­darmes in the pas­sage.

			“It is he,” he said aloud and then hast­ily seated him­self at his table, bend­ing over his port­fo­li­os, as though striv­ing to hide him­self. If the tall clerk had used his eyes, he would have no­ticed the sin­gu­lar spec­tacle of an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate more agit­ated than the pris­on­er he was about to ex­am­ine. But he was blind to all around him; and, at this mo­ment, he was only aware of an er­ror of fif­teen centimes, which had slipped in­to his ac­counts, and which he was un­able to rec­ti­fy.

			Al­bert entered the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice with his head erect. His fea­tures bore traces of great fa­tigue and of sleep­less nights. He was very pale; but his eyes were clear and spark­ling.

			The usu­al ques­tions which open such ex­am­in­a­tions gave M. Dabur­on an op­por­tun­ity to re­cov­er him­self. For­tu­nately, he had found time in the morn­ing to pre­pare a plan, which he had now simply to fol­low.

			“You are aware, sir,” he com­menced in a tone of per­fect po­lite­ness, “that you have no right to the name you bear?”

			“I know, sir,” replied Al­bert, “that I am the nat­ur­al son of M. de Com­mar­in. I know fur­ther that my fath­er would be un­able to re­cog­nise me, even if he wished to, since I was born dur­ing his mar­ried life.”

			“What were your feel­ings upon learn­ing this?”

			“I should speak falsely, sir, if I said I did not feel very bit­terly. When one is in the high po­s­i­tion I oc­cu­pied, the fall is ter­rible. How­ever, I nev­er for a mo­ment en­ter­tained the thought of con­test­ing M. Noel Gerdy’s rights. I al­ways pur­posed, and still pur­pose, to yield. I have so in­formed M. de Com­mar­in.”

			M. Dabur­on ex­pec­ted just such a reply; and it only strengthened his sus­pi­cions. Did it not enter in­to the line of de­fence which he had fore­seen? It was now his duty to seek some way of de­mol­ish­ing this de­fence, in which the pris­on­er evid­ently meant to shut him­self up like a tor­toise in its shell.

			“You could not op­pose M. Gerdy,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “with any chance of suc­cess. You had, in­deed on your side, the count, and your moth­er; but M. Gerdy was in pos­ses­sion of evid­ence that was cer­tain to win his cause, that of Wid­ow Ler­ouge.”

			“I have nev­er doubted that, sir.”

			“Now,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, seek­ing to hide the look which he fastened upon Al­bert, “justice sup­poses that, to do away with the only ex­ist­ing proof, you have as­sas­sin­ated Wid­ow Ler­ouge.”

			This ter­rible ac­cus­a­tion, ter­ribly em­phas­ised, caused no change in Al­bert’s fea­tures. He pre­served the same firm bear­ing, without bravado.

			“Be­fore God,” he answered, “and by all that is most sac­red on earth, I swear to you, sir, that I am in­no­cent! I am at this mo­ment a close pris­on­er, without com­mu­nic­a­tion with the out­er world, re­duced con­sequently to the most ab­so­lute help­less­ness. It is through your prob­ity that I hope to demon­strate my in­no­cence.”

			“What an act­or!” thought the ma­gis­trate. “Can crime be so strong as this?”

			He glanced over his pa­pers, read­ing cer­tain pas­sages of the pre­ced­ing de­pos­itions, turn­ing down the corners of cer­tain pages which con­tained im­port­ant in­form­a­tion. Then sud­denly he re­sumed, “When you were ar­res­ted, you cried out, ‘I am lost,’ what did you mean by that?”

			“Sir,” replied Al­bert, “I re­mem­ber hav­ing uttered those words. When I knew of what crime I was ac­cused, I was over­whelmed with con­sterna­tion. My mind was, as it were, en­lightened by a glimpse of the fu­ture. In a mo­ment, I per­ceived all the hor­ror of my situ­ation. I un­der­stood the weight of the ac­cus­a­tion, its prob­ab­il­ity, and the dif­fi­culties I should have in de­fend­ing my­self. A voice cried out to me, ‘Who was most in­ter­ested in Claud­ine’s death?’ And the know­ledge of my im­min­ent per­il forced from me the ex­clam­a­tion you speak of.”

			His ex­plan­a­tion was more than plaus­ible, was pos­sible, and even likely. It had the ad­vant­age, too, of an­ti­cip­at­ing the ax­iom, “Search out the one whom the crime will be­ne­fit!” Tab­aret had spoken truly, when he said that they would not eas­ily make the pris­on­er con­fess.

			M. Dabur­on ad­mired Al­bert’s pres­ence of mind, and the re­sources of his per­verse ima­gin­a­tion.

			“You do in­deed,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “ap­pear to have had the greatest in­terest in this death. Moreover, I will in­form you that rob­bery was not the ob­ject of the crime. The things thrown in­to the Seine have been re­covered. We know, also, that all the wid­ow’s pa­pers were burnt. Could they com­prom­ise any­one but your­self? If you know of any­one, speak.”

			“What can I an­swer, sir? Noth­ing.”

			“Have you of­ten gone to see this wo­man?”

			“Three or four times with my fath­er.”

			“One of your coach­men pre­tends to have driv­en you there at least ten times.”

			“The man is mis­taken. But what mat­ters the num­ber of vis­its?”

			“Do you re­col­lect the ar­range­ments of the rooms? Can you de­scribe them?”

			“Per­fectly, sir: there were two. Claud­ine slept in the back room.”

			“You were in no way a stranger to Wid­ow Ler­ouge. If you had knocked one even­ing at her win­dow-shut­ter, do you think she would have let you in?”

			“Cer­tainly, sir, and eagerly.”

			“You have been un­well these last few days?”

			“Very un­well, to say the least, sir. My body bent un­der the weight of a bur­den too great for my strength. It was not, how­ever, for want of cour­age.”

			“Why did you for­bid your valet, Lu­b­in, to call in the doc­tor?”

			“Ah, sir, how could the doc­tor cure my dis­ease? All his sci­ence could not make me the le­git­im­ate son of the Count de Com­mar­in.”

			“Some very sin­gu­lar re­marks made by you were over­heard. You seemed to be no longer in­ter­ested in any­thing con­cern­ing your home. You des­troyed a large num­ber of pa­pers and let­ters.”

			“I had de­cided to leave the count, sir. My res­ol­u­tion ex­plains my con­duct.”

			Al­bert replied promptly to the ma­gis­trate’s ques­tions, without the least em­bar­rass­ment, and in a con­fid­ent tone. His voice, which was very pleas­ant to the ear, did not tremble. It con­cealed no emo­tion; it re­tained its pure and vi­brat­ing sound.

			M. Dabur­on deemed it wise to sus­pend the ex­am­in­a­tion for a short time. With so cun­ning an ad­versary, he was evid­ently pur­su­ing a false course. To pro­ceed in de­tail was folly, he neither in­tim­id­ated the pris­on­er, nor made him break through his re­serve. It was ne­ces­sary to take him un­awares.

			“Sir,” re­sumed the ma­gis­trate, ab­ruptly, “tell me ex­actly how you passed your time last Tues­day even­ing, from six o’clock un­til mid­night?”

			For the first time, Al­bert seemed dis­con­cer­ted. His glance, which had, till then, been fixed upon the ma­gis­trate, wavered.

			“Dur­ing Tues­day even­ing,” he stammered, re­peat­ing the phrase to gain time.

			“I have him,” thought the ma­gis­trate, start­ing with joy, and then ad­ded aloud, “yes, from six o’clock un­til mid­night.”

			“I am afraid, sir,” answered Al­bert, “it will be dif­fi­cult for me to sat­is­fy you. I haven’t a very good memory.”

			“Oh, don’t tell me that!” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate. “If I had asked what you were do­ing three months ago, on a cer­tain even­ing, and at a cer­tain hour, I could un­der­stand your hes­it­a­tion; but this is about Tues­day, and it is now Fri­day. Moreover, this day, so close, was the last of the car­ni­val; it was Shrove Tues­day. That cir­cum­stance ought to help your memory.”

			“That even­ing, I went out walk­ing,” mur­mured Al­bert.

			“Now,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “where did you dine?”

			“At home, as usu­al.”

			“No, not as usu­al. At the end of your meal, you asked for a bottle of Bor­deaux, of which you drank the whole. You doubt­less had need of some ex­tra ex­cite­ment for your sub­sequent plans.”

			“I had no plans,” replied the pris­on­er with very evid­ent un­eas­i­ness.

			“You make a mis­take. Two friends came to seek you. You replied to them, be­fore sit­ting down to din­ner, that you had a very im­port­ant en­gage­ment to keep.”

			“That was only a po­lite way of get­ting rid of them.”

			“Why?”

			“Can you not un­der­stand, sir? I was resigned, but not com­for­ted. I was learn­ing to get ac­cus­tomed to the ter­rible blow. Would not one seek solitude in the great crisis of one’s life?”

			“The pro­sec­u­tion pre­tends that you wished to be left alone, that you might go to La Jonchere. Dur­ing the day, you said, ‘She can not res­ist me.’ Of whom were you speak­ing?”

			“Of someone to whom I had writ­ten the even­ing be­fore, and who had replied to me. I spoke the words, with her let­ter still in my hands.”

			“This let­ter was, then, from a wo­man?”

			“Yes.”

			“What have you done with it?”

			“I have burnt it.”

			“This pre­cau­tion leads one to sup­pose that you con­sidered the let­ter com­prom­ising.”

			“Not at all, sir; it treated en­tirely of private mat­ters.”

			M. Dabur­on was sure that this let­ter came from Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. Should he nev­er­the­less ask the ques­tion, and again hear pro­nounced the name of Claire, which al­ways aroused such pain­ful emo­tions with­in him? He ven­tured to do so, lean­ing over his pa­pers, so that the pris­on­er could not de­tect his emo­tion.

			“From whom did this let­ter come?” he asked.

			“From one whom I can not name.”

			“Sir,” said the ma­gis­trate severely, “I will not con­ceal from you that your po­s­i­tion is greatly com­prom­ised. Do not ag­grav­ate it by this culp­able reti­cence. You are here to tell everything, sir.”

			“My own af­fairs, yes, not those of oth­ers.”

			Al­bert gave this last an­swer in a dry tone. He was giddy, flur­ried, ex­as­per­ated, by the pry­ing and ir­rit­at­ing mode of the ex­am­in­a­tion, which scarcely gave him time to breathe. The ma­gis­trate’s ques­tions fell upon him more thickly than the blows of the black­smith’s ham­mer upon the red-hot iron which he is anxious to beat in­to shape be­fore it cools.

			The ap­par­ent re­bel­lion of his pris­on­er troubled M. Dabur­on a great deal. He was fur­ther ex­tremely sur­prised to find the dis­cern­ment of the old de­tect­ive at fault; just as though Tab­aret were in­fal­lible. Tab­aret had pre­dicted an un­ex­cep­tion­able alibi; and this alibi was not forth­com­ing. Why? Had this subtle vil­lain some­thing bet­ter than that? What art­ful de­fence had he to fall back upon? Doubt­less he kept in re­serve some un­fore­seen stroke, per­haps ir­res­ist­ible.

			“Gently,” thought the ma­gis­trate. “I have not got him yet.” Then he quickly ad­ded aloud: “Con­tin­ue. After din­ner what did you do?”

			“I went out for a walk.”

			“Not im­me­di­ately. The bottle emp­tied, you smoked a ci­gar in the din­ing-room, which was so un­usu­al as to be no­ticed. What kind of ci­gars do you usu­ally smoke?”

			“Trabu­cos.”

			“Do you not use a ci­gar-hold­er, to keep your lips from con­tact with the to­bacco?”

			“Yes, sir,” replied Al­bert, much sur­prised at this series of ques­tions.

			“At what time did you go out?”

			“About eight o’clock.”

			“Did you carry an um­brella?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where did you go?”

			“I walked about.”

			“Alone, without any ob­ject, all the even­ing?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Now trace out your wan­der­ings for me very care­fully.”

			“Ah, sir, that is very dif­fi­cult to do! I went out simply to walk about, for the sake of ex­er­cise, to drive away the tor­por which had de­pressed me for three days. I don’t know wheth­er you can pic­ture to your­self my ex­act con­di­tion. I was half out of my mind. I walked about at haz­ard along the quays. I wandered through the streets—”

			“All that is very im­prob­able,” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate. M. Dabur­on, how­ever, knew that it was at least pos­sible. Had not he him­self, one night, in a sim­il­ar con­di­tion, tra­versed all Par­is? What reply could he have made, had someone asked him next morn­ing where he had been, ex­cept that he had not paid at­ten­tion, and did not know? But he had for­got­ten this; and his pre­vi­ous hes­it­a­tions, too, had all van­ished.

			As the in­quiry ad­vanced, the fever of in­vest­ig­a­tion took pos­ses­sion of him. He en­joyed the emo­tions of the struggle, his pas­sion for his call­ing be­came stronger than ever.

			He was again an in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, like the fen­cing mas­ter, who, once prac­tising with his dearest friend, be­came ex­cited by the clash of the weapons, and, for­get­ting him­self, killed him.

			“So,” re­sumed M. Dabur­on, “you met ab­so­lutely no one who can af­firm that he saw you? You did not speak to a liv­ing soul? You entered no place, not even a café or a theatre, or a to­bac­con­ist’s to light one of your fa­vour­ite trabu­cos?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Well, it is a great mis­for­tune for you, yes, a very great mis­for­tune; for I must in­form you, that it was pre­cisely dur­ing this Tues­day even­ing, between eight o’clock and mid­night, that Wid­ow Ler­ouge was as­sas­sin­ated. Justice can point out the ex­act hour. Again, sir, in your own in­terest, I re­com­mend you to re­flect—to make a strong ap­peal to your memory.”

			This point­ing out of the ex­act day and hour of the murder seemed to astound Al­bert. He raised his hand to his fore­head with a des­pair­ing ges­ture. How­ever he replied in a calm voice—“I am very un­for­tu­nate, sir: but I can re­col­lect noth­ing.”

			M. Dabur­on’s sur­prise was im­mense. What, not an alibi? Noth­ing? This could be no snare nor sys­tem of de­fence. Was, then, this man as cun­ning as he had ima­gined? Doubt­less. Only he had been taken un­awares. He had nev­er ima­gined it pos­sible for the ac­cus­a­tion to fall upon him; and it was al­most by a mir­acle it had done so.

			The ma­gis­trate slowly raised, one by one, the large pieces of pa­per that covered the art­icles seized in Al­bert’s rooms.

			“We will pass,” he con­tin­ued, “to the ex­am­in­a­tion of the charges which weigh against you. Will you please come near­er? Do you re­cog­nize these art­icles as be­long­ing to your­self?”

			“Yes, sir, they are all mine.”

			“Well, take this foil. Who broke it?”

			“I, sir, in fen­cing with M. de Court­ivois, who can bear wit­ness to it.”

			“He will be heard. Where is the broken end?”

			“I do not know. You must ask Lu­b­in, my valet.”

			“Ex­actly. He de­clares that he has hunted for it, and can­not find it. I must tell you that the vic­tim re­ceived the fatal blow from the sharpened end of a broken foil. This piece of stuff, on which the as­sas­sin wiped his weapon, is a proof of what I state.”

			“I be­seech you, sir, to or­der a most minute search to be made. It is im­possible that the oth­er half of the foil is not to be found.”

			“Or­ders shall be giv­en to that ef­fect. Look, here is the ex­act im­print of the mur­der­er’s foot traced on this sheet of pa­per. I will place one of your boots upon it and the sole, as you per­ceive, fits the tra­cing with the ut­most pre­ci­sion. This plaster was poured in­to the hol­low left by the heel: you ob­serve that it is, in all re­spects, sim­il­ar in shape to the heels of your own boots. I per­ceive, too, the mark of a peg, which ap­pears in both.”

			Al­bert fol­lowed with marked anxi­ety every move­ment of the ma­gis­trate. It was plain that he was strug­gling against a grow­ing ter­ror. Was he at­tacked by that fright which over­powers the guilty when they see them­selves on the point of be­ing con­foun­ded. To all the ma­gis­trate’s re­marks, he answered in a low voice—“It is true—per­fectly true.”

			“That is so,” con­tin­ued M. Dabur­on; “yet listen fur­ther, be­fore at­tempt­ing to de­fend your­self. The crim­in­al had an um­brella. The end of this um­brella sank in the clayey soil; the round of wood which is placed at the end of the silk, was found moul­ded in the clay. Look at this clod of clay, raised with the ut­most care; and now look at your um­brella. Com­pare the rounds. Are they alike, or not?”

			“These things, sir,” at­temp­ted Al­bert, “are man­u­fac­tured in large quant­it­ies.”

			“Well, we will pass over that proof. Look at this ci­gar end, found on the scene of the crime, and tell me of what brand it is, and how it was smoked.”

			“It is a trabu­cos, and was smoked in a ci­gar-hold­er.”

			“Like these?” per­sisted the ma­gis­trate, point­ing to the ci­gars and the am­ber and meer­schaum-hold­ers found in the vis­count’s lib­rary.

			“Yes!” mur­mured Al­bert, “it is a fatal­ity—a strange co­in­cid­ence.”

			“Pa­tience, that is noth­ing, as yet. The as­sas­sin wore gloves. The vic­tim, in the death struggle, seized his hands; and some pieces of kid re­mained in her nails. These have been pre­served, and are here. They are of a lav­ender col­our, are they not? Now, here are the gloves which you wore on Tues­day. They, too, are lav­ender, and they are frayed. Com­pare these pieces of kid with your own gloves. Do they not cor­res­pond? Are they not of the same col­our, the same skin?”

			It was use­less to deny it, equi­voc­ate, or seek sub­ter­fuges. The evid­ence was there, and it was ir­re­fut­able. While ap­pear­ing to oc­cupy him­self solely with the ob­jects ly­ing upon his table, M. Dabur­on did not lose sight of the pris­on­er. Al­bert was ter­ri­fied. A cold per­spir­a­tion bathed his temples, and glided drop by drop down his cheeks. His hands trembled so much that they were of no use to him. In a chilling voice he kept re­peat­ing: “It is hor­rible, hor­rible!”

			“Fi­nally,” pur­sued the in­ex­or­able ma­gis­trate, “here are the trousers you wore on the even­ing of the murder. It is plain that not long ago they were very wet; and, be­sides the mud on them, there are traces of earth. Be­sides that they are torn at the knees. We will ad­mit, for the mo­ment that you might not re­mem­ber where you went on that even­ing; but who would be­lieve that you do not know when you tore your trousers and how you frayed your gloves?”

			What cour­age could res­ist such as­saults? Al­bert’s firm­ness and en­ergy were at an end. His brain whirled. He fell heav­ily in­to a chair, ex­claim­ing—“It is enough to drive me mad!”

			“Do you ad­mit,” in­sisted the ma­gis­trate, whose gaze had be­come firmly fixed upon the pris­on­er, “do you ad­mit that Wid­ow Ler­ouge could only have been stabbed by you?”

			“I ad­mit,” pro­tested Al­bert, “that I am the vic­tim of one of those ter­rible fatal­it­ies which make men doubt the evid­ence of their reas­on. I am in­no­cent.”

			“Then tell me where you passed Tues­day even­ing.”

			“Ah, sir!” cried the pris­on­er, “I should have to—” But, re­strain­ing him­self, he ad­ded in a faint voice, “I have made the only an­swer that I can make.”

			M. Dabur­on rose, hav­ing now reached his grand stroke.

			“It is, then, my duty,” said he, with a shade of irony, “to sup­ply your fail­ure of memory. I am go­ing to re­mind you of where you went and what you did. On Tues­day even­ing at eight o’clock, after hav­ing ob­tained from the wine you drank, the dread­ful en­ergy you needed, you left your home. At thirty-five minutes past eight, you took the train at the St. Laz­are sta­tion. At nine o’clock, you alighted at the sta­tion at Rueil.”

			And, not dis­dain­ing to em­ploy Tab­aret’s ideas, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate re­peated nearly word for word the tirade im­pro­vised the night be­fore by the am­a­teur de­tect­ive.

			He had every reas­on, while speak­ing, to ad­mire the old fel­low’s pen­et­ra­tion. In all his life, his elo­quence had nev­er pro­duced so strik­ing an ef­fect. Every sen­tence, every word, told. The pris­on­er’s as­sur­ance, already shaken, fell little by little, just like the out­er coat­ing of a wall when riddled with bul­lets.

			Al­bert was, as the ma­gis­trate per­ceived, like a man, who, rolling to the bot­tom of a pre­cip­ice, sees every branch and every pro­jec­ture which might re­tard his fall fail him, and who feels a new and more pain­ful bruise each time his body comes in con­tact with them.

			“And now,” con­cluded the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, “listen to good ad­vice: do not per­sist in a sys­tem of deny­ing, im­possible to sus­tain. Give in. Justice, rest as­sured, is ig­nor­ant of noth­ing which it is im­port­ant to know. Be­lieve me; seek to de­serve the in­dul­gence of your judges, con­fess your guilt.”

			M. Dabur­on did not be­lieve that his pris­on­er would still per­sist in as­sert­ing his in­no­cence. He ima­gined he would be over­whelmed and con­foun­ded, that he would throw him­self at his feet, beg­ging for mercy. But he was mis­taken.

			Al­bert, in spite of his great pros­tra­tion, found, in one last ef­fort of his will, suf­fi­cient strength to re­cov­er him­self and again protest—“You are right, sir,” he said in a sad, but firm voice; “everything seems to prove me guilty. In your place, I should have spoken as you have done; yet all the same, I swear to you that I am in­no­cent.”

			“Come now, do you really—” began the ma­gis­trate.

			“I am in­no­cent,” in­ter­rup­ted Al­bert; “and I re­peat it, without the least hope of chan­ging in any way your con­vic­tion. Yes, everything speaks against me, everything, even my own bear­ing be­fore you. It is true, my cour­age has been shaken by these in­cred­ible, mi­ra­cu­lous, over­whelm­ing co­in­cid­ences. I am over­come, be­cause I feel the im­possib­il­ity of prov­ing my in­no­cence. But I do not des­pair. My hon­our and my life are in the hands of God. At this very hour when to you I ap­pear lost—for I in no way de­ceive my­self, sir—I do not des­pair of a com­plete jus­ti­fic­a­tion. I await con­fid­ently.”

			“What do you mean?” asked the ma­gis­trate.

			“Noth­ing but what I say, sir.”

			“So you per­sist in deny­ing your guilt?”

			“I am in­no­cent.”

			“But this is folly—”

			“I am in­no­cent.”

			“Very well,” said M. Dabur­on; “that is enough for today. You will hear the of­fi­cial re­port of your ex­am­in­a­tion read, and will then be taken back to sol­it­ary con­fine­ment. I ex­hort you to re­flect. Night will per­haps bring on a bet­ter feel­ing; if you wish at any time to speak to me, send word, and I will come to you. I will give or­ders to that ef­fect. You may read now, Con­stant.”

			When Al­bert had de­par­ted un­der the es­cort of the gen­darmes, the ma­gis­trate muttered in a low tone, “There’s an ob­stin­ate fel­low for you.” He cer­tainly no longer en­ter­tained the shad­ow of a doubt. To him, Al­bert was as surely the mur­der­er as if he had ad­mit­ted his guilt. Even if he should per­sist in his sys­tem of deni­al to the end of the in­vest­ig­a­tion, it was im­possible, that, with the proofs already in the pos­ses­sion of the po­lice, a true bill should not be found against him. He was there­fore cer­tain of be­ing com­mit­ted for tri­al at the as­sizes. It was a hun­dred to one, that the jury would bring in a ver­dict of guilty.

			Left to him­self, how­ever, M. Dabur­on did not ex­per­i­ence that in­tense sat­is­fac­tion, mixed with van­ity, which he or­din­ar­ily felt after he had suc­cess­fully con­duc­ted an ex­am­in­a­tion, and had suc­ceeded in get­ting his pris­on­er in­to the same po­s­i­tion as Al­bert. Some­thing dis­turbed and shocked him. At the bot­tom of his heart, he felt ill at ease. He had tri­umphed; but his vic­tory gave him only un­eas­i­ness, pain, and vex­a­tion. A re­flec­tion so simple that he could hardly un­der­stand why it had not oc­curred to him at first, in­creased his dis­con­tent, and made him angry with him­self.

			“Some­thing told me,” he muttered, “that I was wrong to un­der­take this busi­ness. I am pun­ished for not hav­ing obeyed that in­ner voice. I ought to have de­clined to pro­ceed with the in­vest­ig­a­tion. The Vis­count de Com­mar­in, was, all the same, cer­tain to be ar­res­ted, im­prisoned, ex­amined, con­foun­ded, tried, and prob­ably con­demned. Then, be­ing in no way con­nec­ted with the tri­al, I could have re­appeared be­fore Claire. Her grief will be great. As her friend, I could have soothed her, mingled my tears with hers, calmed her re­grets. With time, she might have been con­soled, and per­haps have for­got­ten him. She could not have helped feel­ing grate­ful to me, and then who knows—? While now, whatever may hap­pen, I shall be an ob­ject of loath­ing to her: she will nev­er be able to en­dure the sight of me. In her eyes I shall al­ways be her lov­er’s as­sas­sin. I have with my own hands opened an abyss! I have lost her a second time, and by my own fault.”

			The un­happy man heaped the bitterest re­proaches upon him­self. He was in des­pair. He had nev­er so hated Al­bert—that wretch, who, stained with a crime, stood in the way of his hap­pi­ness. Then too he cursed old Tab­aret! Alone, he would not have de­cided so quickly. He would have waited, thought over the mat­ter, ma­tured his de­cision, and cer­tainly have per­ceived the in­con­veni­ences, which now oc­curred to him. The old fel­low, al­ways car­ried away like a badly trained blood­hound, and full of stu­pid en­thu­si­asm, had con­fused him, and led him to do what he now so much re­gret­ted.

			It was pre­cisely this un­fa­vor­able mo­ment that M. Tab­aret chose for re­appear­ing be­fore the ma­gis­trate. He had just been in­formed of the ter­min­a­tion of the in­quiry; and he ar­rived, im­pa­tient to know what had passed, swell­ing with curi­os­ity, and full of the sweet hope of hear­ing of the ful­fil­ment of his pre­dic­tions.

			“What an­swers did he make?” he asked even be­fore he had closed the door.

			“He is evid­ently guilty,” replied the ma­gis­trate, with a harsh­ness very dif­fer­ent to his usu­al man­ner.

			Old Tab­aret, who ex­pec­ted to re­ceive praises by the bas­ket­ful, was astoun­ded at this tone! It was there­fore, with great hes­it­ancy that he offered his fur­ther ser­vices.

			“I have come,” he said mod­estly, “to know if any in­vest­ig­a­tions are ne­ces­sary to de­mol­ish the alibi pleaded by the pris­on­er.”

			“He pleaded no alibi,” replied the ma­gis­trate, dryly.

			“How,” cried the de­tect­ive, “no alibi? Pshaw! I ask par­don: he has of course then con­fessed everything.”

			“No,” said the ma­gis­trate im­pa­tiently, “he has con­fessed noth­ing. He ac­know­ledges that the proofs are de­cis­ive: he can­not give an ac­count of how he spent his time; but he protests his in­no­cence.”

			In the centre of the room, M. Tab­aret stood with his mouth wide open, and his eyes star­ing wildly, and al­to­geth­er in the most grot­esque at­ti­tude his as­ton­ish­ment could ef­fect. He was lit­er­ally thun­der­struck. In spite of his an­ger, M. Dabur­on could not help smil­ing; and even Con­stant gave a grin, which on his lips was equi­val­ent to a par­oxysm of laughter.

			“Not an alibi, noth­ing?” mur­mured the old fel­low. “No ex­plan­a­tions? The idea! It is in­con­ceiv­able! Not an alibi? We must then be mis­taken: he can­not be the crim­in­al. That is cer­tain!”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate felt that the old am­a­teur must have been wait­ing the res­ult of the ex­am­in­a­tion at the wine shop round the corner, or else that he had gone mad.

			“Un­for­tu­nately,” said he, “we are not mis­taken. It is but too clearly shown that M. de Com­mar­in is the mur­der­er. How­ever, if you like, you can ask Con­stant for his re­port of the ex­am­in­a­tion, and read it over while I put these pa­pers in or­der.”

			“Very well,” said the old fel­low with fe­ver­ish anxi­ety.

			He sat down in Con­stant’s chair, and, lean­ing his el­bows on the table, thrust­ing his hands in his hair, he in less than no time read the re­port through. When he had fin­ished, he arose with pale and dis­tor­ted fea­tures.

			“Sir,” said he to the ma­gis­trate in a strange voice, “I have been the in­vol­un­tary cause of a ter­rible mis­take. This man is in­no­cent.”

			“Come, come,” said M. Dabur­on, without stop­ping his pre­par­a­tions for de­par­ture, “you are go­ing out of your mind, my dear M. Tab­aret. How, after all that you have read there, can—”

			“Yes, sir, yes: it is be­cause I have read this that I en­treat you to pause, or we shall add one more mis­take to the sad list of ju­di­cial er­rors. Read this ex­am­in­a­tion over care­fully; there is not a reply but which de­clares this un­for­tu­nate man in­no­cent, not a word but which throws out a ray of light. And he is still in pris­on, still in sol­it­ary con­fine­ment?”

			“He is; and there he will re­main, if you please,” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate. “It be­comes you well to talk in this man­ner, after the way you spoke last night, when I hes­it­ated so much.”

			“But, sir,” cried the old de­tect­ive, “I still say pre­cisely the same. Ah, wretched Tab­aret! all is lost; no one un­der­stands you. Par­don me, sir, if I lack the re­spect due to you; but you have not grasped my meth­od. It is, how­ever, very simple. Giv­en a crime, with all the cir­cum­stances and de­tails, I con­struct, bit by bit, a plan of ac­cus­a­tion, which I do not guar­an­tee un­til it is en­tire and per­fect. If a man is found to whom this plan ap­plies ex­actly in every par­tic­u­lar the au­thor of the crime is found: oth­er­wise, one has laid hands upon an in­no­cent per­son. It is not suf­fi­cient that such and such par­tic­u­lars seem to point to him; it must be all or noth­ing. This is in­fal­lible. Now, in this case, how have I reached the cul­prit? Through pro­ceed­ing by in­fer­ence from the known to the un­known. I have ex­amined his work; and I have formed an idea of the work­er. Reas­on and lo­gic lead us to what? To a vil­lain, de­term­ined, au­da­cious, and prudent, versed in the busi­ness. And do you think that such a man would neg­lect a pre­cau­tion that would not be omit­ted by the stu­pid­est tyro? It is in­con­ceiv­able. What! this man is so skill­ful as to leave such feeble traces that they es­cape Gev­rol’s prac­tised eye, and you think he would risk his safety by leav­ing an en­tire night un­ac­coun­ted for? It’s im­possible! I am as sure of my sys­tem as of a sum that has been proved. The as­sas­sin has an alibi. Al­bert has pleaded none; then he is in­no­cent.”

			M. Dabur­on sur­veyed the de­tect­ive pity­ingly, much as he would have looked at a re­mark­able mono­ma­ni­ac. When the old fel­low had fin­ished—“My worthy M. Tab­aret,” the ma­gis­trate said to him: “you have but one fault. You err through an ex­cess of sub­tlety, you ac­cord too freely to oth­ers the won­der­ful saga­city with which you your­self are en­dowed. Our man has failed in prudence, simply be­cause he be­lieved his rank would place him above sus­pi­cion.”

			“No, sir, no, a thou­sand times no. My cul­prit—the true one—he whom we have missed catch­ing, feared everything. Be­sides, does Al­bert de­fend him­self? No. He is over­whelmed be­cause he per­ceives co­in­cid­ences so fatal that they ap­pear to con­demn him, without a chance of es­cape. Does he try to ex­cuse him­self? No. He simply replies, ‘It is ter­rible.’ And yet all through his ex­am­in­a­tion I feel reti­cence that I can­not ex­plain.”

			“I can ex­plain it very eas­ily; and I am as con­fid­ent as though he had con­fessed everything. I have more than suf­fi­cient proofs for that.”

			“Ah, sir, proofs! There are al­ways enough of those against an ar­res­ted man. They ex­is­ted against every in­no­cent man who was ever con­demned. Proofs! Why, I had them in quant­it­ies against Kais­er, the poor little tail­or, who—”

			“Well,” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate, hast­ily, “if it is not he, the most in­ter­ested one, who com­mit­ted the crime, who then is it? His fath­er, the Count de Com­mar­in?”

			“No: the true as­sas­sin is a young man.”

			M. Dabur­on had ar­ranged his pa­pers, and fin­ished his pre­par­a­tions. He took up his hat, and, as he pre­pared to leave, replied: “You must then see that I am right. Come and see me by-and-by, M. Tab­aret, and make haste and get rid of all your fool­ish ideas. To­mor­row we will talk the whole mat­ter over again. I am rather tired to­night.” Then he ad­ded, ad­dress­ing his clerk, “Con­stant, look in at the re­cord of­fice, in case the pris­on­er Com­mar­in should wish to speak to me.”

			He moved to­wards the door; but M. Tab­aret barred his exit.

			“Sir,” said the old man, “in the name of heav­en listen to me! He is in­no­cent, I swear to you. Help me, then, to find the real cul­prit. Sir, think of your re­morse should you cause an—”

			But the ma­gis­trate would not hear more. He pushed old Tab­aret quickly aside, and hur­ried out.

			The old man now turned to Con­stant. He wished to con­vince him. Lost trouble: the tall clerk hastened to put his things away, think­ing of his soup, which was get­ting cold.

			So that M. Tab­aret soon found him­self locked out of the room and alone in the dark pas­sage. All the usu­al sounds of the Pal­ais had ceased: the place was si­lent as the tomb. The old de­tect­ive des­per­ately tore his hair with both hands.

			“Ah!” he ex­claimed, “Al­bert is in­no­cent; and it is I who have cast sus­pi­cion upon him. It is I, fool that I am, who have in­fused in­to the ob­stin­ate spir­it of this ma­gis­trate a con­vic­tion that I can no longer des­troy. He is in­no­cent and is yet en­dur­ing the most hor­rible an­guish. Sup­pose he should com­mit sui­cide! There have been in­stances of wretched men, who in des­pair at be­ing falsely ac­cused have killed them­selves in their cells. Poor boy! But I will not aban­don him. I have ruined him: I will save him! I must, I will find the cul­prit; and he shall pay dearly for my mis­take, the scoun­drel!”

		
	
		
			XIII

			After see­ing the Count de Com­mar­in safely in his car­riage at the en­trance of the Pal­ais de Justice, Noel Gerdy seemed in­clined to leave him. Rest­ing one hand against the half-opened car­riage door, he bowed re­spect­fully, and said: “When, sir, shall I have the hon­our of pay­ing my re­spects to you?”

			“Come with me now,” said the old no­ble­man.

			The bar­ris­ter, still lean­ing for­ward, muttered some ex­cuses. He had, he said, im­port­ant busi­ness: he must pos­it­ively re­turn home at once.

			“Come,” re­peated the count, in a tone which ad­mit­ted no reply.

			Noel obeyed.

			“You have found your fath­er,” said M. de Com­mar­in in a low tone; “but I must warn you, that at the same time you lose your in­de­pend­ence.”

			The car­riage star­ted; and only then did the count no­tice that Noel had very mod­estly seated him­self op­pos­ite him. This hu­mil­ity seemed to dis­please him greatly.

			“Sit here by my side, sir,” he ex­claimed; “are you not my son?”

			The bar­ris­ter, without reply­ing, took his seat by the side of the ter­rible old man, but oc­cu­pied as little room as pos­sible.

			He had been very much up­set by his in­ter­view with M. Dabur­on; for he re­tained none of his usu­al as­sur­ance, none of that ex­ter­i­or cool­ness by which he was ac­cus­tomed to con­ceal his feel­ings. For­tu­nately, the ride gave him time to breathe, and to re­cov­er him­self a little.

			On the way from the Pal­ais de Justice to the De Com­mar­in man­sion, not a word passed between the fath­er and son. When the car­riage stopped be­fore the steps lead­ing to the prin­cip­al en­trance, and the count got out with Noel’s as­sist­ance, there was great com­mo­tion among the ser­vants.

			There were, it is true, few of them present, nearly all hav­ing been summoned to the Pal­ais; but the count and the bar­ris­ter had scarcely dis­ap­peared, when, as if by en­chant­ment, they were all as­sembled in the hall. They came from the garden, the stables, the cel­lar, and the kit­chen. Nearly all bore marks of their call­ing. A young groom ap­peared with his wooden shoes filled with straw, shuff­ling about on the marble floor like a mangy dog on a Go­belin tapestry. One of them re­cog­nised Noel as the vis­it­or of the pre­vi­ous Sunday; and that was enough to set fire to all these gos­sip-mon­gers, thirst­ing for scan­dal.

			Since morn­ing, moreover, the un­usu­al events at the De Com­mar­in man­sion had caused a great stir in so­ci­ety. A thou­sand stor­ies were cir­cu­lated, talked over, cor­rec­ted, and ad­ded to by the ill-natured and ma­li­cious—some ab­om­in­ably ab­surd, oth­ers simply idi­ot­ic. Twenty people, very noble and still more proud, had not been above send­ing their most in­tel­li­gent ser­vants to pay a little vis­it among the count’s re­tain­ers, for the sole pur­pose of learn­ing some­thing pos­it­ive. As it was, nobody knew any­thing; and yet every­body pre­ten­ded to be fully in­formed.

			Let any­one ex­plain who can this very com­mon phe­nomen­on: A crime is com­mit­ted; justice ar­rives, wrapped in mys­tery; the po­lice are still ig­nor­ant of al­most everything; and yet de­tails of the most minute char­ac­ter are already cir­cu­lated about the streets.

			“So,” said a cook, “that tall dark fel­low with the whiskers is the count’s true son!”

			“You are right,” said one of the foot­men who had ac­com­pan­ied M. de Com­mar­in; “as for the oth­er, he is no more his son than Jean here; who, by the way, will be kicked out of doors, if he is caught in this part of the house with his dirty work­ing-shoes on.”

			“What a ro­mance,” ex­claimed Jean, su­premely in­dif­fer­ent to the danger which threatened him.

			“Such things con­stantly oc­cur in great fam­il­ies,” said the cook.

			“How ever did it hap­pen?”

			“Well, you see, one day, long ago, when the count­ess who is now dead was out walk­ing with her little son, who was about six months old, the child was stolen by gypsies. The poor lady was full of grief; but above all, was greatly afraid of her hus­band, who was not over kind. What did she do? She pur­chased a brat from a wo­man, who happened to be passing; and, nev­er hav­ing no­ticed his child, the count has nev­er known the dif­fer­ence.”

			“But the as­sas­sin­a­tion!”

			“That’s very simple. When the wo­man saw her brat in such a nice berth, she bled him finely, and has kept up a sys­tem of black­mail­ing all along. The vis­count had noth­ing left for him­self. So he re­solved at last to put an end to it, and come to a fi­nal set­tling with her.”

			“And the oth­er, who is up there, the dark fel­low?”

			The orator would have gone on, without doubt, giv­ing the most sat­is­fact­ory ex­plan­a­tions of everything, if he had not been in­ter­rup­ted by the en­trance of M. Lu­b­in, who came from the Pal­ais in com­pany of young Joseph. His suc­cess, so bril­liant up to this time, was cut short, just like that of a second-rate sing­er when the star of the even­ing comes on the stage. The en­tire as­sembly turned to­wards Al­bert’s valet, all eyes ques­tion­ing him. He of course knew all, he was the man they wanted. He did not take ad­vant­age of his po­s­i­tion, and keep them wait­ing.

			“What a ras­cal!” he ex­claimed at first. “What a vil­lain­ous fel­low is this Al­bert!”

			He en­tirely did away with the “Mr.” and the “Vis­count,” and met with gen­er­al ap­prov­al for do­ing so.

			“How­ever,” he ad­ded, “I al­ways had my doubts. The fel­low didn’t please me by half. You see now to what we are ex­posed every day in our pro­fes­sion, and it is dread­fully dis­agree­able. The ma­gis­trate did not con­ceal it from me. ‘M. Lu­b­in,’ said he, ‘it is very sad for a man like you to have waited on such a scoun­drel.’ For you must know, that, be­sides an old wo­man over eighty years old, he also as­sas­sin­ated a young girl of twelve. The little child, the ma­gis­trate told me, was chopped in­to bits.”

			“Ah!” put in Joseph; “he must have been a great fool. Do people do those sort of things them­selves when they are rich, and when there are so many poor dev­ils who only ask to gain their liv­ing?”

			“Pshaw!” said M. Lu­b­in in a know­ing tone; “you will see him come out of it as white as snow. These rich men can do any­thing.”

			“Any­how,” said the cook, “I’d will­ingly give a month’s wages to be a mouse, and to listen to what the count and the tall dark fel­low are talk­ing about. Sup­pose someone went up and tried to find out what is go­ing on.”

			This pro­pos­i­tion did not meet with the least fa­vour. The ser­vants knew by ex­per­i­ence that, on im­port­ant oc­ca­sions, spy­ing was worse than use­less.

			M. de Com­mar­in knew all about ser­vants from in­fancy. His study was, there­fore, a shel­ter from all in­dis­cre­tion. The sharpest ear placed at the key­hole could hear noth­ing of what was go­ing on with­in, even when the mas­ter was in a pas­sion, and his voice loudest. One alone, Denis, the count’s valet, had the op­por­tun­ity of gath­er­ing in­form­a­tion; but he was well paid to be dis­creet, and he was so.

			At this mo­ment, M. de Com­mar­in was sit­ting in the same arm­chair on which the even­ing be­fore he had be­stowed such furi­ous blows while listen­ing to Al­bert.

			As soon as he left his car­riage, the old no­ble­man re­covered his haught­i­ness. He be­came even more ar­rog­ant in his man­ner, than he had been humble when be­fore the ma­gis­trate, as though he were ashamed of what he now con­sidered an un­par­don­able weak­ness.

			He wondered how he could have yiel­ded to a mo­ment­ary im­pulse, how his grief could have so basely be­trayed him.

			At the re­mem­brance of the avow­als wres­ted from him by a sort of de­li­ri­um, he blushed, and re­proached him­self bit­terly. The same as Al­bert, the night be­fore, Noel, hav­ing fully re­covered him­self, stood erect, cold as marble, re­spect­ful, but no longer humble.

			The fath­er and son ex­changed glances which had noth­ing of sym­pathy nor friend­li­ness.

			They ex­amined one an­oth­er, they al­most meas­ured each oth­er, much as two ad­versar­ies feel their way with their eyes be­fore en­coun­ter­ing with their weapons.

			“Sir,” said the count at length in a harsh voice, “hence­forth this house is yours. From this mo­ment you are the Vis­count de Com­mar­in; you re­gain pos­ses­sion of all the rights of which you were de­prived. Listen, be­fore you thank me. I wish, at once, to re­lieve you of all mis­un­der­stand­ing. Re­mem­ber this well, sir; had I been mas­ter of the situ­ation, I would nev­er have re­cog­nised you: Al­bert should have re­mained in the po­s­i­tion in which I placed him.”

			“I un­der­stand you, sir,” replied Noel. “I don’t think that I could ever bring my­self to do an act like that by which you de­prived me of my birth­right; but I de­clare that, if I had the mis­for­tune to do so, I should af­ter­wards have ac­ted as you have. Your rank was too con­spicu­ous to per­mit a vol­un­tary ac­know­ledg­ment. It was a thou­sand times bet­ter to suf­fer an in­justice to con­tin­ue in secret, than to ex­pose the name to the com­ments of the ma­li­cious.”

			This an­swer sur­prised the count, and very agree­ably too. But he wouldn’t let his sat­is­fac­tion be seen, and it was in a still harsh­er voice that he re­sumed.

			“I have no claim, sir, upon your af­fec­tion; I do not ask for it, but I in­sist at all times upon the ut­most de­fer­ence. It is tra­di­tion­al in our house, that a son shall nev­er in­ter­rupt his fath­er when he is speak­ing; that, you have just been guilty of. Neither do chil­dren judge their par­ents; that also you have just done. When I was forty years of age my fath­er was in his second child­hood; but I do not re­mem­ber ever hav­ing raised my voice above his. This said, I con­tin­ue. I provided the ne­ces­sary funds for the ex­penses of Al­bert’s house­hold com­pletely, dis­tinct from my own, for he had his own ser­vants, horses, and car­riages; and be­sides that I al­lowed the un­happy boy four thou­sand francs a month. I have de­cided in or­der to put a stop to all fool­ish gos­sip, and to make your po­s­i­tion the easi­er, that you should live on a grander scale; this mat­ter con­cerns my­self. Fur­ther, I will in­crease your monthly al­low­ance to six thou­sand francs; which I trust you will spend as nobly as pos­sible, giv­ing the least pos­sible cause for ri­dicule. I can­not too strongly ex­hort you to the ut­most cau­tion. Keep close watch over your­self. Weigh your words well. Study your slight­est ac­tions. You will be the point of ob­ser­va­tion of the thou­sands of im­per­tin­ent idlers who com­pose our world; your blun­ders will be their de­light. Do you fence?”

			“Mod­er­ately well.”

			“That will do! Do you ride?”

			“No; but in six months I will be a good horse­man, or break my neck.”

			“You must be­come a horse­man, and not break any­thing. Let us pro­ceed. You will, of course, not oc­cupy Al­bert’s apart­ments. They will be walled off, as soon as I am free of the po­lice. Thank heav­en! the house is large. You will oc­cupy the oth­er wing; and there will be a sep­ar­ate en­trance to your apart­ments, by an­oth­er stair­case. Ser­vants, horses, car­riages, fur­niture, such as be­come a vis­count, will be at your ser­vice, cost what it may, with­in forty-eight hours. On the day of your tak­ing pos­ses­sion, you must look as though you had been in­stalled there for years. There will be a great scan­dal; but that can­not be avoided. A prudent fath­er might send you away for a few months to the Aus­tri­an or Rus­si­an courts; but, in this in­stance, such prudence would be ab­surd. Much bet­ter a dread­ful out­cry, which ends quickly, than low mur­murs which last forever. Dare pub­lic opin­ion; and, in eight days, it will have ex­hausted its com­ments, and the story will have be­come old. So, to work! This very even­ing the work­men shall be here; and, in the first place, I must present you to my ser­vants.”

			To put his pur­pose in­to ex­e­cu­tion, the count moved to touch the bell-rope. Noel stopped him.

			Since the com­mence­ment of this in­ter­view, the bar­ris­ter had wandered in the re­gions of the thou­sand and one nights, the won­der­ful lamp in his hand. The fairy real­ity cast in­to the shade his wild­est dreams. He was dazzled by the count’s words, and had need of all his reas­on to struggle against the gid­di­ness which came over him, on real­ising his great good for­tune. Touched by a ma­gic wand, he seemed to awake to a thou­sand nov­el and un­known sen­sa­tions. He rolled in purple, and bathed in gold.

			But he knew how to ap­pear un­moved. His face had con­trac­ted the habit of guard­ing the secret of the most vi­ol­ent in­tern­al ex­cite­ment. While all his pas­sions vi­brated with­in him, he ap­peared to listen with a sad and al­most in­dif­fer­ent cold­ness.

			“Per­mit me, sir,” he said to the count “without over­step­ping the bounds of the ut­most re­spect, to say a few words. I am touched more than I can ex­press by your good­ness; and yet I be­seech you, to delay its mani­fest­a­tion. The pro­pos­i­tion I am about to sug­gest may per­haps ap­pear to you worthy of con­sid­er­a­tion. It seems to me that the situ­ation de­mands the greatest del­ic­acy on my part. It is well to des­pise pub­lic opin­ion, but not to defy it. I am cer­tain to be judged with the ut­most sever­ity. If I in­stall my­self so sud­denly in your house, what will be said? I shall have the ap­pear­ance of a con­quer­or, who thinks little, so long as he suc­ceeds, of passing over the body of the conquered. They will re­proach me with oc­cupy­ing the bed still warm from Al­bert’s body. They will jest bit­terly at my haste in tak­ing pos­ses­sion. They will cer­tainly com­pare me to Al­bert, and the com­par­is­on will be to my dis­ad­vant­age, since I should ap­pear to tri­umph at a time when a great dis­aster has fallen upon our house.”

			The count listened without show­ing any signs of dis­ap­prob­a­tion, struck per­haps by the justice of these reas­ons. Noel ima­gined that his harsh­ness was much more feigned than real; and this idea en­cour­aged him.

			“I be­seech you then, sir,” he con­tin­ued, “to per­mit me for the present in no way to change my mode of liv­ing. By not show­ing my­self, I leave all ma­li­cious re­marks to waste them­selves in air—I let pub­lic opin­ion the bet­ter fa­mil­i­ar­ise it­self with the idea of a com­ing change. There is a great deal in not tak­ing the world by sur­prise. Be­ing ex­pec­ted, I shall not have the air of an in­truder on present­ing my­self. Ab­sent, I shall have the ad­vant­ages which the un­known al­ways pos­sess; I shall ob­tain the good opin­ion of all those who have en­vied Al­bert; and I shall se­cure as cham­pi­ons all those who would to­mor­row as­sail me, if my el­ev­a­tion came sud­denly upon them. Be­sides, by this delay, I shall ac­cus­tom my­self to my ab­rupt change of for­tune. I ought not to bring in­to your world, which is now mine, the man­ners of a parvenu. My name ought not to in­con­veni­ence me, like a badly fit­ting coat.”

			“Per­haps it would be wisest,” mur­mured the count.

			This as­sent, so eas­ily ob­tained, sur­prised Noel. He got the idea that the count had only wished to prove him, to tempt him. In any case, wheth­er he had tri­umphed by his elo­quence, or wheth­er he had simply shunned a trap, he had suc­ceeded. His con­fid­ence in­creased; he re­covered all his former as­sur­ance.

			“I must add, sir,” he con­tin­ued, “that there are a few mat­ters con­cern­ing my­self which de­mand my at­ten­tion. Be­fore en­ter­ing upon my new life, I must think of those I am leav­ing be­hind me. I have friends and cli­ents. This event has sur­prised me, just as I am be­gin­ning to reap the re­ward of ten years of hard work and per­sever­ance. I have as yet only sown; I am on the point of reap­ing. My name is already known; I have ob­tained some little in­flu­ence. I con­fess, without shame, that I have here­to­fore pro­fessed ideas and opin­ions that would not be suited to this house; and it is im­possible in the space of a day—”

			“Ah!” in­ter­rup­ted the count in a ban­ter­ing tone, “you are a lib­er­al. It is a fash­ion­able dis­ease. Al­bert also was a great lib­er­al.”

			“My ideas, sir,” said Noel quickly, “were those of every in­tel­li­gent man who wishes to suc­ceed. Be­sides, have not all parties one and the same aim—power? They merely take dif­fer­ent means of reach­ing it. I will not en­large upon this sub­ject. Be as­sured, sir, that I shall know how to bear my name, and think and act as a man of my rank should.”

			“I trust so,” said M. de Com­mar­in; “and I hope that you will nev­er make me re­gret Al­bert.”

			“At least, sir, it will not be my fault. But, since you have men­tioned the name of that un­for­tu­nate young man, let us oc­cupy ourselves about him.”

			The count cast a look of dis­trust upon Noel.

			“What can now be done for Al­bert?” he asked.

			“What, sir!” cried Noel with ar­dour, “would you aban­don him, when he has not a friend left in the world? He is still your son, sir, he is my broth­er; for thirty years he has borne the name of Com­mar­in. All the mem­bers of a fam­ily are jointly li­able. In­no­cent, or guilty, he has a right to count upon us; and we owe him our as­sist­ance.”

			“What do you then hope for, sir?” asked the count.

			“To save him, if he is in­no­cent; and I love to be­lieve that he is. I am an bar­ris­ter, sir, and I wish to de­fend him. I have been told that I have some tal­ent; in such a cause I must have. Yes, how­ever strong the charges against him may be, I will over­throw them. I will dis­pel all doubts. The truth shall burst forth at the sound of my voice. I will find new ac­cents to im­bue the judges with my own con­vic­tion. I will save him, and this shall be my last cause.”

			“And if he should con­fess,” said the count, “if he has already con­fessed?”

			“Then, sir,” replied Noel with a dark look, “I will render him the last ser­vice, which in such a mis­for­tune I should ask of a broth­er, I will pro­cure him the means of avoid­ing judg­ment.”

			“That is well spoken, sir,” said the count, “very well, my son!”

			And he held out his hand to Noel, who pressed it, bow­ing a re­spect­ful ac­know­ledg­ment. The bar­ris­ter took a long breath. At last he had found the way to this haughty noble’s heart; he had conquered, he had pleased him.

			“Let us re­turn to your­self, sir,” con­tin­ued the count. “I yield to the reas­ons which you have sug­ges­ted. All shall be done as you de­sire. But do not con­sider this a pre­ced­ent. I nev­er change my plans, even though they are proved to be bad, and con­trary to my in­terests. But at least noth­ing pre­vents your re­main­ing here from today, and tak­ing your meals with me. We will, first of all, see where you can be lodged, un­til you form­ally take pos­ses­sion of the apart­ments which are to be pre­pared for you.”

			Noel had the hardi­hood to again in­ter­rupt the old no­ble­man.

			“Sir,” said he, “when you bade me fol­low you here, I obeyed you, as was my duty. Now an­oth­er and a sac­red duty calls me away. Ma­dame Gerdy is at this mo­ment dy­ing. Ought I to leave the deathbed of her who filled my moth­er’s place?”

			“Valer­ie!” mur­mured the count. He leaned upon the arm of his chair, his face bur­ied in his hands; in one mo­ment the whole past rose up be­fore him.

			“She has done me great harm,” he mur­mured, as if an­swer­ing his thoughts. “She has ruined my whole life; but ought I to be im­plac­able? She is dy­ing from the ac­cus­a­tion which is hanging over Al­bert our son. It was I who was the cause of it all. Doubt­less, in this last hour, a word from me would be a great con­sol­a­tion to her. I will ac­com­pany you, sir.”

			Noel star­ted at this un­ex­pec­ted pro­pos­al.

			“O sir!” said he hast­ily, “spare your­self, pray, a heartrend­ing sight. Your go­ing would be use­less. Ma­dame Gerdy ex­ists prob­ably still; but her mind is dead. Her brain was un­able to res­ist so vi­ol­ent a shock. The un­for­tu­nate wo­man would neither re­cog­nise nor un­der­stand you.”

			“Go then alone,” sighed the count, “go, my son!”

			The words “my son,” pro­nounced with a marked em­phas­is, soun­ded like a note of vic­tory in Noel’s ears.

			He bowed to take his leave. The count mo­tioned him to wait.

			“In any case,” he said, “a place at table will be set for you here. I dine at half-past six pre­cisely. I shall be glad to see you.”

			He rang. His valet ap­peared.

			“Denis,” said he, “none of the or­ders I may give will af­fect this gen­tle­man. You will tell this to all the ser­vants. This gen­tle­man is at home here.”

			The bar­ris­ter took his leave; and the count felt great com­fort in be­ing once more alone. Since morn­ing, events had fol­lowed one an­oth­er with such be­wil­der­ing rapid­ity that his thoughts could scarcely keep pace with them. At last, he was able to re­flect.

			“That, then,” said he to him­self, “is my le­git­im­ate son. I am sure of his birth, at any rate. Be­sides I should be fool­ish to dis­own him, for I find him the ex­act pic­ture of my­self at thirty. He is a hand­some fel­low, Noel, very hand­some. His fea­tures are de­cidedly in his fa­vour. He is in­tel­li­gent and acute. He knows how to be humble without lower­ing him­self, and firm without ar­rog­ance. His un­ex­pec­ted good for­tune does not turn his head. I au­gur well of a man who knows how to bear him­self in prosper­ity. He thinks well; he will carry his title proudly. And yet I feel no sym­pathy with him; it seems to me that I shall al­ways re­gret my poor Al­bert. I nev­er knew how to ap­pre­ci­ate him. Un­happy boy! To com­mit such a vile crime! He must have lost his reas­on. I do not like the look of this one’s eye. They say that he is per­fect. He ex­presses, at least, the noblest and most ap­pro­pri­ate sen­ti­ments. He is gentle and strong, mag­nan­im­ous, gen­er­ous, hero­ic. He is without malice, and is ready to sac­ri­fice him­self to re­pay me for what I have done for him. He for­gives Ma­dame Gerdy; he loves Al­bert. It is enough to make one dis­trust him. But all young men nowadays are so. Ah! we live in a happy age. Our chil­dren are born free from all hu­man short­com­ings. They have neither the vices, the pas­sions, nor the tem­pers of their fath­ers; and these pre­co­cious philo­soph­ers, mod­els of saga­city and vir­tue, are in­cap­able of com­mit­ting the least folly. Alas! Al­bert, too, was per­fect; and he has as­sas­sin­ated Claud­ine! What will this one do?—All the same,” he ad­ded, half-aloud, “I ought to have ac­com­pan­ied him to see Valer­ie!”

			And, al­though the bar­ris­ter had been gone at least a good ten minutes, M. de Com­mar­in, not real­ising how the time had passed, hastened to the win­dow, in the hope of see­ing Noel in the court­yard, and call­ing him back.

			But Noel was already far away. On leav­ing the house, he took a cab and was quickly driv­en to the Rue St. Laz­are.

			On reach­ing his own door, he threw rather than gave five francs to the driver, and ran rap­idly up the four flights of stairs.

			“Who has called to see me?” he asked of the ser­vant.

			“No one, sir.”

			He seemed re­lieved from a great anxi­ety, and con­tin­ued in a calmer tone, “And the doc­tor?”

			“He came this morn­ing, sir,” replied the girl, “while you were out; and he did not seem at all hope­ful. He came again just now, and is still here.”

			“Very well. I will go and speak to him. If any­one calls, show them in­to my study, and let me know.”

			On en­ter­ing Ma­dame Gerdy’s cham­ber, Noel saw at a glance that no change for the bet­ter had taken place dur­ing his ab­sence. With fixed eyes and con­vulsed fea­tures, the sick wo­man lay ex­ten­ded upon her back. She seemed dead, save for the sud­den starts, which shook her at in­ter­vals, and dis­ar­ranged the bed­clothes.

			Above her head was placed a little ves­sel, filled with ice wa­ter, which fell drop by drop upon her fore­head, covered with large blu­ish spots. The table and man­tel­piece were covered with little pots, medi­cine bottles, and half-emp­tied glasses. At the foot of the bed, a piece of rag stained with blood showed that the doc­tor had just had re­course to leeches.

			Near the fire­place, where was blaz­ing a large fire, a nun of the or­der of St. Vin­cent de Paul was kneel­ing, watch­ing a sauce­pan. She was a young wo­man, with a face whiter than her cap. Her im­mov­ably pla­cid fea­tures, her mourn­ful look, be­tokened the re­nun­ci­ation of the flesh, and the ab­dic­a­tion of all in­de­pend­ence of thought.

			Her heavy grey cos­tume hung about her in large un­grace­ful folds. Every time she moved, her long chap­let of beads of col­oured box­wood, loaded with crosses and cop­per medals, shook and trailed along the floor with a noise like a jingling of chains.

			Dr. Herve was seated on a chair op­pos­ite the bed, watch­ing, ap­par­ently with close at­ten­tion, the nun’s pre­par­a­tions. He jumped up as Noel entered.

			“At last you are here,” he said, giv­ing his friend a strong grasp of the hand.

			“I was de­tained at the Pal­ais,” said the bar­ris­ter, as if he felt the ne­ces­sity of ex­plain­ing his ab­sence; “and I have been, as you may well ima­gine, dread­fully anxious.”

			He leant to­wards the doc­tor’s ear, and in a trem­bling voice asked: “Well, is she at all bet­ter?”

			The doc­tor shook his head with an air of deep dis­cour­age­ment.

			“She is much worse,” he replied: “since morn­ing bad symp­toms have suc­ceeded each oth­er with fright­ful rapid­ity.”

			He checked him­self. The bar­ris­ter had seized his arm and was press­ing it with all his might. Ma­dame Gerdy stirred a little, and a feeble groan es­caped her.

			“She heard you,” mur­mured Noel.

			“I wish it were so,” said the doc­tor; “It would be most en­cour­aging. But I fear you are mis­taken. How­ever, we will see.” He went up to Ma­dame Gerdy, and, whilst feel­ing her pulse, ex­amined her care­fully; then, with the tip of his fin­ger, he lightly raised her eye­lid.

			The eye ap­peared dull, glassy, life­less.

			“Come, judge for your­self; take her hand, speak to her.”

			Noel, trem­bling all over, did as his friend wished. He drew near, and, lean­ing over the bed, so that his mouth al­most touched the sick wo­man’s ear, he mur­mured: “Moth­er, it is I, Noel, your own Noel. Speak to me, make some sign, do you hear me, moth­er?”

			It was in vain; she re­tained her fright­ful im­mob­il­ity. Not a sign of in­tel­li­gence crossed her fea­tures.

			“You see,” said the doc­tor, “I told you the truth.”

			“Poor wo­man!” sighed Noel, “does she suf­fer?”

			“Not at present.”

			The nun now rose; and she too came be­side the bed.

			“Doc­tor,” said she: “all is ready.”

			“Then call the ser­vant, sis­ter, to help us. We are go­ing to ap­ply a mus­tard poult­ice.”

			The ser­vant hastened in. In the arms of the two wo­men, Ma­dame Gerdy was like a corpse, whom they were dress­ing for the last time. She was as ri­gid as though she were dead. She must have suffered much and long, poor wo­man, for it was pi­ti­able to see how thin she was. The nun her­self was af­fected, al­though she had be­come ha­bitu­ated to the sight of suf­fer­ing. How many in­val­ids had breathed their last in her arms dur­ing the fif­teen years that she had gone from pil­low to pil­low!

			Noel, dur­ing this time, had re­tired in­to the win­dow re­cess, and pressed his burn­ing brow against the panes.

			Of what was he think­ing, while she who had giv­en him so many proofs of ma­ter­nal ten­der­ness and de­vo­tion was dy­ing a few paces from him? Did he re­gret her? was he not think­ing rather of the grand and mag­ni­fi­cent ex­ist­ence which awaited him on the oth­er side of the river, at the Fau­bourg St. Ger­main? He turned ab­ruptly round on hear­ing his friend’s voice.

			“It is done,” said the doc­tor; “we have only now to wait the ef­fect of the mus­tard. If she feels it, it will be a good sign; if it has no ef­fect, we will try cup­ping.”

			“And if that does not suc­ceed?”

			The doc­tor answered only with a shrug of the shoulders, which showed his in­ab­il­ity to do more.

			“I un­der­stand your si­lence, Herve,” mur­mured Noel. “Alas! you told me last night she was lost.”

			“Sci­en­tific­ally, yes; but I do not yet des­pair. It is hardly a year ago that the fath­er-in-law of one of our com­rades re­covered from an al­most identic­al at­tack; and I saw him when he was much worse than this; sup­pur­a­tion had set in.”

			“It breaks my heart to see her in this state,” re­sumed Noel. “Must she die without re­cov­er­ing her reas­on even for one mo­ment? Will she not re­cog­nise me, speak one word to me?”

			“Who knows? This dis­ease, my poor friend, baffles all foresight. Each mo­ment, the as­pect may change, ac­cord­ing as the in­flam­ma­tion af­fects such or such a part of the brain. She is now in a state of ut­ter in­sens­ib­il­ity, of com­plete pros­tra­tion of all her in­tel­lec­tu­al fac­ulties, of coma, of para­lys­is so to say; to­mor­row, she may be seized with con­vul­sions, ac­com­pan­ied with a fierce de­li­ri­um.”

			“And will she speak then?”

			“Cer­tainly; but that will neither modi­fy the nature nor the grav­ity of the dis­ease.”

			“And will she re­cov­er her reas­on?”

			“Per­haps,” answered the doc­tor, look­ing fix­edly at his friend; “but why do you ask that?”

			“Ah, my dear Herve, one word from Ma­dame Gerdy, only one, would be of such use to me!”

			“For your af­fair, eh! Well, I can tell you noth­ing, can prom­ise you noth­ing. You have as many chances in your fa­vour as against you; only, do not leave her. If her in­tel­li­gence re­turns, it will be only mo­ment­ary, try and profit by it. But I must go,” ad­ded the doc­tor; “I have still three calls to make.”

			Noel fol­lowed his friend. When they reached the land­ing, he asked: “You will re­turn?”

			“This even­ing, at nine. There will be no need of me till then. All de­pends upon the watch­er. But I have chosen a pearl. I know her well.”

			“It was you, then, who brought this nun?”

			“Yes, and without your per­mis­sion. Are you dis­pleased?”

			“Not the least in the world. Only I con­fess—”

			“What! you make a grim­ace. Do your polit­ic­al opin­ions for­bid your hav­ing your moth­er, I should say Ma­dame Gerdy, nursed by a nun of St. Vin­cent?”

			“My dear Herve, you—”

			“Ah! I know what you are go­ing to say. They are adroit, in­sinu­at­ing, dan­ger­ous, all that is quite true. If I had a rich old uncle whose heir I ex­pec­ted to be, I shouldn’t in­tro­duce one of them in­to his house. These good creatures are some­times charged with strange com­mis­sions. But, what have you to fear from this one? Nev­er mind what fools say. Money aside, these worthy sis­ters are the best nurses in the world. I hope you will have one when your end comes. But good­bye; I am in a hurry.”

			And, re­gard­less of his pro­fes­sion­al dig­nity, the doc­tor hur­ried down the stairs; while Noel, full of thought, his coun­ten­ance dis­play­ing the greatest anxi­ety, re­turned to Ma­dame Gerdy.

			At the door of the sick­room, the nun awaited the bar­ris­ter’s re­turn.

			“Sir,” said she, “sir.”

			“You want some­thing of me, sis­ter?”

			“Sir, the ser­vant bade me come to you for money; she has no more, and had to get cred­it at the chem­ist’s.”

			“Ex­cuse me, sis­ter,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, seem­ingly very much vexed; “ex­cuse me for not hav­ing an­ti­cip­ated your re­quest; but you see I am rather con­fused.”

			And, tak­ing a hun­dred-franc note out of his pock­et­book, he laid it on the man­tel piece.

			“Thanks, sir,” said the nun; “I will keep an ac­count of what I spend. We al­ways do that,” she ad­ded; “it is more con­veni­ent for the fam­ily. One is so troubled at see­ing those one loves laid low by ill­ness. You have per­haps not thought of giv­ing this poor lady the sweet aid of our holy re­li­gion! In your place, sir, I should send without delay for a priest—”

			“What, now, sis­ter? Do you not see the con­di­tion she is in? She is the same as dead; you saw that she did not hear my voice.”

			“That is of little con­sequence, sir,” replied the nun; “you will al­ways have done your duty. She did not an­swer you; but are you sure that she will not an­swer the priest? Ah, you do not know all the power of the last sac­ra­ments! I have seen the dy­ing re­cov­er their in­tel­li­gence and suf­fi­cient strength to con­fess, and to re­ceive the sac­red body of our Lord Je­sus Christ. I have of­ten heard fam­il­ies say that they do not wish to alarm the in­val­id, that the sight of the min­is­ter of our Lord might in­spire a ter­ror that would hasten the fi­nal end. It is a fatal er­ror. The priest does not ter­rify; he re­as­sures the soul, at the be­gin­ning of its long jour­ney. He speaks in the name of the God of mercy, who comes to save, not to des­troy. I could cite to you many cases of dy­ing people who have been cured simply by con­tact with the sac­red balm.”

			The nun spoke in a tone as mourn­ful as her look. Her heart was evid­ently not in the words which she uttered. Without doubt, she had learned them when she first entered the con­vent. Then they ex­pressed some­thing she really felt, she spoke her own thoughts; but, since then, she had re­peated the words over and over again to the friends of every sick per­son that she at­ten­ded, un­til they lost all mean­ing so far as she was con­cerned. To ut­ter them be­came simply a part of her du­ties as nurse, the same as the pre­par­a­tion of draughts, and the mak­ing of poult­ices.

			Noel was not listen­ing to her; his thoughts were far away.

			“Your dear moth­er,” con­tin­ued the nun, “this good lady that you love so much, no doubt trus­ted in her re­li­gion. Do you wish to en­danger her sal­va­tion? If she could speak in the midst of her cruel suf­fer­ings—”

			The bar­ris­ter was on the point of reply­ing, when the ser­vant an­nounced that a gen­tle­man, who would not give his name, wished to speak with him on busi­ness.

			“I will come,” he said quickly.

			“What do you de­cide, sir?” per­sisted the nun.

			“I leave you free, sis­ter, to do as you may judge best.”

			The worthy wo­man began to re­cite her les­son of thanks, but to no pur­pose. Noel had dis­ap­peared with a dis­pleased look; and al­most im­me­di­ately she heard his voice in the next room, say­ing: “At last you have come, M. Cler­geot, I had al­most giv­en you up!”

			The vis­it­or, whom the bar­ris­ter had been ex­pect­ing, is a per­son well known in the Rue St. Laz­are, round about the Rue de Provence, the neigh­bour­hood of Notre Dame de Lor­ette, and all along the ex­ter­i­or Boulevards, from the Chaussee des Mar­tyrs to the Rond-Point of the old Bar­ri­ere de Clichy.

			M. Cler­geot is no more a usurer than M. Jourdin’s fath­er was a shop­keep­er. Only, as he has lots of money, and is very ob­li­ging, he lends it to his friends; and, in re­turn for this kind­ness, he con­sents to re­ceive in­terest, which var­ies from fif­teen to five hun­dred per­cent.

			The ex­cel­lent man pos­it­ively loves his cli­ents, and his hon­esty is gen­er­ally ap­pre­ci­ated. He has nev­er been known to seize a debt­or’s goods; he prefers to fol­low him up without res­pite for ten years, and tear from him bit by bit what is his due.

			He lives near the top of the Rue de la Vic­toire. He has no shop, and yet he sells everything sale­able, and some oth­er things, too, that the law scarcely con­siders mer­chand­ise. Any­thing to be use­ful or neigh­bourly. He of­ten as­serts that he is not very rich. It is pos­sibly true. He is whim­sic­al more than cov­et­ous, and fear­fully bold. Free with his money when one pleases him, he would not lend five francs, even with a mort­gage on the Château of Fer­ri­eres as guar­an­tee, to who­so­ever does not meet with his ap­prov­al. How­ever, he of­ten risks his all on the most un­lucky cards.

			His pre­ferred cus­tom­ers con­sist of wo­men of doubt­ful mor­al­ity, act­resses, artists, and those ven­ture­some fel­lows who enter upon pro­fes­sions which de­pend solely upon those who prac­tice them, such as law­yers and doc­tors.

			He lends to wo­men upon their present beauty, to men upon their fu­ture tal­ent. Slight pledges! His dis­cern­ment, it should be said, how­ever, en­joys a great repu­ta­tion. It is rarely at fault. A pretty girl fur­nished by Cler­geot is sure to go far. For an artist to be in Cler­geot’s debt was a re­com­mend­a­tion prefer­able to the warmest cri­ti­cism.

			Ma­dame Ju­li­ette had pro­cured this use­ful and hon­our­able ac­quaint­ance for her lov­er.

			Noel, who well knew how sens­it­ive this worthy man was to kind at­ten­tions, and how pleased by po­lite­ness, began by of­fer­ing him a seat, and ask­ing after his health. Cler­geot went in­to de­tails. His teeth were still good; but his sight was be­gin­ning to fail. His legs were no longer so steady, and his hear­ing was not all that could be de­sired. The chapter of com­plaints ended—“You know,” said he, “why I have called. Your bills fall due today; and I am dev­il­ishly in need of money. I have one of ten, one of sev­en, and a third of five thou­sand francs, total, twenty-two thou­sand francs.”

			“Come, M. Cler­geot,” replied Noel, “do not let us have any jok­ing.”

			“Ex­cuse me,” said the usurer; “I am not jok­ing at all.”

			“I rather think you are though. Why, it’s just eight days ago today that I wrote to tell you that I was not pre­pared to meet the bills, and asked for a re­new­al!”

			“I re­col­lect very well re­ceiv­ing your let­ter.”

			“What do you say to it, then?”

			“By my not an­swer­ing the note, I sup­posed that you would un­der­stand that I could not com­ply with your re­quest; I hoped that you would ex­ert your­self to find the amount for me.”

			Noel al­lowed a ges­ture of im­pa­tience to es­cape him.

			“I have not done so,” he said; “so take your own course. I haven’t a sou.”

			“The dev­il. Do you know that I have re­newed these bills four times already?”

			“I know that the in­terest has been fully and promptly paid, and at a rate which can­not make you re­gret the in­vest­ment.”

			Cler­geot nev­er likes talk­ing about the in­terest he re­ceived. He pre­tends that it is hu­mi­li­at­ing.

			“I do not com­plain; I only say that you take things too eas­ily with me. If I had put your sig­na­ture in cir­cu­la­tion all would have been paid by now.”

			“Not at all.”

			“Yes, you would have found means to es­cape be­ing sued. But you say to your­self: ‘Old Cler­geot is a good fel­low.’ And that is true. But I am so only when it can do me no harm. Now, today, I am ab­so­lutely in great need of my money. Ab—so—lute—ly,” he ad­ded, em­phas­ising each syl­lable.

			The old fel­low’s de­cided tone seemed to dis­turb the bar­ris­ter.

			“Must I re­peat it?” he said; “I am com­pletely drained, com—plete—ly!”

			“In­deed?” said the usurer; “well, I am sorry for you; but I shall have to sue you.”

			“And what good will that do? Let us play above board, M. Cler­geot. Do you care to in­crease the law­yers’ fees? You don’t do you? Even though, you may put me to great ex­pense, will that pro­cure you even a centime? You will ob­tain judg­ment against me. Well, what then? Do you think of put­ting in an ex­e­cu­tion? This is not my home; the lease is in Ma­dame Gerdy’s name.”

			“I know all that. Be­sides, the sale of everything here would not cov­er the amount.”

			“Then you in­tend to put me in pris­on, at Clichy! Bad spec­u­la­tion, I warn you, my prac­tice will be lost, and, you know, no prac­tice, no money.”

			“Good!” cried the worthy moneylender. “Now you are talk­ing non­sense! You call that be­ing frank. Pshaw! If you sup­posed me cap­able of half the cruel things you have said, my money would be there in your draw­er, ready for me.”

			“A mis­take! I should not know where to get it, un­less by ask­ing Ma­dame Gerdy, a thing I would nev­er do.”

			A sar­cast­ic and most ir­rit­at­ing little laugh, pe­cu­li­ar to old Cler­geot, in­ter­rup­ted Noel.

			“It would be no good do­ing that,” said the usurer; “mamma’s purse has long been empty; and if the dear creature should die now—they tell me she is very ill—I would not give two hun­dred na­po­leons for the in­her­it­ance.”

			The bar­ris­ter turned red with pas­sion, his eyes glittered; but he dis­sembled, and pro­tested with some spir­it.

			“We know what we know,” con­tin­ued Cler­geot quietly. “Be­fore a man risks his money, he takes care to make some in­quir­ies. Mamma’s re­main­ing bonds were sold last Oc­to­ber. Ah! the Rue de Provence is an ex­pens­ive place! I have made an es­tim­ate, which is at home. Ju­li­ette is a charm­ing wo­man, to be sure; she has not her equal, I am con­vinced; but she is ex­pens­ive, dev­il­ish ex­pens­ive.”

			Noel was en­raged at hear­ing his Ju­li­ette thus spoke of by this hon­our­able per­son­age. But what reply could he make? Be­sides, none of us are per­fect; and M. Cler­geot pos­sessed the fault of not prop­erly ap­pre­ci­at­ing wo­men, which doubt­less arises from the busi­ness trans­ac­tions he has had with them. He is charm­ing in his busi­ness with the fair sex, com­pli­ment­ing and flat­ter­ing them; but the coarsest in­sults would be less re­volt­ing than his dis­gust­ing fa­mili­ar­ity.

			“You have gone too fast,” he con­tin­ued, without deign­ing to no­tice his cli­ent’s ill looks; “and I have told you so be­fore. But, you would not listen; you are mad about the girl. You can nev­er re­fuse her any­thing. Fool! When a pretty girl wants any­thing, you should let her long for it for a while; she has then some­thing to oc­cupy her mind and keep her from think­ing of a quant­ity of oth­er fol­lies. Four good strong wishes, well man­aged, ought to last a year. You don’t know how to look after your own in­terests. I know that her glance would turn the head of a stone saint; but you should reas­on with your­self, hang it! Why, there are not ten girls in Par­is who live in such style! And do you think she loves you any the more for it? Not a bit. When she has ruined you, she’ll leave you in the lurch.”

			Noel ac­cep­ted the elo­quence of his prudent banker like a man without an um­brella ac­cepts a shower.

			“What is the mean­ing of all this!” he asked.

			“Simply that I will not re­new your bills. You un­der­stand? Just now, if you try very hard, you will be able to hand me the twenty-two thou­sand francs in ques­tion. You need not frown: you will find means to do so to pre­vent my seiz­ing your goods—not here, for that would be ab­surd, but at your little wo­man’s apart­ments. She would not be at all pleased, and would not hes­it­ate to tell you so.”

			“But everything there be­longs to her; and you have no right—”

			“What of that? She will op­pose the seizure, no doubt, and I ex­pect her to do so; but she will make you find the re­quis­ite sum. Be­lieve me, you had best parry the blow. I in­sist on be­ing paid now. I won’t give you any fur­ther delay; be­cause, in three months’ time, you will have used your last re­sources. It is no use say­ing ‘No,’ like that. You are in one of those con­di­tions that must be con­tin­ued at any price. You would burn the wood from your dy­ing moth­er’s bed to warm this creature’s feet. Where did you ob­tain the ten thou­sand francs that you left with her the oth­er even­ing? Who knows what you will next at­tempt to pro­cure money? The idea of keep­ing her fif­teen days, three days, a single day more, may lead you far. Open your eyes. I know the game well. If you do not leave Ju­li­ette, you are lost. Listen to a little good ad­vice, gratis. You must give her up, soon­er or later, mustn’t you? Do it today, then.”

			As you see, our worthy Cler­geot nev­er minces the truth to his cus­tom­ers, when they do not keep their en­gage­ments. If they are dis­pleased, so much the worse for them! His con­science is at rest. He would nev­er join in any fool­ish busi­ness.

			Noel could bear it no longer: and his an­ger burst forth.

			“Enough,” he cried de­cidedly. “Do as you please, M. Cler­geot, but have done with your ad­vice. I prefer the law­yer’s plain prose. If I have com­mit­ted fol­lies, I can re­pair them, and in a way that would sur­prise you. Yes, M. Cler­geot, I can pro­cure twenty-two thou­sand francs; I could have a hun­dred thou­sand to­mor­row morn­ing, if I saw fit. They would only cost me the trouble of ask­ing for them. But that I will not do. My ex­tra­vag­ance, with all due de­fer­ence to you, will re­main a secret as here­to­fore. I do not choose that my present em­bar­rassed cir­cum­stances should be even sus­pec­ted. I will not re­lin­quish, for your sake, that at which I have been aim­ing, the very day it is with­in my grasp.”

			“He res­ists,” thought the usurer; “he is less deeply in­volved than I ima­gined.”

			“So,” con­tin­ued the bar­ris­ter, “put your bills in the hands of your law­yer. Let him sue me. In eight days, I shall be summoned to ap­pear be­fore the Tribunal de Com­merce, and I shall ask for the twenty-five days’ delay, which the judges al­ways grant to an em­bar­rassed debt­or. Twenty-five and eight, all the world over, make just thirty-three days. That is pre­cisely the res­pite I need. You have two al­tern­at­ives: either ac­cept from me at once a new bill for twenty-four thou­sand francs pay­able in six weeks, or else, as I have an ap­point­ment, go off to your law­yer.”

			“And in six weeks,” replied the usurer, “you will be in pre­cisely the same con­di­tion you are today. And forty-five days more of Ju­li­ette will cost—”

			“M. Cler­geot,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, “long be­fore that time, my po­s­i­tion will be com­pletely changed. But I have fin­ished,” he ad­ded rising; “and my time is valu­able.”

			“One mo­ment, you im­pa­tient fel­low!” ex­claimed the good-natured banker, “you said twenty-four thou­sand francs at forty-five days?”

			“Yes. That is about sev­enty-five per­cent—pretty fair in­terest.”

			“I nev­er cav­il about in­terest,” said M. Cler­geot; “only—” He looked slyly at Noel scratch­ing his chin vi­ol­ently, a move­ment which in him in­dic­ated how in­sens­ibly his brain was at work. “Only,” he con­tin­ued, “I should very much like to know what you are count­ing upon.”

			“That I will not tell you. You will know it ere long, in com­mon with all the world.”

			“I have it!” cried M. Cler­geot, “I have it! You are go­ing to marry! You have found an heir­ess, of course, your little Ju­li­ette told me some­thing of the sort this morn­ing. Ah! you are go­ing to marry! Is she pretty? But no mat­ter. She has a full purse, eh? You wouldn’t take her without that. So you are go­ing to start a home of your own?”

			“I did not say so.”

			“That’s right. Be dis­creet. But I can take a hint. One word more. Be­ware of the storm; your little wo­man has a sus­pi­cion of the truth. You are right; it wouldn’t do to be seek­ing money now. The slight­est in­quiry would be suf­fi­cient to en­light­en your fath­er-in-law as to your fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion, and you would lose the dam­sel. Marry and settle down. But get rid of Ju­li­ette, or I won’t give five francs for the for­tune. So it is settled: pre­pare a new bill for twenty-four thou­sand francs, and I will call for it when I bring you the old ones on Monday.”

			“You haven’t them with you, then?”

			“No. And to be frank, I con­fess that, know­ing well I should get noth­ing from you, I left them with oth­ers at my law­yer’s. How­ever, you may rest easy: you have my word.”

			M. Cler­geot made a pre­tence of re­tir­ing; but just as he was go­ing out, he re­turned quickly.

			“I had al­most for­got­ten,” said he; “while you are about it, you can make the bill for twenty-six thou­sand francs. Your little wo­man ordered some dresses, which I shall de­liv­er to­mor­row; in this way they will be paid for.”

			The bar­ris­ter began to re­mon­strate. He cer­tainly did not re­fuse to pay, only he thought he ought to be con­sul­ted when any pur­chases were made. He didn’t like this way of dis­pos­ing of his money.

			“What a fel­low!” said the usurer, shrug­ging his shoulders; “do you want to make the girl un­happy for noth­ing at all? She won’t let you off yet, my friend. You may be quite sure she will eat up your new for­tune also. And you know, if you need any money for the wed­ding, you have but to give me some guar­an­tee. Pro­cure me an in­tro­duc­tion to the not­ary, and everything shall be ar­ranged. But I must go. On Monday then.”

			Noel listened, to make sure that the usurer had ac­tu­ally gone. When he heard him des­cend­ing the stair­case, “Scoun­drel!” he cried, “miser­able thiev­ing old skin­flint! Didn’t he need a lot of per­suad­ing? He had quite made up his mind to sue me. It would have been a pleas­ant thing had the count come to hear of it. Vile usurer! I was afraid, one mo­ment, of be­ing ob­liged to tell him all.”

			While in­veigh­ing thus against the moneylender, the bar­ris­ter looked at his watch.

			“Half-past five already,” he said.

			His in­de­cision was great. Ought he to go and dine with his fath­er? Could he leave Ma­dame Gerdy? He longed to dine at the de Com­mar­in man­sion; yet, on the oth­er hand, to leave a dy­ing wo­man!

			“De­cidedly,” he mur­mured, “I can’t go.”

			He sat down at his desk, and with all haste wrote a let­ter of apo­logy to his fath­er. Ma­dame Gerdy, he said, might die at any mo­ment; he must re­main with her. As he bade the ser­vant give the note to a mes­sen­ger, to carry it to the count, a sud­den thought seemed to strike him.

			“Does ma­dame’s broth­er,” he asked, “know that she is dan­ger­ously ill?”

			“I do not know, sir,” replied the ser­vant, “at any rate, I have not in­formed him.”

			“What, did you not think to send him word? Run to his house quickly. Have him sought for, if he is not at home; he must come.”

			Con­sid­er­ably more at ease, Noel went and sat in the sick­room. The lamp was lighted; and the nun was mov­ing about the room as though quite at home, dust­ing and ar­ran­ging everything, and put­ting it in its place. She wore an air of sat­is­fac­tion, that Noel did not fail to no­tice.

			“Have we any gleam of hope, sis­ter?” he asked.

			“Per­haps,” replied the nun. “The priest has been here, sir; your dear moth­er did not no­tice his pres­ence; but he is com­ing back. That is not all. Since the priest was here, the poult­ice has taken ad­mir­ably. The skin is quite reddened. I am sure she feels it.”

			“God grant that she does, sis­ter!”

			“Oh, I have already been pray­ing! But it is im­port­ant not to leave her alone a minute. I have ar­ranged all with the ser­vant. After the doc­tor has been, I shall lie down, and she will watch un­til one in the morn­ing. I will then take her place and—”

			“You shall both go to bed, sis­ter,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel, sadly. “It is I, who could not sleep a wink, who will watch through this night.”

		
	
		
			XIV

			Old Tab­aret did not con­sider him­self de­feated, be­cause he had been re­pulsed by the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, already ir­rit­ated by a long day’s ex­am­in­a­tion. You may call it a fault, or an ac­com­plish­ment; but the old man was more ob­stin­ate than a mule. To the ex­cess of des­pair to which he suc­cumbed in the pas­sage out­side the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice, there soon suc­ceeded that firm res­ol­u­tion which is the en­thu­si­asm called forth by danger. The feel­ing of duty got the up­per hand. Was it a time to yield to un­worthy des­pair, when the life of a fel­low-man de­pended on each minute? In­ac­tion would be un­par­don­able. He had plunged an in­no­cent man in­to the abyss; and he must draw him out, he alone, if no one would help him. Old Tab­aret, as well as the ma­gis­trate, was greatly fa­tigued. On reach­ing the open air, he per­ceived that he, too, was in want of food. The emo­tions of the day had pre­ven­ted him from feel­ing hungry; and, since the pre­vi­ous even­ing, he had not even taken a glass of wa­ter. He entered a res­taur­ant on the Boulevard, and ordered din­ner.

			While eat­ing, not only his cour­age, but also his con­fid­ence came in­sens­ibly back to him. It was with him, as with the rest of man­kind; who knows how much one’s ideas may change, from the be­gin­ning to the end of a re­past, be it ever so mod­est! A philo­soph­er has plainly demon­strated that hero­ism is but an af­fair of the stom­ach.

			The old fel­low looked at the situ­ation in a much less sombre light. He had plenty of time be­fore him! A clev­er man could ac­com­plish a great deal in a month! Would his usu­al pen­et­ra­tion fail him now? Cer­tainly not. His great re­gret was, his in­ab­il­ity to let Al­bert know that someone was work­ing for him.

			He was en­tirely an­oth­er man, as he rose from the table; and it was with a sprightly step that he walked to­wards the Rue St. Laz­are. Nine o’clock struck as the con­ci­erge opened the door for him. He went at once up to the fourth floor to in­quire after the health of his former friend, her whom he used to call the ex­cel­lent, the worthy Ma­dame Gerdy.

			It was Noel who let him in, Noel, who had doubt­less been think­ing of the past, for he looked as sad as though the dy­ing wo­man was really his moth­er.

			In con­sequence of this un­ex­pec­ted cir­cum­stance, old Tab­aret could not avoid go­ing in for a few minutes, though he would much have pre­ferred not do­ing so. He knew very well, that, be­ing with the bar­ris­ter, he would be un­avoid­ably led to speak of the Ler­ouge case; and how could he do this, know­ing, as he did, the par­tic­u­lars much bet­ter than his young friend him­self, without be­tray­ing his secret? A single im­prudent word might re­veal the part he was play­ing in this sad drama. It was, above all oth­ers, from his dear Noel, now Vis­count de Com­mar­in, that he wished en­tirely to con­ceal his con­nec­tion with the po­lice.

			But, on the oth­er hand, he thirsted to know what had passed between the bar­ris­ter and the count. His ig­nor­ance on this single point aroused his curi­os­ity. How­ever, as he could not with­draw he re­solved to keep close watch upon his lan­guage and re­main con­stantly on his guard.

			The bar­ris­ter ushered the old man in­to Ma­dame Gerdy’s room. Her con­di­tion, since the af­ter­noon, had changed a little; though it was im­possible to say wheth­er for the bet­ter or the worse. One thing was evid­ent, her pros­tra­tion was not so great. Her eyes still re­mained closed; but a slight quiv­er­ing of the lids was evid­ent. She con­stantly moved on her pil­low, and moaned feebly.

			“What does the doc­tor say?” asked old Tab­aret, in that low voice one un­con­sciously em­ploys in a sick room.

			“He has just gone,” replied Noel; “be­fore long all will be over.”

			The old man ad­vanced on tip­toe, and looked at the dy­ing wo­man with evid­ent emo­tion.

			“Poor creature!” he mur­mured; “God is mer­ci­ful in tak­ing her. She per­haps suf­fers much; but what is this pain com­pared to what she would feel if she knew that her son, her true son, was in pris­on, ac­cused of murder?”

			“That is what I keep think­ing,” said Noel, “to con­sole my­self for this sight. For I still love her, my old friend; I shall al­ways re­gard her as a moth­er. You have heard me curse her, have you not? I have twice treated her very harshly. I thought I hated her; but now, at the mo­ment of los­ing her, I for­get every wrong she has done me, only to re­mem­ber her ten­der­ness. Yes, for her, death is far prefer­able! And yet I do not think, no, I can­not think her son guilty.”

			“No! what, you too?”

			Old Tab­aret put so much warmth and vi­va­city in­to this ex­clam­a­tion, that Noel looked at him with as­ton­ish­ment. He felt his face grow red, and he hastened to ex­plain him­self. “I said, ‘you too,’ ” he con­tin­ued, “be­cause I, thanks per­haps to my in­ex­per­i­ence, am per­suaded also of this young man’s in­no­cence. I can­not in the least ima­gine a man of his rank med­it­at­ing and ac­com­plish­ing so cow­ardly a crime. I have spoken with many per­sons on this mat­ter which has made so much noise; and every­body is of my opin­ion. He has pub­lic opin­ion in his fa­vor; that is already some­thing.”

			Seated near the bed, suf­fi­ciently far from the lamp to be in the shade, the nun hast­ily knit­ted stock­ings destined for the poor. It was a purely mech­an­ic­al work, dur­ing which she usu­ally prayed. But, since old Tab­aret entered the room, she for­got her ever­last­ing pray­ers whilst listen­ing to the con­ver­sa­tion. What did it all mean? Who could this wo­man be? And this young man who was not her son, and who yet called her moth­er, and at the same time spoke of a true son ac­cused of be­ing an as­sas­sin? Be­fore this she had over­heard mys­ter­i­ous re­marks pass between Noel and the doc­tor. In­to what strange house had she entered? She was a little afraid; and her con­science was sorely troubled. Was she not sin­ning? She re­solved to tell all to the priest, when he re­turned.

			“No,” said Noel, “no, M. Tab­aret; Al­bert has not pub­lic opin­ion for him. We are sharp­er than that in France, as you know. When a poor dev­il is ar­res­ted, en­tirely in­no­cent, per­haps, of the crime charged against him, we are al­ways ready to throw stones at him. We keep all our pity for him, who, without doubt guilty, ap­pears be­fore the court of as­size. As long as the justice hes­it­ates, we side with the pro­sec­u­tion against the pris­on­er. The mo­ment it is proved that the man is a vil­lain, all our sym­path­ies are in his fa­vour. That is pub­lic opin­ion. You un­der­stand, how­ever, that it af­fects me but little. I des­pise it to such an ex­tent, that if, as I dare still hope, Al­bert is not re­leased, I will de­fend him. Yes, I have told the Count de Com­mar­in, my fath­er, as much. I will be his coun­sel, and I will save him.”

			Gladly would the old man have thrown him­self on Noel’s neck. He longed to say to him: “We will save him to­geth­er.” But he re­strained him­self. Would not the bar­ris­ter des­pise him, if he told him his secret! He re­solved, how­ever, to re­veal all should it be­come ne­ces­sary, or should Al­bert’s po­s­i­tion be­come worse. For the time be­ing, he con­ten­ted him­self with strongly ap­prov­ing his young friend.

			“Bravo! my boy,” said he; “you have a noble heart. I feared to see you spoiled by wealth and rank; par­don me. You will re­main, I see, what you have al­ways been in your more humble po­s­i­tion. But, tell me, you have, then, seen your fath­er, the count?”

			Now, for the first time, Noel seemed to no­tice the nun’s eyes, which, lighted by eager curi­os­ity, glittered in the shad­ow like car­buncles. With a look, he drew the old man’s at­ten­tion to her, and said: “I have seen him; and everything is ar­ranged to my sat­is­fac­tion. I will tell you all, in de­tail, by-and-by, when we are more at ease. By this bed­side, I am al­most ashamed of my hap­pi­ness.”

			M. Tab­aret was ob­liged to con­tent him­self with this reply and this prom­ise. See­ing that he would learn noth­ing that even­ing, he spoke of go­ing to bed, de­clar­ing him­self tired out by what he had had to do dur­ing the day. Noel did not ask him to stop. He was ex­pect­ing, he said, Ma­dame Gerdy’s broth­er, who had been sent for sev­er­al times, but who was not at home. He hardly knew how he could again meet this broth­er, he ad­ded: he did not yet know what con­duct he ought to pur­sue. Should he tell him all? It would only in­crease his grief. On the oth­er hand, si­lence would ob­lige him to play a dif­fi­cult part. The old man ad­vised him to say noth­ing; he could ex­plain all later on.

			“What a fine fel­low Noel is!” mur­mured old Tab­aret, as he re­gained his apart­ments as quietly as pos­sible. He had been ab­sent from home twenty-four hours; and he fully ex­pec­ted a for­mid­able scene with his house­keep­er. Man­nette was de­cidedly out of tem­per, and de­clared once for all, that she would cer­tainly seek a new place if her mas­ter did not change his con­duct.

			She had re­mained up all night, in a ter­rible fright, listen­ing to the least sound on the stairs, ex­pect­ing every mo­ment to see her mas­ter brought home on a lit­ter, as­sas­sin­ated. There had been great com­mo­tion in the house. M. Gerdy had gone down a short time after her mas­ter, and she had seen him re­turn two hours later. After that, they had sent for the doc­tor. Such go­ings on would be the death of her, without count­ing that her con­sti­tu­tion was too weak to al­low her to sit up so late. But Man­nette for­got that she did not sit up on her mas­ter’s ac­count nor on Noel’s but was ex­pect­ing one of her old friends, one of those hand­some Gardes de Par­is who had prom­ised to marry her, and for whom she had waited in vain, the ras­cal!

			She burst forth in re­proaches, while she pre­pared her mas­ter’s bed, too sin­cere, she de­clared, to keep any­thing on her mind, or to keep her mouth closed, when it was a ques­tion of his health and repu­ta­tion. M. Tab­aret made no reply, not be­ing in the mood for ar­gu­ment. He bent his head to the storm, and turned his back to the hail. But, as soon as Man­nette had fin­ished what she was about, he put her out of the room, and double locked the door.

			He busied him­self in form­ing a new line of battle, and in de­cid­ing upon prompt and act­ive meas­ures. He rap­idly ex­amined the situ­ation. Had he been de­ceived in his in­vest­ig­a­tions? No. Were his cal­cu­la­tions of prob­ab­il­it­ies er­ro­neous? No. He had star­ted with a pos­it­ive fact, the murder. He had dis­covered the par­tic­u­lars; his in­fer­ences were cor­rect, and the crim­in­al was evid­ently such as he had de­scribed him. The man M. Dabur­on had had ar­res­ted could not be the crim­in­al. His con­fid­ence in a ju­di­cial ax­iom had led him astray, when he poin­ted to Al­bert.

			“That,” thought he, “is the res­ult of fol­low­ing ac­cep­ted opin­ions and those ab­surd phrases, all ready to hand, which are like mile­stones along a fool’s road! Left free to my own in­spir­a­tions, I should have ex­amined this case more thor­oughly, I would have left noth­ing to chance. The for­mula, ‘Seek out the one whom the crime be­ne­fits’ may of­ten be as ab­surd as true. The heirs of a man as­sas­sin­ated are in real­ity all be­nefited by the murder; while the as­sas­sin ob­tains at most the vic­tim’s watch and purse. Three per­sons were in­ter­ested in Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s death:—Al­bert, Ma­dame Gerdy, and the Count de Com­mar­in. It is plain to me that Al­bert is not the crim­in­al. It is not Ma­dame Gerdy, who is dy­ing from the shock caused by the un­ex­pec­ted an­nounce­ment of the crime. There re­mains, then, the Count. Can it be he? If so, he cer­tainly did not do it him­self. He must have hired some wretch, a wretch of good po­s­i­tion, if you please, wear­ing pat­ent leath­er boots of a good make, and smoking trabu­cos ci­gars with an am­ber mouth­piece. These well-dressed vil­lains or­din­ar­ily lack nerve. They cheat, they forge; but they don’t as­sas­sin­ate. Sup­pos­ing, though, that the count did get hold of some dare­dev­il fel­low. He would simply have re­placed one ac­com­plice by an­oth­er still more dan­ger­ous. That would be idi­ot­ic, and the count is a sens­ible man. He, there­fore, had noth­ing whatever to do with the mat­ter. To be quite sure though, I will make some in­quir­ies about him. An­oth­er thing, Wid­ow Ler­ouge, who so read­ily ex­changed the chil­dren while nurs­ing them, would be very likely to un­der­take a num­ber of oth­er dan­ger­ous com­mis­sions. Who can say that she has not ob­liged oth­er per­sons who had an equal in­terest in get­ting rid of her? There is a secret, I am get­ting at it, but I do not hold it yet. One thing is cer­tain though, she was not as­sas­sin­ated to pre­vent Noel re­cov­er­ing his rights. She must have been sup­pressed for some ana­log­ous reas­on, by a bold and ex­per­i­enced scoun­drel, promp­ted by sim­il­ar motives to those of which I sus­pec­ted Al­bert. It is, then, in that dir­ec­tion that I must fol­low up the case now. And, above all, I must ob­tain the past his­tory of this ob­li­ging wid­ow, and I will have it too, for in all prob­ab­il­ity the par­tic­u­lars which have been writ­ten for from her birth­place will ar­rive to­mor­row.”

			Re­turn­ing to Al­bert, old Tab­aret weighed the charges which were brought against the young man, and reckoned the chances which he still had in fa­vour of his re­lease.

			“From the look of things,” he mur­mured, “I see only luck and my­self, that is to say ab­so­lutely noth­ing, in his fa­vor at present. As to the charges, they are count­less. How­ever, it is no use go­ing over them. It is I who amassed them; and I know what they are worth! At once everything and noth­ing. What do signs prove, how­ever strik­ing they may be, in cases where one ought to dis­be­lieve even the evid­ence of one’s own senses? Al­bert is a vic­tim of the most re­mark­able co­in­cid­ences; but one word might ex­plain them. There have been many such cases. It was even worse in the mat­ter of the little tail­or. At five o’clock, he bought a knife, which he showed to ten of his friends, say­ing, ‘This is for my wife, who is an idle jade, and plays me false with my work­men.’ In the even­ing, the neigh­bours heard a ter­rible quar­rel between the couple, cries, threats, stamp­ings, blows; then sud­denly all was quiet. The next day, the tail­or had dis­ap­peared from his home, and the wife was dis­covered dead, with the very same knife bur­ied to the hilt between her shoulders. Ah, well! it turned out it was not the hus­band who had stuck it there; it was a jeal­ous lov­er. After that, what is to be be­lieved? Al­bert, it is true, will not give an ac­count of how he passed Tues­day even­ing. That does not af­fect me. The ques­tion for me is not to prove where he was, but that he was not at La Jonchere. Per­haps, after all, Gev­rol is on the right track. I hope so, from the bot­tom of my heart. Yes; God grant that he may be suc­cess­ful. My van­ity and my mad pre­sump­tion will de­serve the slight pun­ish­ment of his tri­umph over me. What would I not give to es­tab­lish this man’s in­no­cence? Half of my for­tune would be but a small sac­ri­fice. If I should not suc­ceed! If, after hav­ing caused the evil, I should find my­self power­less to undo it!”

			Old Tab­aret went to bed, shud­der­ing at this last thought. He fell asleep, and had a ter­rible night­mare. Lost in that vul­gar crowd, which, on the days when so­ci­ety re­venges it­self, presses about the Place de la Rou­quette and watches the last con­vul­sions of one con­demned to death, he at­ten­ded Al­bert’s ex­e­cu­tion. He saw the un­happy man, his hands bound be­hind his back, his col­lar turned down, as­cend, sup­por­ted by a priest, the steep flight of steps lead­ing on to the scaf­fold. He saw him stand­ing upon the fatal plat­form, turn­ing his proud gaze upon the ter­ri­fied as­sembly be­neath him. Soon the eyes of the con­demned man met his own; and, burst­ing his cords, he poin­ted him, Tab­aret, out to the crowd, cry­ing, in a loud voice: “That man is my as­sas­sin.” Then a great clam­our arose to curse the de­tect­ive. He wished to es­cape; but his feet seemed fixed to the ground. He tried at least to close his eyes; he could not. A power un­known and ir­res­ist­ible com­pelled him to look. Then Al­bert again cried out: “I am in­no­cent; the guilty one is—” He pro­nounced a name; the crowd re­peated this name, and he alone did not catch what it was. At last the head of the con­demned man fell.

			M. Tab­aret uttered a loud cry, and awoke in a cold per­spir­a­tion. It took him some time to con­vince him­self that noth­ing was real of what he had just heard and seen, and that he was ac­tu­ally in his own house, in his own bed. It was only a dream! But dreams some­times are, they say, warn­ings from heav­en. His ima­gin­a­tion was so struck with what had just happened that he made un­heard of ef­forts to re­call the name pro­nounced by Al­bert. Not suc­ceed­ing, he got up and lighted his candle. The dark­ness made him afraid, the night was full of phantoms. It was no longer with him a ques­tion of sleep. Be­set with these anxi­et­ies, he ac­cused him­self most severely, and harshly re­proached him­self for the oc­cu­pa­tion he had un­til then so de­lighted in. Poor hu­man­ity!

			He was evid­ently stark mad the day when he first had the idea of seek­ing em­ploy­ment in the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. A noble hobby, truly, for a man of his age, a good quiet cit­izen of Par­is, rich, and es­teemed by all! And to think that he had been proud of his ex­ploits, that he had boas­ted of his cun­ning, that he had plumed him­self on his keen­ness of scent, that he had been flattered by that ri­dicu­lous sobri­quet, “Tirauc­lair.” Old fool! What could he hope to gain from that blood­hound call­ing? All sorts of an­noy­ance, the con­tempt of the world, without count­ing the danger of con­trib­ut­ing to the con­vic­tion of an in­no­cent man. Why had he not taken warn­ing by the little tail­or’s case.

			Re­call­ing his few sat­is­fac­tions of the past, and com­par­ing them with his present an­guish, he re­solved that he would have no more to do with it. Al­bert once saved, he would seek some less dan­ger­ous amuse­ment, and one more gen­er­ally ap­pre­ci­ated. He would break the con­nec­tion of which he was ashamed, and the po­lice and justice might get on the best they could without him.

			At last the day, which he had awaited with fe­ver­ish im­pa­tience, dawned. To pass the time, he dressed him­self slowly, with much care, try­ing to oc­cupy his mind with need­less de­tails, and to de­ceive him­self as to the time by look­ing con­stantly at the clock, to see if it had not stopped. In spite of all this delay, it was not eight o’clock when he presen­ted him­self at the ma­gis­trate’s house, beg­ging him to ex­cuse, on ac­count of the im­port­ance of his busi­ness, a vis­it too early not to be in­dis­creet.

			Ex­cuses were su­per­flu­ous. M. Dabur­on was nev­er dis­turbed by a call at eight o’clock in the morn­ing. He was already at work. He re­ceived the old am­a­teur de­tect­ive with his usu­al kind­ness, and even joked with him a little about his ex­cite­ment of the pre­vi­ous even­ing. Who would have thought his nerves were so sens­it­ive? Doubt­less the night had brought de­lib­er­a­tion. Had he re­covered his reas­on? or had he put his hand on the true crim­in­al?

			This tri­fling tone in a ma­gis­trate, who was ac­cused of be­ing grave even to a fault, troubled the old man. Did not this quizz­ing hide a de­term­in­a­tion not to be in­flu­enced by any­thing that he could say? He be­lieved it did; and it was without the least de­cep­tion that he com­menced his plead­ing.

			He put the case more calmly this time, but with all the en­ergy of a well-di­ges­ted con­vic­tion. He had ap­pealed to the heart, he now ap­pealed to reas­on; but, al­though doubt is es­sen­tially con­ta­gious, he neither suc­ceeded in con­vin­cing the ma­gis­trate, nor in shak­ing his opin­ion. His strongest ar­gu­ments were of no more avail against M. Dabur­on’s ab­so­lute con­vic­tion than bul­lets made of bread crumbs would be against a breast­plate. And there was noth­ing very sur­pris­ing in that.

			Old Tab­aret had on his side only a subtle the­ory, mere words; M. Dabur­on pos­sessed palp­able testi­mony, facts. And such was the pe­cu­li­ar­ity of the case, that all the reas­ons brought for­ward by the old man to jus­ti­fy Al­bert simply re­acted against him, and con­firmed his guilt.

			A re­pulse at the ma­gis­trate’s hands had entered too much in­to M. Tab­aret’s an­ti­cip­a­tions for him to ap­pear troubled or dis­cour­aged. He de­clared that, for the present, he would in­sist no more; he had full con­fid­ence in the ma­gis­trate’s wis­dom and im­par­ti­al­ity. All he wished was to put him on his guard against the pre­sump­tions which he him­self un­for­tu­nately had taken such pains to in­spire.

			He was go­ing, he ad­ded, to busy him­self with ob­tain­ing more in­form­a­tion. They were only at the be­gin­ning of the in­vest­ig­a­tion; and they were still ig­nor­ant of very many things, even of Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s past life. More facts might come to light. Who knew what testi­mony the man with the ear­rings, who was be­ing pur­sued by Gev­rol, might give? Though in a great rage in­tern­ally, and long­ing to in­sult and chas­tise he whom he in­wardly styled a “fool of a ma­gis­trate,” old Tab­aret forced him­self to be humble and po­lite. He wished, he said, to keep well pos­ted up in the dif­fer­ent phases of the in­vest­ig­a­tion, and to be in­formed of the res­ult of fu­ture in­ter­rog­a­tions. He ended by ask­ing per­mis­sion to com­mu­nic­ate with Al­bert. He thought his ser­vices de­served this slight fa­vour. He de­sired an in­ter­view of only ten minutes without wit­nesses.

			M. Dabur­on re­fused this re­quest. He de­clared, that, for the present, the pris­on­er must con­tin­ue to re­main strictly in sol­it­ary con­fine­ment. By way of con­sol­a­tion, he ad­ded that, in three or four days, he might per­haps be able to re­con­sider this de­cision, as the motives which promp­ted it would then no longer ex­ist.

			“Your re­fus­al is cruel, sir,” said M. Tab­aret; “but I un­der­stand it, and sub­mit.”

			That was his only com­plaint: and he with­drew al­most im­me­di­ately, fear­ing that he could no longer mas­ter his in­dig­na­tion. He felt that, be­sides the great hap­pi­ness of sav­ing an in­no­cent man, com­prom­ised by his im­prudence, he would ex­per­i­ence un­speak­able de­light in aven­ging him­self for the ma­gis­trate’s ob­stin­acy.

			“Three or four days,” he muttered, “that is the same as three or four years to the un­for­tu­nate pris­on­er. He takes things quite at his ease, this charm­ing ma­gis­trate. But I must find out the real truth of the case between now and then.”

			Yes, M. Dabur­on only re­quired three or four days to wring a con­fes­sion from Al­bert, or at least to make him aban­don his sys­tem of de­fence.

			The dif­fi­culty of the pro­sec­u­tion was not be­ing able to pro­duce any wit­ness who had seen the pris­on­er dur­ing the even­ing of Shrove Tues­day.

			One de­pos­ition alone to that ef­fect would have such great weight, that M. Dabur­on, as soon as Tab­aret had left him, turned all his at­ten­tion in that dir­ec­tion. He could still hope for a great deal. It was only Sat­urday, the day of the murder was re­mark­able enough to fix people’s memor­ies, and up till then there had not been time to start a prop­er in­vest­ig­a­tion.

			He ar­ranged for five of the most ex­per­i­enced de­tect­ives in the secret ser­vice to be sent to Bou­giv­al, sup­plied with pho­to­graphs of the pris­on­er. They were to scour the en­tire coun­try between Rueil and La Jonchere, to in­quire every­where, and make the most minute in­vest­ig­a­tions. The pho­to­graphs would greatly aid their ef­forts. They had or­ders to show them every­where and to every­body and even to leave a dozen about the neigh­bour­hood, as they were fur­nished with a suf­fi­cient num­ber to do so. It was im­possible, that, on an even­ing when so many people were about, no one had no­ticed the ori­gin­al of the por­trait either at the rail­way sta­tion at Rueil or upon one of the roads which lead to La Jonchere, the high road, and the path by the river.

			These ar­range­ments made, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate pro­ceeded to the Pal­ais de Justice, and sent for Al­bert. He had already in the morn­ing re­ceived a re­port, in­form­ing him hour by hour of the acts, ges­tures, and ut­ter­ances of the pris­on­er, who had been care­fully watched. Noth­ing in him, the re­port said, be­trayed the crim­in­al. He seemed very sad, but not des­pair­ing. He had not cried out, nor threatened, nor cursed justice, nor even spoken of a fatal er­ror. After eat­ing lightly, he had gone to the win­dow of his cell, and had there re­mained stand­ing for more than an hour. Then he laid down, and had quietly gone to sleep.

			“What an iron con­sti­tu­tion!” thought M. Dabur­on, when the pris­on­er entered his of­fice.

			Al­bert was no longer the des­pair­ing man who, the night be­fore, be­wildered with the mul­ti­pli­city of charges, sur­prised by the rapid­ity with which they were brought against him, had writhed be­neath the ma­gis­trate’s gaze, and ap­peared ready to suc­cumb. In­no­cent or guilty, he had made up his mind how to act; his face left no doubt of that. His eyes ex­pressed that cold res­ol­u­tion of a sac­ri­fice freely made, and a cer­tain haught­i­ness which might be taken for dis­dain, but which ex­pressed the noble re­sent­ment of an in­jured man. In him could be seen the self-re­li­ant man, who might be shaken but nev­er over­come by mis­for­tune.

			On be­hold­ing him, the ma­gis­trate un­der­stood that he would have to change his mode of at­tack. He re­cog­nized one of those natures which are pro­voked to res­ist­ance when as­sailed, and strengthened when men­aced. He there­fore gave up his former tac­tics, and at­temp­ted to move him by kind­ness. It was a hack­neyed trick, but al­most al­ways suc­cess­ful, like cer­tain pathet­ic scenes at theatres. The crim­in­al who has girt up his en­ergy to sus­tain the shock of in­tim­id­a­tion, finds him­self without de­fence against the wheed­ling of kind­ness, the great­er in pro­por­tion to its lack of sin­cer­ity. Now M. Dabur­on ex­celled in pro­du­cing af­fect­ing scenes. What con­fes­sions he had ob­tained with a few tears! No one knew so well as he how to touch those old chords which vi­brate still even in the most cor­rupt hearts: hon­our, love, and fam­ily ties.

			With Al­bert, he be­came kind and friendly, and full of the live­li­est com­pas­sion. Un­for­tu­nate man! how greatly he must suf­fer, he whose whole life had been like one long en­chant­ment. How at a single blow everything about him had fallen in ru­ins. Who could have fore­seen all this at the time when he was the one hope of a wealthy and il­lus­tri­ous house! Re­call­ing the past, the ma­gis­trate pic­tured to him the most touch­ing re­min­is­cences of his early youth, and stirred up the ashes of all his ex­tinct af­fec­tions. Tak­ing ad­vant­age of all that he knew of the pris­on­er’s life, he tor­tured him by the most mourn­ful al­lu­sions to Claire. Why did he per­sist in bear­ing alone his great mis­for­tune? Had he no one in the world who would deem it hap­pi­ness to share his suf­fer­ings? Why this mor­ose si­lence? Should he not rather hasten to re­as­sure her whose very life de­pended upon his? What was ne­ces­sary for that? A single word. Then he would be, if not free, at least re­turned to the world. His pris­on would be­come a hab­it­able abode, no more sol­it­ary con­fine­ment; his friends would vis­it him, he might re­ceive whom­so­ever he wished to see.

			It was no longer the ma­gis­trate who spoke; it was a fath­er, who, no mat­ter what hap­pens, al­ways keeps in the re­cesses of his heart, the greatest in­dul­gence for his child.

			M. Dabur­on did even more. For a mo­ment he ima­gined him­self in Al­bert’s po­s­i­tion. What would he have done after the ter­rible rev­el­a­tion? He scarcely dared ask him­self. He un­der­stood the motive which promp­ted the murder of Wid­ow Ler­ouge; he could ex­plain it to him­self; he could al­most ex­cuse it. (An­oth­er trap.) It was cer­tainly a great crime, but in no way re­volt­ing to con­science or to reas­on. It was one of those crimes which so­ci­ety might, if not for­get, at least for­give up to a cer­tain point, be­cause the motive was not a shame­ful one. What tribunal would fail to find ex­ten­u­at­ing cir­cum­stances for a mo­ment of frenzy so ex­cus­able. Be­sides was not the Count de Com­mar­in the more guilty of the two? Was it not his folly that pre­pared the way for this ter­rible event? His son was the vic­tim of fatal­ity, and was in the highest de­gree to be pit­ied.

			M. Dabur­on spoke for a long time upon this text, seek­ing those things most suit­able in his opin­ion to soften the hardened heart of an as­sas­sin. And he ar­rived al­ways at the same con­clu­sion—the wis­dom of con­fess­ing. But he wasted his elo­quence pre­cisely as M. Tab­aret had wasted his. Al­bert ap­peared in no way af­fected. His an­swers were of the shortest. He began and ended as on the first oc­ca­sion, by protest­ing his in­no­cence.

			One test, which has of­ten giv­en the de­sired res­ult, still re­mained to be tried.

			On this same day, Sat­urday, Al­bert was con­fron­ted with the corpse of Wid­ow Ler­ouge. He ap­peared im­pressed by the sad sight, but no more than any­one would be, if forced to look at the vic­tim of an as­sas­sin­a­tion four days after the crime. One of the bystand­ers hav­ing ex­claimed: “Ah, if she could but speak!” he replied: “That would be very for­tu­nate for me.”

			Since morn­ing, M. Dabur­on had not gained the least ad­vant­age. He had had to ac­know­ledge the fail­ure of his man­oeuvres; and now this last at­tempt had not suc­ceeded either. The pris­on­er’s con­tin­ued calmness filled to over­flow­ing the ex­as­per­a­tion of this man so sure of his guilt. His spite was evid­ent to all, when, sud­denly ceas­ing his wheed­ling, he harshly gave the or­der to re-con­duct the pris­on­er to his cell.

			“I will com­pel him to con­fess!” he muttered between his teeth.

			Per­haps he re­gret­ted those gentle in­stru­ments of in­vest­ig­a­tion of the middle ages, which com­pelled the pris­on­er to say whatever one wished to hear. Nev­er, thought he, did any­one ever meet a cul­prit like this. What could he reas­on­ably hope for from his sys­tem of per­sist­ent deni­al? This ob­stin­acy, ab­surd in the pres­ence of such ab­so­lute proofs, drove the ma­gis­trate in­to a rage. Had Al­bert con­fessed his guilt, he would have found M. Dabur­on dis­posed to pity him; but as he denied it, he op­posed him­self to an im­plac­able en­emy.

			It was the very false­ness of the situ­ation which misled and blinded this ma­gis­trate, nat­ur­ally so kind and gen­er­ous. Hav­ing pre­vi­ously wished Al­bert in­no­cent, he now ab­so­lutely longed to prove him guilty, and that for a hun­dred reas­ons which he was un­able to ana­lyze. He re­membered, too well, his hav­ing had the Vis­count de Com­mar­in for a rival, and his hav­ing nearly as­sas­sin­ated him. Had he not re­pen­ted even to re­morse his hav­ing signed the war­rant of ar­rest, and his hav­ing ac­cep­ted the duty of in­vest­ig­at­ing the case. Old Tab­aret’s in­com­pre­hens­ible change of opin­ion troubled him, too.

			All these feel­ings com­bined, in­spired M. Dabur­on with a fe­ver­ish hatred, and urged him on in the path which he had chosen. It was now less the proofs of Al­bert’s guilt which he sought for than the jus­ti­fic­a­tion of his own con­duct as ma­gis­trate. The in­vest­ig­a­tion be­came em­bittered like a per­son­al mat­ter.

			In fact, were the pris­on­er in­no­cent, he would be­come in­ex­cus­able in his own eyes; and, in pro­por­tion as he re­proached him­self the more severely, and as the know­ledge of his own fail­ings grew, he felt the more dis­posed to try everything to con­quer his former rival, even to ab­us­ing his own power. The lo­gic of events urged him on. It seemed as though his hon­our it­self was at stake; and he dis­played a pas­sion­ate activ­ity, such as he had nev­er be­fore been known to show in any in­vest­ig­a­tion.

			M. Dabur­on passed all Sunday in listen­ing to the re­ports of the de­tect­ives he had sent to Bou­giv­al.

			They had spared no trouble, they stated, but they could re­port noth­ing new.

			They had heard many people speak of a wo­man, who pre­ten­ded, they said, to have seen the as­sas­sin leave Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s cot­tage; but no one had been able to point this wo­man out to them, or even to give them her name.

			They all thought it their duty, how­ever, to in­form the ma­gis­trate that an­oth­er in­quiry was go­ing on at the same time as theirs. It was dir­ec­ted by M. Tab­aret, who per­son­ally scoured the coun­try round about in a cab­ri­olet drawn by a very swift horse. He must have ac­ted with great prompt­ness; for, no mat­ter where they went, he had been there be­fore them. He ap­peared to have un­der his or­ders a dozen men, four of whom at least cer­tainly be­longed to the Rue de Jer­u­s­alem. All the de­tect­ives had met him; and he had spoken to them. To one, he had said: “What the deuce are you show­ing this pho­to­graph for? In less than no time you will have a crowd of wit­nesses, who, to earn three francs, will de­scribe someone more like the por­trait than the por­trait it­self.”

			He had met an­oth­er on the high road, and had laughed at him.

			“You are a simple fel­low,” he cried out, “to hunt for a hid­ing man on the high­way; look a little aside, and you may find him.”

			Again he had ac­cos­ted two who were to­geth­er in a café at Bou­giv­al, and had taken them aside.

			“I have him,” he said to them. “He is a smart fel­low; he came by Chat­ois. Three people have seen him—two rail­way port­ers and a third per­son whose testi­mony will be de­cis­ive, for she spoke to him. He was smoking.”

			M. Dabur­on be­came so angry with old Tab­aret, that he im­me­di­ately star­ted for Bou­giv­al, firmly re­solved to bring the too zeal­ous man back to Par­is, and to re­port his con­duct in the prop­er quarter. The jour­ney, how­ever, was use­less. M. Tab­aret, the cab­ri­olet, the swift horse, and the twelve men had all dis­ap­peared, or at least were not to be found.

			On re­turn­ing home, greatly fa­tigued, and very much out of tem­per, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate found the fol­low­ing tele­gram from the chief of the de­tect­ive force await­ing him; it was brief, but to the point:

			
				
					Rouen, Sunday.

				
				The man is found. This even­ing we start for Par­is. The most valu­able testi­mony.

				
					Gev­rol.

				
			

		
	
		
			XV

			On the Monday morn­ing, at nine o’clock, M. Dabur­on was pre­par­ing to start for the Pal­ais de Justice, where he ex­pec­ted to find Gev­rol and his man, and per­haps old Tab­aret. His pre­par­a­tions were nearly made, when his ser­vant an­nounced that a young lady, ac­com­pan­ied by an­oth­er con­sid­er­ably older, asked to speak with him. She de­clined giv­ing her name, say­ing, how­ever, that she would not re­fuse it, if it was ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary in or­der to be re­ceived.

			“Show them in,” said the ma­gis­trate.

			He thought it must be a re­la­tion of one or oth­er of the pris­on­ers, whose case he had had in hand when this fresh crime oc­curred. He de­term­ined to send her away quickly. He was stand­ing be­fore the fire­place, seek­ing for an ad­dress in a small china plate filled with vis­it­ing cards. At the sound of the open­ing of the door, at the rust­ling of a silk dress glid­ing by the win­dow, he did not take the trouble to move, nor deign even to turn his head. He con­ten­ted him­self with merely cast­ing a care­less glance in­to the mir­ror.

			But he im­me­di­ately star­ted with a move­ment of dis­may, as if he had seen a ghost. In his con­fu­sion, he dropped the card-plate, which fell nois­ily on to the hearth, and broke in­to a thou­sand pieces.

			“Claire!” he stammered, “Claire!”

			And as if he feared equally either be­ing de­ceived by an il­lu­sion or ac­tu­ally see­ing her whose name he had uttered, he turned slowly round.

			It was truly Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. This young girl, usu­ally so proud and re­served, had had the cour­age to come to his house alone, or al­most so, for her gov­erness, whom she had left in the ante­room, could hardly count. She was evid­ently obey­ing some power­ful emo­tion, since it made her for­get her ha­bitu­al timid­ity.

			Nev­er, even in the time when a sight of her was his greatest hap­pi­ness, had she ap­peared to him more fas­cin­at­ing. Her beauty, or­din­ar­ily veiled by a sweet sad­ness, was bright and shin­ing. Her fea­tures had an an­im­a­tion which he had nev­er seen in them be­fore. In her eyes, rendered more bril­liant by re­cent tears but partly wiped away, shone the noblest res­ol­u­tion. One could see that she was con­scious of per­form­ing a great duty, and that she per­formed it, if not with pleas­ure, at least with that sim­pli­city which in it­self is hero­ism.

			She ad­vanced calm and dig­ni­fied, and held out her hand to the ma­gis­trate in that Eng­lish style that some ladies can render so grace­fully.

			“We are al­ways friends, are we not?” asked she, with a sad smile.

			The ma­gis­trate did not dare take the un­gloved hand she held out to him. He scarcely touched it with the tips of his fin­gers, as though he feared too great an emo­tion.

			“Yes,” he replied in­dis­tinctly, “I am al­ways de­voted to you.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange sat down in the large arm­chair, where, two nights pre­vi­ously, old Tab­aret had planned Al­bert’s ar­rest. M. Dabur­on re­mained stand­ing lean­ing against his writ­ing-table.

			“You know why I have come?” asked the young girl.

			With a nod, he replied in the af­firm­at­ive.

			He di­vined her ob­ject only too eas­ily; and he was ask­ing him­self wheth­er he would be able to res­ist pray­ers from such a mouth. What was she about to ask of him? What could he re­fuse her? Ah, if he had but fore­seen this? He had not yet got over his sur­prise.

			“I only knew of this dread­ful event yes­ter­day,” pur­sued Claire; “my grand­moth­er con­sidered it best to hide it from me, and, but for my de­voted Schmidt, I should still be ig­nor­ant of it all. What a night I have passed! At first I was ter­ri­fied; but, when they told me that all de­pended upon you, my fears were dis­pelled. It is for my sake, is it not, that you have un­der­taken this in­vest­ig­a­tion? Oh, you are good, I know it! How can I ever ex­press my grat­it­ude?”

			What hu­mi­li­ation for the worthy ma­gis­trate were these heart­felt thanks! Yes, he had at first thought of Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, but since—He bowed his head to avoid Claire’s glance, so pure and so dar­ing.

			“Do not thank me, ma­demois­elle,” he stammered, “I have not the claim that you think upon your grat­it­ude.”

			Claire had been too troubled her­self, at first, to no­tice the ma­gis­trate’s agit­a­tion. The trem­bling of his voice at­trac­ted her at­ten­tion; but she did not sus­pect the cause. She thought that her pres­ence re­called sad memor­ies, that he doubt­less still loved her, and that he suffered. This idea saddened her, and filled her with self-re­proach.

			“And yet, sir,” she con­tin­ued, “I thank you all the same. I might nev­er have dared go to an­oth­er ma­gis­trate, to speak to a stranger! Be­sides, what value would an­oth­er at­tach to my words, not know­ing me? While you, so gen­er­ous, will re­as­sure me, will tell me by what aw­ful mis­take he has been ar­res­ted like a vil­lain and thrown in­to pris­on.”

			“Alas!” sighed the ma­gis­trate, so low that Claire scarcely heard him, and did not un­der­stand the ter­rible mean­ing of the ex­clam­a­tion.

			“With you,” she con­tin­ued, “I am not afraid. You are my friend, you told me so; you will not re­fuse my pray­ers. Give him his liberty quickly. I do not know ex­actly of what he is ac­cused, but I swear to you that he is in­no­cent.”

			Claire spoke in the pos­it­ive man­ner of one who saw no obstacle in the way of the very simple and nat­ur­al de­sire which she had ex­pressed. A form­al as­sur­ance giv­en by her ought to be amply suf­fi­cient; with a word, M. Dabur­on would re­pair everything. The ma­gis­trate was si­lent. He ad­mired that saint­like ig­nor­ance of everything, that art­less and frank con­fid­ence which doubted noth­ing. She had com­menced by wound­ing him, un­con­sciously, it is true, but he had quite for­got­ten that.

			He was really an up­right man, as good as the best, as is proved from the fact that he trembled at the mo­ment of un­veil­ing the fatal truth. He hes­it­ated to pro­nounce the words which, like a whirl­wind, would over­turn the fra­gile edi­fice of this young girl’s hap­pi­ness. He who had been so hu­mi­li­ated, so des­pised, he was go­ing to have his re­venge; and yet he did not ex­per­i­ence the least feel­ing of a shame­ful, though eas­ily un­der­stood, sat­is­fac­tion.

			“And if I should tell you, ma­demois­elle,” he com­menced, “that M. Al­bert is not in­no­cent?”

			She half-raised her­self with a protest­ing ges­ture.

			He con­tin­ued, “If I should tell you that he is guilty?”

			“Oh, sir!” in­ter­rup­ted Claire, “you can­not think so!”

			“I do think so, ma­demois­elle,” ex­claimed the ma­gis­trate in a sad voice, “and I must add that I am mor­ally cer­tain of it.”

			Claire looked at the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate with pro­found amazement. Could it be really he who was speak­ing thus. Had she heard him aright? Did she un­der­stand? She was far from sure. Had he answered ser­i­ously? Was he not de­lud­ing her by a cruel un­worthy jest? She asked her­self this scarcely know­ing what she did: for to her everything ap­peared pos­sible, prob­able, rather than that which he had said.

			Not dar­ing to raise his eyes, he con­tin­ued in a tone, ex­press­ive of the sin­cerest pity, “I suf­fer cruelly for you at this mo­ment, ma­demois­elle; but I have the sad cour­age to tell you the truth, and you must sum­mon yours to hear it. It is far bet­ter that you should know everything from the mouth of a friend. Sum­mon, then, all your forti­tude; strengthen your noble soul against a most dread­ful mis­for­tune. No, there is no mis­take. Justice has not been de­ceived. The Vis­count de Com­mar­in is ac­cused of an as­sas­sin­a­tion; and everything, you un­der­stand me, proves that he com­mit­ted it.”

			Like a doc­tor, who pours out drop by drop a dan­ger­ous medi­cine, M. Dabur­on pro­nounced this last sen­tence slowly, word by word. He watched care­fully the res­ult, ready to cease speak­ing, if the shock was too great. He did not sup­pose that this young girl, tim­id to ex­cess, with a sens­it­ive­ness al­most a dis­ease, would be able to hear without flinch­ing such a ter­rible rev­el­a­tion. He ex­pec­ted a burst of des­pair, tears, dis­tress­ing cries. She might per­haps faint away; and he stood ready to call in the worthy Schmidt.

			He was mis­taken. Claire drew her­self up full of en­ergy and cour­age. The flame of in­dig­na­tion flushed her cheeks, and dried her tears.

			“It is false,” she cried, “and those who say it are li­ars! He can­not be—no, he can­not be an as­sas­sin. If he were here, sir, and should him­self say, ‘It is true,’ I would re­fuse to be­lieve it; I would still cry out, ‘It is false!’ ”

			“He has not yet ad­mit­ted it,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “but he will con­fess. Even if he should not, there are more proofs than are needed to con­vict him. The charges against him are as im­possible to deny as is the sun which shines upon us.”

			“Ah! well,” in­ter­rup­ted Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, in a voice filled with emo­tion, “I as­sert, I re­peat, that justice is de­ceived. Yes,” she per­sisted, in an­swer to the ma­gis­trate’s ges­ture of deni­al, “yes, he is in­no­cent. I am sure of it; and I would pro­claim it, even were the whole world to join with you in ac­cus­ing him. Do you not see that I know him bet­ter even than he can know him­self, that my faith in him is ab­so­lute, as is my faith in God, that I would doubt my­self be­fore doubt­ing him?”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate at­temp­ted tim­idly to make an ob­jec­tion; Claire quickly in­ter­rup­ted him.

			“Must I then, sir,” said she, “in or­der to con­vince you, for­get that I am a young girl, and that I am not talk­ing to my moth­er, but to a man! For his sake I will do so. It is four years, sir, since we first loved each oth­er. Since that time, I have not kept a single one of my thoughts from him, nor has he hid one of his from me. For four years, there has nev­er been a secret between us; he lived in me, as I lived in him. I alone can say how worthy he is to be loved; I alone know all that grandeur of soul, noble­ness of thought, gen­er­os­ity of feel­ings, out of which you have so eas­ily made an as­sas­sin. And I have seen him, oh! so un­happy, while all the world en­vied his lot. He is, like me, alone in the world; his fath­er nev­er loved him. Sus­tained one by the oth­er, we have passed through many un­happy days; and it is at the very mo­ment our tri­als are end­ing that he has be­come a crim­in­al? Why? tell me, why?”

			“Neither the name nor the for­tune of the Count de Com­mar­in would des­cend to him, ma­demois­elle; and the know­ledge of it came upon him with a sud­den shock. One old wo­man alone was able to prove this. To main­tain his po­s­i­tion, he killed her.”

			“What in­famy,” cried the young girl, “what a shame­ful, wicked, calumny! I know, sir, that story of fallen great­ness; he him­self told me of it. It is true, that for three days this mis­for­tune un­manned him; but, if he was dis­mayed, it was on my ac­count more than his own. He was dis­tressed at think­ing that per­haps I should be grieved, when he con­fessed to me that he could no longer give me all that his love dreamed of. I grieved? Ah! what to me are that great name, that im­mense wealth? I owe to them the only un­hap­pi­ness I have ever known. Was it, then, for such things that I loved him? It was thus that I replied to him; and he, so sad, im­me­di­ately re­covered his gaiety. He thanked me, say­ing, ‘You love me; the rest is of no con­sequence.’ I chided him, then, for hav­ing doubted me; and after that, you pre­tend that he cow­ardly as­sas­sin­ated an old wo­man? You would not dare re­peat it.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange ceased speak­ing, a smile of vic­tory on her lips. That smile meant, “At last I have at­tained my end: you are conquered; what can you reply to all that I have said?”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate did not long leave this smil­ing il­lu­sion to the un­happy child. He did not per­ceive how cruel and of­fens­ive was his per­sist­ence. Al­ways the same pre­dom­in­ant idea! In per­suad­ing Claire, he would jus­ti­fy his own con­duct to him­self.

			“You do not know, ma­demois­elle,” he re­sumed, “how a sud­den calam­ity may ef­fect a good man’s reas­on. It is only at the time a thing es­capes us that we feel the great­ness of the loss. God pre­serve me from doubt­ing all that you have said; but pic­ture to your­self the im­mens­ity of the blow which struck M. de Com­mar­in. Can you say that on leav­ing you he did not give way to des­pair? Think of the ex­tremit­ies to which it may have led him. He may have been for a time be­wildered, and have ac­ted un­con­sciously. Per­haps this is the way the crime should be ex­plained.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange’s face grew deathly pale, and be­trayed the ut­most ter­ror. The ma­gis­trate thought that at last doubt had be­gun to ef­fect her pure and noble be­lief.

			“He must, then, have been mad,” she mur­mured.

			“Pos­sibly,” replied the ma­gis­trate; “and yet the cir­cum­stances of the crime de­note a well-laid plan. Be­lieve me, then, ma­demois­elle, and do not be too con­fid­ent. Pray, and wait pa­tiently for the is­sue of this ter­rible tri­al. Listen to my voice, it is that of a friend. You used to have in me the con­fid­ence a daugh­ter gives to her fath­er, you told me so; do not, then, re­fuse my ad­vice. Re­main si­lent and wait. Hide your grief to all; you might here­after re­gret hav­ing ex­posed it. Young, in­ex­per­i­enced, without a guide, without a moth­er, alas! you sadly mis­placed your first af­fec­tions.”

			“No, sir, no,” stammered Claire. “Ah!” she ad­ded, “you talk like the rest of the world, that prudent and egot­ist­ic­al world, which I des­pise and hate.”

			“Poor child,” con­tin­ued M. Dabur­on, piti­less even in his com­pas­sion, “un­happy young girl! This is your first de­cep­tion! Noth­ing more ter­rible could be ima­gined; few wo­men would know how to bear it. But you are young; you are brave; your life will not be ruined. Here­after you will feel hor­ri­fied at this crime. There is no wound, I know by ex­per­i­ence, which time does not heal.”

			Claire tried to grasp what the ma­gis­trate was say­ing, but his words reached her only as con­fused sounds, their mean­ing en­tirely es­caped her.

			“I do not un­der­stand you, sir,” she said. “What ad­vice, then, do you give me?”

			“The only ad­vice that reas­on dic­tates, and that my af­fec­tion for you can sug­gest, ma­demois­elle. I speak to you as a kind and de­voted broth­er. I say to you: ‘Cour­age, Claire, resign your­self to the sad­dest, the greatest sac­ri­fice which hon­our can ask of a young girl. Weep, yes, weep for your de­ceived love; but for­get it. Pray heav­en to help you do so. He whom you have loved is no longer worthy of you.’ ”

			The ma­gis­trate stopped slightly frightened. Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange had be­come liv­id.

			But though the body was weak, the soul still re­mained firm.

			“You said, just now,” she mur­mured, “that he could only have com­mit­ted this crime in a mo­ment of dis­trac­tion, in a fit of mad­ness?”

			“Yes, it is pos­sible.”

			“Then, sir, not know­ing what he did, he can not be guilty.”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate for­got a cer­tain trouble­some ques­tion which he put to him­self one morn­ing in bed after his ill­ness.

			“Neither justice nor so­ci­ety, ma­demois­elle,” he replied, “can take that in­to ac­count. God alone, who sees in­to the depths of our hearts, can judge, can de­cide those ques­tions which hu­man justice must pass by. In our eyes, M. de Com­mar­in is a crim­in­al. There may be cer­tain ex­ten­u­at­ing cir­cum­stances to soften the pun­ish­ment; but the mor­al ef­fect will be the same. Even if he were ac­quit­ted, and I wish he may be, but without hope, he will not be less un­worthy. He will al­ways carry the dis­hon­our, the stain of blood cow­ardly shed. There­fore, for­get him.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange stopped the ma­gis­trate with a look in which flashed the strongest re­sent­ment.

			“That is to say,” she ex­claimed, “that you coun­sel me to aban­don him in his mis­for­tune. All the world deserts him; and your prudence ad­vises me to act with the world. Men be­have thus, I have heard, when one of their friends is down; but wo­men nev­er do. Look about you; how­ever hu­mi­li­ated, how­ever wretched, how­ever low, a man may be, you will al­ways find a wo­man near to sus­tain and con­sole him. When the last friend has boldly taken to flight, when the last re­la­tion has aban­doned him, wo­man re­mains.”

			The ma­gis­trate re­gret­ted hav­ing been car­ried away per­haps a little too far. Claire’s ex­cite­ment frightened him. He tried, but in vain, to stop her.

			“I may be tim­id,” she con­tin­ued with in­creas­ing en­ergy, “but I am no cow­ard. I chose Al­bert vol­un­tar­ily from amongst all. Whatever hap­pens, I will nev­er desert him. No, I will nev­er say, ‘I do not know this man.’ He would have giv­en me half of his prosper­ity, and of his glory. I will share, wheth­er he wishes it or not, half of his shame and of his mis­for­tune. Between two, the bur­den will be less heavy to bear. Strike! I will cling so closely to him that no blow shall touch him without reach­ing me, too. You coun­sel me to for­get him. Teach me, then, how to. I for­get him? Could I, even if I wished? But I do not wish it. I love him. It is no more in my power to cease lov­ing him than it is to ar­rest, by the sole ef­fort of my will, the beat­ing of my heart. He is a pris­on­er, ac­cused of murder. So be it. I love him. He is guilty! What of that? I love him. You will con­demn him, you will dis­hon­our him. Con­demned and dis­hon­oured, I shall love him still. You will send him to a con­vict pris­on. I will fol­low him; and in the pris­on, un­der the con­vict’s dress, I will yet love him. If he falls to the bot­tom of the abyss, I will fall with him. My life is his, let him dis­pose of it. No, noth­ing will sep­ar­ate me from him, noth­ing short of death! And, if he must mount the scaf­fold, I shall die, I know it, from the blow which kills him.”

			M. Dabur­on had bur­ied his face in his hands. He did not wish Claire to per­ceive a trace of the emo­tion which af­fected him.

			“How she loves him!” he thought, “how she loves him!”

			His mind was sunk in the darkest thoughts. All the stings of jeal­ousy were rend­ing him. What would not be his de­light, if he were the ob­ject of so ir­res­ist­ible a pas­sion as that which burst forth be­fore him! What would he not give in re­turn! He had, too, a young and ar­dent soul, a burn­ing thirst for love. But who had ever thought of that? He had been es­teemed, re­spec­ted, per­haps feared, but not loved; and he nev­er would be. Was he, then, un­worthy of it? Why do so many men pass through life dis­pos­sessed of love, while oth­ers, the vilest be­ings some­times, seem to pos­sess a mys­ter­i­ous power, which charms and se­duces, and in­spires those blind and im­petu­ous feel­ings which to as­sert them­selves rush to the sac­ri­fice all the while long­ing for it? Have wo­men, then, no reas­on, no dis­cern­ment?

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange’s si­lence brought the ma­gis­trate back to the real­ity. He raised his eyes to her. Over­come by the vi­ol­ence of her emo­tion, she lay back in her chair, and breathed with such dif­fi­culty that M. Dabur­on feared she was about to faint. He moved quickly to­wards the bell, to sum­mon aid; but Claire no­ticed the move­ment, and stopped him.

			“What would you do?” she asked.

			“You seemed suf­fer­ing so,” he stammered, “that I—”

			“It is noth­ing, sir,” replied she. “I may seem weak; but I am not so. I am strong, be­lieve me, very strong. It is true that I suf­fer, as I nev­er be­lieved that one could suf­fer. It is cruel for a young girl to have to do vi­ol­ence to all her feel­ings. You ought to be sat­is­fied, sir. I have torn aside all veils; and you have read even the in­most re­cesses of my heart. But I do not re­gret it; it was for his sake. That which I do re­gret is my hav­ing lowered my­self so far as to de­fend him; but he will for­give me that one doubt. Your as­sur­ance took me un­awares. A man like him does not need de­fence; his in­no­cence must be proved; and, God help­ing me, I will prove it.”

			As Claire was half-rising to de­part, M. Dabur­on de­tained her by a ges­ture. In his blind­ness, he thought he would be do­ing wrong to leave this poor young girl in the slight­est way de­ceived. Hav­ing gone so far as to be­gin, he per­suaded him­self that his duty bade him go on to the end. He said to him­self, in all good faith, that he would thus pre­serve Claire from her­self, and spare her in the fu­ture many bit­ter re­grets. The sur­geon who has com­menced a pain­ful op­er­a­tion does not leave it half-fin­ished be­cause the pa­tient struggles, suf­fers, and cries out.

			“It is pain­ful, Ma­demois­elle—” he began.

			Claire did not let him fin­ish.

			“Enough, sir,” said she; “all that you can say will be of no avail. I re­spect your un­happy con­vic­tion. I ask, in re­turn, the same re­gard for mine. If you were truly my friend, I would ask you to aid me in the task of sav­ing him, to which I am about to de­vote my­self. But, doubt­less, you would not do so.”

			“If you knew the proofs which I pos­sess, ma­demois­elle,” he said in a cold tone, which ex­pressed his de­term­in­a­tion not to give way to an­ger, “if I de­tailed them to you, you would no longer hope.”

			“Speak, sir,” cried Claire im­per­i­ously.

			“You wish it, ma­demois­elle? Very well; I will give you in de­tail all the evid­ence we have col­lec­ted. I am en­tirely yours, as you are aware. But yet, why should I har­ass you with all these proofs? There is one which alone is de­cis­ive. The murder was com­mit­ted on the even­ing of Shrove Tues­day; and the pris­on­er can­not give an ac­count of what he did on that even­ing. He went out, how­ever, and only re­turned home about two o’clock in the morn­ing, his clothes soiled and torn, and his gloves frayed.”

			“Oh! enough, sir, enough!” in­ter­rup­ted Claire, whose eyes beamed once more with hap­pi­ness. “You say it was on Shrove Tues­day even­ing?”

			“Yes, ma­demois­elle.”

			“Ah! I was sure,” she cried tri­umphantly. “I told you truly that he could not be guilty.”

			She clasped her hands, and, from the move­ment of her lips, it was evid­ent that she was pray­ing. The ex­pres­sion of the most per­fect faith rep­res­en­ted by some of the Itali­an paint­ers il­lu­min­ated her beau­ti­ful face while she rendered thanks to God in the ef­fu­sion of her grat­it­ude.

			The ma­gis­trate was so dis­con­cer­ted, that he for­got to ad­mire her. He awaited an ex­plan­a­tion.

			“Well?” he asked im­pa­tiently.

			“Sir,” replied Claire, “if that is your strongest proof, it ex­ists no longer. Al­bert passed the en­tire even­ing you speak of with me.”

			“With you?” stammered the ma­gis­trate.

			“Yes, with me, at my home.”

			M. Dabur­on was astoun­ded. Was he dream­ing? He hardly knew.

			“What!” he ex­claimed, “the vis­count was at your house? Your grand­moth­er, your com­pan­ion, your ser­vants, they all saw him and spoke to him?”

			“No, sir; he came and left in secret. He wished no one to see him; he de­sired to be alone with me.”

			“Ah!” said the ma­gis­trate with a sigh of re­lief. The sigh sig­ni­fied: “It’s all clear—only too evid­ent. She is de­term­ined to save him, at the risk even of com­prom­ising her repu­ta­tion. Poor girl! But has this idea only just oc­curred to her?”

			The “Ah!” was in­ter­preted very dif­fer­ently by Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. She thought that M. Dabur­on was as­ton­ished at her con­sent­ing to re­ceive Al­bert.

			“Your sur­prise is an in­sult, sir,” said she.

			“Ma­demois­elle!”

			“A daugh­ter of my fam­ily, sir, may re­ceive her be­trothed without danger of any­thing oc­cur­ring for which she would have to blush.”

			She spoke thus, and at the same time was red with shame, grief, and an­ger. She began to hate M. Dabur­on.

			“I had no such in­sult­ing thought as you ima­gine, ma­demois­elle,” said the ma­gis­trate. “I was only won­der­ing why M. de Com­mar­in went secretly to your house, when his ap­proach­ing mar­riage gave him the right to present him­self openly at all hours. I still won­der, how, on such a vis­it, he could get his clothes in the con­di­tion in which we found them.”

			“That is to say, sir,” replied Claire bit­terly, “that you doubt my word!”

			“The cir­cum­stances are such, ma­demois­elle—”

			“You ac­cuse me, then, of false­hood, sir. Know that, were we crim­in­als, we should not des­cend to jus­ti­fy­ing ourselves; we should nev­er pray nor ask for par­don.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange’s haughty, con­temp­tu­ous tone could only an­ger the ma­gis­trate. How harshly she treated him! And simply be­cause he would not con­sent to be her dupe.

			“Above all, ma­demois­elle,” he answered severely, “I am a ma­gis­trate; and I have a duty to per­form. A crime has been com­mit­ted. Everything points to M. Al­bert de Com­mar­in as the guilty man. I ar­rest him; I ex­am­ine him; and I find over­whelm­ing proofs against him. You come and tell me that they are false; that is not enough. So long as you ad­dressed me as a friend, you found me kind and gentle. Now it is the ma­gis­trate to whom you speak: and it is the ma­gis­trate who an­swers, ‘Prove it.’ ”

			“My word, sir—”

			“Prove it!”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange rose slowly, cast­ing upon the ma­gis­trate a look full of as­ton­ish­ment and sus­pi­cion.

			“Would you, then, be glad, sir,” she asked, “to find Al­bert guilty? Would it give you such great pleas­ure to have him con­victed? Do you then hate this pris­on­er, whose fate is in your hands? One would al­most think so. Can you an­swer for your im­par­ti­al­ity? Do not cer­tain memor­ies weigh heav­ily in the scale? Are you sure that you are not, armed with the law, re­ven­ging your­self upon a rival?”

			“This is too much,” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate, “this is too much!”

			“Do you know the un­usu­al, the dan­ger­ous po­s­i­tion we are in at this mo­ment? One day, I re­mem­ber, you de­clared your love for me. It ap­peared to me sin­cere and hon­est; it touched me. I was ob­liged to re­fuse you, be­cause I loved an­oth­er; and I pit­ied you. Now that oth­er is ac­cused of murder, and you are his judge; and I find my­self between you two, pray­ing to you for him. In un­der­tak­ing the in­vest­ig­a­tion you ac­quired an op­por­tun­ity to help him; and yet you seem to be against him.”

			Every word Claire uttered fell upon M. Dabur­on’s heart like a slap on his face. Was it really she who was speak­ing? Whence came this sud­den bold­ness, which made her choose all those words which found an echo in his heart?

			“Ma­demois­elle,” said he, “your grief has been too much for you. From you alone could I par­don what you have just said. Your ig­nor­ance of things makes you un­just. If you think that Al­bert’s fate de­pends upon my pleas­ure, you are mis­taken. To con­vince me is noth­ing; it is ne­ces­sary to con­vince oth­ers. That I should be­lieve you is all very nat­ur­al, I know you. But what weight will oth­ers at­tach to your testi­mony, when you go to them with a true story—most true, I be­lieve, but yet highly im­prob­able?”

			Tears came in­to Claire’s eyes.

			“If I have un­justly of­fen­ded you, sir,” said she, “par­don me; my un­hap­pi­ness makes me for­get my­self.”

			“You can­not of­fend me, ma­demois­elle,” replied the ma­gis­trate. “I have already told you that I am de­voted to your ser­vice.”

			“Then sir, help me to prove the truth of what I have said. I will tell you everything.”

			M. Dabur­on was fully con­vinced that Claire was seek­ing to de­ceive him; but her con­fid­ence as­ton­ished him. He wondered what fable she was about to con­coct.

			“Sir,” began Claire, “you know what obstacles have stood in the way of my mar­riage with Al­bert. The Count de Com­mar­in would not ac­cept me for a daugh­ter-in-law, be­cause I am poor, I pos­sess noth­ing. It took Al­bert five years to tri­umph over his fath­er’s ob­jec­tions. Twice the count yiel­ded; twice he re­called his con­sent, which he said had been ex­tor­ted from him. At last, about a month ago, he gave his con­sent of his own ac­cord. But these hes­it­a­tions, delays, re­fus­als, had deeply hurt my grand­moth­er. You know her sens­it­ive nature; and, in this case, I must con­fess she was right. Though the wed­ding day had been fixed, the mar­chion­ess de­clared that we should not be com­prom­ised nor laughed at again for any ap­par­ent haste to con­tract a mar­riage so ad­vant­age­ous, that we had of­ten be­fore been ac­cused of am­bi­tion. She de­cided, there­fore, that, un­til the pub­lic­a­tion of the banns, Al­bert should only be ad­mit­ted in­to the house every oth­er day, for two hours in the af­ter­noon, and in her pres­ence. We could not get her to al­ter this de­term­in­a­tion. Such was the state of af­fairs, when, on Sunday morn­ing, a note came to me from Al­bert. He told me that press­ing busi­ness would pre­vent his com­ing, al­though it was his reg­u­lar day. What could have happened to keep him away? I feared some evil. The next day I awaited him im­pa­tiently and dis­trac­ted, when his valet brought Schmidt a note for me. In that let­ter, sir, Al­bert en­treated me to grant him an in­ter­view. It was ne­ces­sary, he wrote, that he should have a long con­ver­sa­tion with me, alone, and without delay. Our whole fu­ture, he ad­ded, de­pended upon this in­ter­view. He left me to fix the day and hour, ur­ging me to con­fide in no one. I did not hes­it­ate. I sent him word to meet me on the Tues­day even­ing, at the little garden gate, which opens in­to an un­fre­quen­ted street. To in­form me of his pres­ence, he was to knock just as nine o’clock chimed at the In­val­ides. I knew that my grand­moth­er had in­vited a num­ber of her friends for that even­ing; and I thought that, by pre­tend­ing a head­ache, I might re­tire early, and so be free. I ex­pec­ted, also, that Ma­dame d’Ar­lange would keep Schmidt with her.”

			“Ex­cuse me, ma­demois­elle,” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on, “what day did you write to M. Al­bert?”

			“On Tues­day.”

			“Can you fix the hour?”

			“I must have sent the let­ter between two and three o’clock.”

			“Thanks, ma­demois­elle. Con­tin­ue, I pray.”

			“All my an­ti­cip­a­tions,” con­tin­ued Claire, “were real­ised. I re­tired dur­ing the even­ing, and I went in­to the garden a little be­fore the ap­poin­ted time. I had pro­cured the key of the little door; and I at once tried it. Un­for­tu­nately, I could not make it turn, the lock was so rusty. I ex­er­ted all my strength in vain. I was in des­pair, when nine o’clock struck. At the third stroke, Al­bert knocked. I told him of the ac­ci­dent; and I threw him the key, that he might try and un­lock the door. He tried, but without suc­cess. I then begged him to post­pone our in­ter­view. He replied that it was im­possible, that what he had to say ad­mit­ted of no delay; that, dur­ing three days he had hes­it­ated about con­fid­ing in me, and had suffered mar­tyr­dom, and that he could en­dure it no longer. We were speak­ing, you must un­der­stand, through the door. At last, he de­clared that he would climb over the wall. I begged him not to do so, fear­ing an ac­ci­dent. The wall is very high, as you know; the top is covered with pieces of broken glass, and the aca­cia branches stretch out above like a hedge. But he laughed at my fears, and said that, un­less I ab­so­lutely for­bade him to do so, he was go­ing to at­tempt to scale the wall. I dared not say no; and he risked it. I was very frightened, and trembled like a leaf. For­tu­nately, he is very act­ive, and got over without hurt­ing him­self. He had come, sir, to tell me of the mis­for­tune which had be­fallen him. We first of all sat down upon the little seat you know of, in front of the grove; then, as the rain was fall­ing, we took shel­ter in the sum­mer house. It was past mid­night when Al­bert left me, quieted and al­most gay. He went back in the same man­ner, only with less danger, be­cause I made him use the garden­er’s lad­der, which I laid down along­side the wall when he had reached the oth­er side.”

			This ac­count, giv­en in the simplest and most nat­ur­al man­ner, puzzled M. Dabur­on. What was he to think?

			“Ma­demois­elle,” he asked, “had the rain com­menced to fall when M. Al­bert climbed over the wall?”

			“No, sir, the first drops fell when we were on the seat. I re­col­lect it very well, be­cause he opened his um­brella, and I thought of Paul and Vir­gin­ia.”

			“Ex­cuse me a minute, ma­demois­elle,” said the ma­gis­trate.

			He sat down at his desk, and rap­idly wrote two let­ters. In the first, he gave or­ders for Al­bert to be brought at once to his of­fice in the Pal­ais de Justice. In the second, he dir­ec­ted a de­tect­ive to go im­me­di­ately to the Fau­bourg St. Ger­main to the d’Ar­lange house, and ex­am­ine the wall at the bot­tom of the garden, and make a note of any marks of its hav­ing been scaled, if any such ex­is­ted. He ex­plained that the wall had been climbed twice, both be­fore and dur­ing the rain; con­sequently the marks of the go­ing and re­turn­ing would be dif­fer­ent from each oth­er.

			He en­joined upon the de­tect­ive to pro­ceed with the ut­most cau­tion, and to in­vent a plaus­ible pre­text which would ex­plain his in­vest­ig­a­tions.

			Hav­ing fin­ished writ­ing, the ma­gis­trate rang for his ser­vant, who soon ap­peared.

			“Here,” said he, “are two let­ters, which you must take to my clerk, Con­stant. Tell him to read them, and to have the or­ders they con­tain ex­ecuted at once—at once, you un­der­stand. Run, take a cab, and be quick! Ah! one word. If Con­stant is not in my of­fice, have him sought for; he will not be far off, as he is wait­ing for me. Go quickly!”

			M. Dabur­on then turned and said to Claire: “Have you kept the let­ter, ma­demois­elle, in which M. Al­bert asked for this in­ter­view?”

			“Yes, sir, I even think I have it with me.”

			She arose, felt in her pock­et, and drew out a much crumpled piece of pa­per.

			“Here it is!”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate took it. A sus­pi­cion crossed his mind. This com­prom­ising let­ter happened to be very con­veni­ently in Claire’s pock­et; and yet young girls do not usu­ally carry about with them re­quests for secret in­ter­views. At a glance, he read the ten lines of the note.

			“No date,” he mur­mured, “no stamp, noth­ing at all.”

			Claire did not hear him; she was rack­ing her brain to find oth­er proofs of the in­ter­view.

			“Sir,” said she sud­denly, “it of­ten hap­pens, that when we wish to be, and be­lieve ourselves alone, we are nev­er­the­less ob­served. Sum­mon, I be­seech you, all of my grand­moth­er’s ser­vants, and in­quire if any of them saw Al­bert that night.”

			“In­quire of your ser­vants! Can you dream of such a thing, ma­demois­elle?”

			“What, sir? You fear that I shall be com­prom­ised. What of that, if he is only freed?”

			M. Dabur­on could not help ad­mir­ing her. What sub­lime de­vo­tion in this young girl, wheth­er she spoke the truth or not! He could un­der­stand the vi­ol­ence she had been do­ing to her feel­ings dur­ing the past hour, he who knew her char­ac­ter so well.

			“That is not all,” she ad­ded; “the key which I threw to Al­bert, he did not re­turn it to me; he must have for­got­ten to do so. If it is found in his pos­ses­sion, it will well prove that he was in the garden.”

			“I will give or­ders re­spect­ing it, ma­demois­elle.”

			“There is still an­oth­er thing,” con­tin­ued Claire; “while I am here, send someone to ex­am­ine the wall.”

			She seemed to think of everything.

			“That is already done, ma­demois­elle,” replied M. Dabur­on. “I will not hide from you that one of the let­ters which I have just sent off ordered an ex­am­in­a­tion of your grand­moth­er’s wall, a secret ex­am­in­a­tion, though, be as­sured.”

			Claire rose joy­fully, and for the second time held out her hand to the ma­gis­trate.

			“Oh, thanks!” she said, “a thou­sand thanks! Now I can well see that you are with me. But I have still an­oth­er idea: Al­bert ought to have the note I wrote on Tues­day.”

			“No, ma­demois­elle, he burnt it.”

			Claire drew back. She ima­gined she felt a touch of irony in the ma­gis­trate’s reply. There was none, how­ever. M. Dabur­on re­membered the let­ter thrown in­to the fire by Al­bert on the Tues­day af­ter­noon. It could only been the one Claire had sent him. It was to her, then, that the words, “She can­not res­ist me,” ap­plied. He un­der­stood, now, the ac­tion and the re­mark.

			“Can you un­der­stand, ma­demois­elle,” he next asked, “how M. de Com­mar­in could lead justice astray, and ex­pose me to com­mit­ting a most de­plor­able er­ror, when it would have been so easy to have told me all this?”

			“It seems to me, sir, that an hon­our­able man can­not con­fess that he has ob­tained a secret in­ter­view from a lady, un­til he has full per­mis­sion from her to do so. He ought to risk his life soon­er than the hon­our of her who has trus­ted in him; but be as­sured Al­bert re­lied on me.”

			There was noth­ing to reply to this; and the sen­ti­ments ex­pressed by Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange gave a mean­ing to one of Al­bert’s replies in the ex­am­in­a­tion.

			“This is not all yet, ma­demois­elle,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate; “all that you have told me here, you must re­peat in my of­fice, at the Pal­ais de Justice. My clerk will take down your testi­mony, and you must sign it. This pro­ceed­ing will be pain­ful to you; but it is a ne­ces­sary form­al­ity.”

			“Ah, sir, I will do so with pleas­ure. What can I re­fuse, when I know that he is in pris­on? I was de­term­ined to do everything. If he had been tried at the as­sizes, I would have gone there. Yes, I would have presen­ted my­self, and there be­fore all I would have told the truth. Doubt­less,” she ad­ded sadly, “I should have been greatly com­prom­ised. I should have been looked upon as a heroine of ro­mance; but what mat­ters pub­lic opin­ion, the blame or ap­prov­al of the world, since I am sure of his love?”

			She rose from her seat, re­ad­just­ing her cloak and the strings of her bon­net.

			“Is it ne­ces­sary,” she asked, “that I should await the re­turn of the po­lice agents who are ex­amin­ing the wall?”

			“It is need­less, ma­demois­elle.”

			“Then,” she con­tin­ued in a sweet voice, “I can only be­seech you,” she clasped her hands, “con­jure you,” her eyes im­plored, “to let Al­bert out of pris­on.”

			“He shall be lib­er­ated as soon as pos­sible; I give you my word.”

			“Oh, today, dear M. Dabur­on, today, I beg of you, now, at once! Since he is in­no­cent, be kind, for you are our friend. Do you wish me to go down on my knees?”

			The ma­gis­trate had only just time to ex­tend his arms, and pre­vent her.

			He was chok­ing with emo­tion, the un­happy man! Ah! how much he en­vied the pris­on­er’s lot!

			“That which you ask of me is im­possible, ma­demois­elle,” said he in an al­most in­aud­ible voice, “im­prac­tic­able, upon my hon­our. Ah! if it de­pended upon me alone, I could not, even were he guilty, see you weep, and res­ist.”

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, hitherto so firm, could no longer re­strain her sobs.

			“Miser­able girl that I am!” she cried, “he is suf­fer­ing, he is in pris­on; I am free, and yet I can do noth­ing for him! Great heav­en! in­spire me with ac­cents to touch the hearts of men! At whose feet must I cast my­self to ob­tain his par­don?”

			She sud­denly stopped, sur­prised at hav­ing uttered such a word.

			“Par­don!” she re­peated fiercely; “he has no need of par­don. Why am I only a wo­man? Can I not find one man who will help me? Yes,” she said after a mo­ment’s re­flec­tion, “there is one man who owes him­self to Al­bert; since he it was who put him in this po­s­i­tion—the Count de Com­mar­in. He is his fath­er, and yet he has aban­doned him. Ah, well! I will re­mind him that he still has a son.”

			The ma­gis­trate rose to see her to the door; but she had already dis­ap­peared, tak­ing the kind­hearted Schmidt with her.

			M. Dabur­on, more dead than alive, sank back again in his chair. His eyes filled with tears.

			“And that is what she is!” he mur­mured. “Ah! I made no vul­gar choice! I had di­vined and un­der­stood all her good qual­it­ies.”

			He had nev­er loved her so much; and he felt that he would nev­er be con­soled for not hav­ing won her love in re­turn. But, in the midst of his med­it­a­tions, a sud­den thought passed like a flash across his brain.

			Had Claire spoken the truth? Had she not been play­ing a part pre­vi­ously pre­pared? No, most de­cidedly no! But she might have been her­self de­ceived, might have been the dupe of some skill­ful trick.

			In that case old Tab­aret’s pre­dic­tion was now real­ised.

			Tab­aret had said: “Look out for an in­dis­put­able alibi.”

			How could he show the fals­ity of this one, planned in ad­vance, af­firmed by Claire, who was her­self de­ceived?

			How could he ex­pose a plan, so well laid that the pris­on­er had been able without danger to await cer­tain res­ults, with his arms fol­ded, and without him­self mov­ing in the mat­ter?

			And yet, if Claire’s story were true, and Al­bert in­no­cent!

			The ma­gis­trate struggled in the midst of in­ex­tric­able dif­fi­culties, without a plan, without an idea.

			He arose.

			“Oh!” he said in a loud voice, as though en­cour­aging him­self, “at the Pal­ais, all will be un­rav­elled.”

		
	
		
			XVI

			M. Dabur­on had been sur­prised at Claire’s vis­it. M. de Com­mar­in was still more so, when his valet whispered to him that Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange de­sired a mo­ment’s con­ver­sa­tion with him. M. Dabur­on had broken a hand­some card-plate; M. de Com­mar­in, who was at break­fast, dropped his knife on his plate.

			Like the ma­gis­trate he ex­claimed, “Claire!”

			He hes­it­ated to re­ceive her, fear­ing a pain­ful and dis­agree­able scene. She could only have, as he knew, a very slight af­fec­tion for him, who had for so long re­pulsed her with such ob­stin­acy. What could she want with him? To in­quire about Al­bert, of course. And what could he reply? She would prob­ably have some nervous at­tack or oth­er; and he would be thor­oughly up­set. How­ever, he thought of how much she must have suffered; and he pit­ied her.

			He felt that it would be cruel, as well as un­worthy of him, to keep away from her who was to have been his daugh­ter-in-law, the Vis­count­ess de Com­mar­in. He sent a mes­sage, ask­ing her to wait a few minutes in one of the little draw­ing-rooms on the ground floor. He did not keep her wait­ing long, his ap­pet­ite hav­ing been des­troyed by the mere an­nounce­ment of her vis­it. He was fully pre­pared for any­thing dis­agree­able.

			As soon as he ap­peared, Claire sa­luted him with one of those grace­ful, yet highly dig­ni­fied bows, which dis­tin­guished the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange. “Sir—,” she began.

			“You come, do you not, my poor child, to ob­tain news of the un­happy boy?” asked M. de Com­mar­in. He in­ter­rup­ted Claire, and went straight to the point, in or­der to get the dis­agree­able busi­ness more quickly over.

			“No sir,” replied the young girl, “I come, on the con­trary, to bring you news. Al­bert is in­no­cent.”

			The count looked at her most at­tent­ively, per­suaded that grief had af­fected her reas­on; but in that case her mad­ness was very quiet.

			“I nev­er doubted it,” con­tin­ued Claire; “but now I have the most pos­it­ive proof.”

			“Are you quite sure of what you are say­ing?” in­quired the count, whose eyes be­trayed his doubt.

			Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange un­der­stood his thoughts; her in­ter­view with M. Dabur­on had giv­en her ex­per­i­ence.

			“I state noth­ing which is not of the ut­most ac­cur­acy,” she replied, “and eas­ily proved. I have just come from M. Dabur­on, the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate, who is one of my grand­moth­er’s friends; and, after what I told him, he is con­vinced that Al­bert is in­no­cent.”

			“He told you that, Claire!” ex­claimed the count. “My child, are you sure, are you not mis­taken?”

			“No, sir. I told him some­thing, of which every­one was ig­nor­ant, and of which Al­bert, who is a gen­tle­man, could not speak. I told him that Al­bert passed with me, in my grand­moth­er’s garden, all that even­ing on which the crime was com­mit­ted. He had asked to see me—”

			“But your word will not be suf­fi­cient.”

			“There are proofs, and justice has them by this time.”

			“Heav­ens! Is it really pos­sible?” cried the count, who was be­side him­self.

			“Ah, sir!” said Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange bit­terly, “you are like the ma­gis­trate; you be­lieved in the im­possible. You are his fath­er, and you sus­pec­ted him! You do not know him, then. You were abandon­ing him, without try­ing to de­fend him. Ah, I did not hes­it­ate one mo­ment!”

			One is eas­ily in­duced to be­lieve true that which one is anxiously long­ing for. M. de Com­mar­in was not dif­fi­cult to con­vince. Without think­ing, without dis­cus­sion, he put faith in Claire’s as­ser­tions. He shared her con­vic­tions, without ask­ing him­self wheth­er it were wise or prudent to do so. Yes, he had been over­come by the ma­gis­trate’s cer­ti­tude, he had told him­self that what was most un­likely was true; and he had bowed his head. One word from a young girl had up­set this con­vic­tion. Al­bert in­no­cent! The thought des­cen­ded upon his heart like heav­enly dew. Claire ap­peared to him like a bear­er of hap­pi­ness and hope. Dur­ing the last three days, he had dis­covered how great was his af­fec­tion for Al­bert. He had loved him ten­derly, for he had nev­er been able to dis­card him, in spite of his fright­ful sus­pi­cions as to his pa­tern­ity. For three days, the know­ledge of the crime im­puted to his un­happy son, the thought of the pun­ish­ment which awaited him, had nearly killed the fath­er. And after all he was in­no­cent! No more shame, no more scan­dal­ous tri­al, no more stains upon the es­cut­cheon; the name of Com­mar­in would not be heard at the as­sizes.

			“But, then, ma­demois­elle,” asked the count, “are they go­ing to re­lease him?”

			“Alas! sir, I de­man­ded that they should at once set him at liberty. It is just, is it not, since he is not guilty? But the ma­gis­trate replied that it was not pos­sible; that he was not the mas­ter; that Al­bert’s fate de­pended on many oth­ers. It was then that I re­solved to come to you for aid.”

			“Can I then do some­thing?”

			“I at least hope so. I am only a poor girl, very ig­nor­ant; and I know no one in the world. I do not know what can be done to get him re­leased from pris­on. There ought, how­ever, to be some means for ob­tain­ing justice. Will you not try all that can be done, sir, you, who are his fath­er?”

			“Yes,” replied M. de Com­mar­in quickly, “yes, and without los­ing a minute.”

			Since Al­bert’s ar­rest, the count had been plunged in a dull stupor. In his pro­found grief, see­ing only ru­in and dis­aster about him, he had done noth­ing to shake off this men­tal para­lys­is. Or­din­ar­ily very act­ive, he now sat all day long without mov­ing. He seemed to en­joy a con­di­tion which pre­ven­ted his feel­ing the im­mens­ity of his mis­for­tune. Claire’s voice soun­ded in his ear like the re­sur­rec­tion trum­pet. The fright­ful dark­ness was dis­pelled; he saw a glim­mer­ing in the ho­ri­zon; he re­covered the en­ergy of his youth.

			“Let us go,” he said.

			Sud­denly the ra­di­ance in his face changed to sad­ness, mixed with an­ger.

			“But where,” he asked. “At what door shall we knock with any hope of suc­cess? In the olden times, I would have sought the king. But today! Even the em­per­or him­self can­not in­ter­fere with the law. He will tell me to await the de­cision of the tribunals, that he can do noth­ing. Wait! And Al­bert is count­ing the minutes in mor­tal agony! We shall cer­tainly have justice; but to ob­tain it promptly is an art taught in schools that I have not fre­quen­ted.”

			“Let us try, at least, sir,” per­sisted Claire. “Let us seek out judges, gen­er­als, min­is­ters, any­one. Only lead me to them. I will speak; and you shall see if we do not suc­ceed.”

			The count took Claire’s little hands between his own, and held them a mo­ment press­ing them with pa­ternal ten­der­ness.

			“Brave girl!” he cried, “you are a noble, cour­ageous wo­man, Claire! Good blood nev­er fails. I did not know you. Yes, you shall be my daugh­ter; and you shall be happy to­geth­er, Al­bert and you. But we must not rush about every­where, like wild geese. We need someone to tell us whom we should ad­dress—some guide, law­yer, bar­ris­ter. Ah!” he cried, “I have it—Noel!”

			Claire raised her eyes to the count’s in sur­prise.

			“He is my son,” replied M. de Com­mar­in, evid­ently em­bar­rassed, “my oth­er son, Al­bert’s broth­er. The best and wor­thi­est of men,” he ad­ded, re­peat­ing quite ap­pro­pri­ately a phrase already uttered by M. Dabur­on. “He is a bar­ris­ter; he knows all about the Pal­ais; he will tell us what to do.”

			Noel’s name, thus thrown in­to the midst of this con­ver­sa­tion so full of hope, op­pressed Claire’s heart. The count per­ceived her af­fright.

			“Do not feel anxious, dear child,” he said. “Noel is good; and I will tell you more, he loves Al­bert. Do not shake your head so; Noel told me him­self, on this very spot, that he did not be­lieve Al­bert guilty. He de­clared that he in­ten­ded do­ing everything to dis­pel the fatal mis­take, and that he would be his bar­ris­ter.”

			These as­ser­tions did not seem to re­as­sure the young girl. She thought to her­self, “What then has this Noel done for Al­bert?” But she made no re­mark.

			“I will send for him,” con­tin­ued M. de Com­mar­in; “he is now with Al­bert’s moth­er, who brought him up, and who is now on her deathbed.”

			“Al­bert’s moth­er!”

			“Yes, my child. Al­bert will ex­plain to you what may per­haps seem to you an en­igma. Now time presses. But I think—”

			He stopped sud­denly. He thought, that, in­stead of send­ing for Noel at Ma­dame Gerdy’s, he might go there him­self. He would thus see Valer­ie! and he had longed to see her again so much! It was one of those ac­tions which the heart urges, but which one does not dare risk, be­cause a thou­sand subtle reas­ons and in­terests are against it. One wishes, de­sires, and even longs for it; and yet one struggles, com­bats, and res­ists. But, if an op­por­tun­ity oc­curs, one is only too happy to seize it; then one has an ex­cuse with which to si­lence one’s con­science.

			In thus yield­ing to the im­pulse of one’s feel­ings, one can say: “It was not I who willed it, it was fate.”

			“It will be quick­er, per­haps,” ob­served the count, “to go to Noel.”

			“Let us start then, sir.”

			“I hardly know though, my child,” said the old gen­tle­man, hes­it­at­ing, “wheth­er I may, wheth­er I ought to take you with me. Pro­pri­ety—”

			“Ah, sir, pro­pri­ety has noth­ing to do with it!” replied Claire im­petu­ously. “With you, and for his sake, I can go any­where. Is it not in­dis­pens­able that I should give some ex­plan­a­tions? Only send word to my grand­moth­er by Schmidt, who will come back here and await my re­turn. I am ready, sir.”

			“Very well, then,” said the count.

			Then, ringing the bell vi­ol­ently, he called to the ser­vant, “My car­riage.”

			In des­cend­ing the steps, he in­sisted upon Claire’s tak­ing his arm. The gal­lant and el­eg­ant po­lite­ness of the friend of the Count d’Ar­tois re­appeared.

			“You have taken twenty years from my age,” he said; “it is but right that I should de­vote to you the youth you have re­stored to me.”

			As soon as Claire had entered the car­riage, he said to the foot­man: “Rue St. Laz­are, quick!”

			Whenev­er the count said “quick,” on en­ter­ing his car­riage, the ped­es­tri­ans had to get out of the way. But the coach­man was a skill­ful driver, and ar­rived without ac­ci­dent. Aided by the con­ci­erge’s dir­ec­tions, the count and the young girl went to­wards Ma­dame Gerdy’s apart­ments. The count moun­ted slowly, hold­ing tightly to the bal­us­trade, stop­ping at every land­ing to re­cov­er his breath. He was, then, about to see her again! His emo­tion pressed his heart like a vice.

			“M. Noel Gerdy?” he asked of the ser­vant.

			The bar­ris­ter had just that mo­ment gone out. She did not know where he had gone; but he had said he should not be out more than half an hour.

			“We will wait for him, then,” said the count.

			He ad­vanced; and the ser­vant drew back to let them pass. Noel had strictly for­bid­den her to ad­mit any vis­it­ors; but the Count de Com­mar­in was one of those whose ap­pear­ance makes ser­vants for­get all their or­ders. Three per­sons were in the room in­to which the ser­vant in­tro­duced the count and Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange. They were the par­ish priest, the doc­tor, and a tall man, an of­ficer of the Le­gion of Hon­our, whose fig­ure and bear­ing in­dic­ated the old sol­dier. They were con­vers­ing near the fire­place, and the ar­rival of strangers ap­peared to as­ton­ish them ex­ceed­ingly. In bow­ing, in re­sponse to M. de Com­mar­in’s and Claire’s sa­luta­tions, they seemed to in­quire their busi­ness: but this hes­it­a­tion was brief, for the sol­dier al­most im­me­di­ately offered Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange a chair.

			The count con­sidered that his pres­ence was in­op­por­tune; and he thought that he was called upon to in­tro­duce him­self, and ex­plain his vis­it.

			“You will ex­cuse me, gen­tle­men,” said he, “if I am in­dis­creet. I did not think of be­ing so when I asked to wait for Noel, whom I have the most press­ing need of see­ing. I am the Count de Com­mar­in.”

			At this name, the old sol­dier let go the back of the chair which he was still hold­ing and haught­ily raised his head. An angry light flashed in his eyes, and he made a threat­en­ing ges­ture. His lips moved, as if he were about to speak; but he re­strained him­self, and re­tired, bow­ing his head, to the win­dow. Neither the count nor the two oth­er men no­ticed his strange be­ha­viour; but it did not es­cape Claire.

			While Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange sat down rather sur­prised, the count, much em­bar­rassed at his po­s­i­tion, went up to the priest, and asked in a low voice, “What is, I pray, M. l’Abbe; Ma­dame Gerdy’s con­di­tion?”

			The doc­tor, who had a sharp ear, heard the ques­tion, and ap­proached quickly. He was very pleased to have an op­por­tun­ity to speak to a per­son as cel­eb­rated as the Count de Com­mar­in, and to be­come ac­quain­ted with him.

			“I fear, sir,” he said, “that she can­not live through­out the day.”

			The count pressed his hand against his fore­head, as though he had felt a sud­den pain there. He hes­it­ated to in­quire fur­ther. After a mo­ment of chilling si­lence, he re­solved to go on.

			“Does she re­cog­nise her friends?” he mur­mured.

			“No, sir. Since last even­ing, how­ever, there has been a great change. She was very un­easy all last night: she had mo­ments of fierce de­li­ri­um. About an hour ago, we thought she was re­cov­er­ing her senses, and we sent for M. l’Abbe.”

			“Very need­lessly, though,” put in the priest, “and it is a sad mis­for­tune. Her reas­on is quite gone. Poor wo­man! I have known her ten years. I have been to see her nearly every week; I nev­er knew a more worthy per­son.”

			“She must suf­fer dread­fully,” said the doc­tor.

			Al­most at the same in­stant, and as if to bear out the doc­tor’s words, they heard stifled cries from the next room, the door of which was slightly open.

			“Do you hear?” ex­claimed the count, trem­bling from head to foot.

			Claire un­der­stood noth­ing of this strange scene. Dark presen­ti­ments op­pressed her; she felt as though she were en­vel­oped in an at­mo­sphere of evil. She grew frightened, rose from her chair, and drew near the count.

			“She is, I pre­sume, in there?” asked M. de Com­mar­in.

			“Yes, sir,” harshly answered the old sol­dier, who had also drawn near.

			At any oth­er time, the count would have no­ticed the sol­dier’s tone, and have re­sen­ted it. Now, he did not even raise his eyes. He re­mained in­sens­ible to everything. Was she not there, close to him? His thoughts were in the past; it seemed to him but yes­ter­day that he had quit­ted her for the last time.

			“I should very much like to see her,” he said tim­idly.

			“That is im­possible,” replied the old sol­dier.

			“Why?” stammered the count.

			“At least, M. de Com­mar­in,” replied the sol­dier, “let her die in peace.”

			The count star­ted, as if he had been struck. His eyes en­countered the of­ficer’s; he lowered them like a crim­in­al be­fore his judge.

			“Noth­ing need pre­vent the count’s en­ter­ing Ma­dame Gerdy’s room,” put in the doc­tor, who pur­posely saw noth­ing of all this. “She would prob­ably not no­tice his pres­ence; and if—”

			“Oh, she would per­ceive noth­ing!” said the priest. “I have just spoken to her, taken her hand, she re­mained quite in­sens­ible.”

			The old sol­dier re­flec­ted deeply.

			“Enter,” said he at last to the count; “per­haps it is God’s will.”

			The count tottered so that the doc­tor offered to as­sist him. He gently mo­tioned him away. The doc­tor and the priest entered with him; Claire and the old sol­dier re­mained at the threshold of the door, fa­cing the bed. The count took three or four steps, and was ob­liged to stop. He wished to, but could not go fur­ther. Could this dy­ing wo­man really be Valer­ie? He taxed his memory severely; noth­ing in those withered fea­tures, noth­ing in that dis­tor­ted face, re­called the beau­ti­ful, the ad­ored Valer­ie of his youth. He did not re­cog­nise her.

			But she knew him, or rather di­vined his pres­ence. With su­per­nat­ur­al strength, she raised her­self, ex­pos­ing her shoulders and ema­ci­ated arms; then push­ing away the ice from her fore­head, and throw­ing back her still plen­ti­ful hair, bathed with wa­ter and per­spir­a­tion, she cried, “Guy! Guy!”

			The count trembled all over. He did not per­ceive that which im­me­di­ately struck all the oth­er per­sons present—the trans­form­a­tion in the sick wo­man. Her con­trac­ted fea­tures re­laxed, a ce­les­ti­al joy spread over her face, and her eyes, sunken by dis­ease, as­sumed an ex­pres­sion of in­fin­ite ten­der­ness.

			“Guy,” said she in a voice heartrend­ing by its sweet­ness, “you have come at last! How long, O my God! I have waited for you! You can­not think what I have suffered by your ab­sence. I should have died of grief, had it not been for the hope of see­ing you again. Who kept you from me? Your par­ents again? How cruel of them! Did you not tell them that no one could love you here be­low as I do? No, that is not it; I re­mem­ber. You were angry when you left me. Your friends wished to sep­ar­ate us; they said that I was de­ceiv­ing you with an­oth­er. Who have I in­jured that I should have so many en­emies! They en­vied my hap­pi­ness; and we were so happy! But you did not be­lieve the wicked calumny, you scorned it, for are you not here?”

			The nun, who had ris­en on see­ing so many per­sons enter the sick room, opened her eyes with as­ton­ish­ment.

			“I de­ceive you?” con­tin­ued the dy­ing wo­man; “only a mad­man would be­lieve it. Am I not yours, your very own, heart and soul? To me you are everything: and there is noth­ing I could ex­pect or hope for from an­oth­er which you have not already giv­en me. Was I not yours, alone, from the very first? I nev­er hes­it­ated to give my­self en­tirely to you; I felt that I was born for you, Guy, do you re­mem­ber? I was work­ing for a lace maker, and was barely earn­ing a liv­ing. You told me you were a poor stu­dent; I thought you were de­priving your­self for me. You in­sisted on hav­ing our little apart­ment on the Quai Saint-Michel done up. It was lovely, with the new pa­per all covered with flowers, which we hung ourselves. How de­light­ful it was! From the win­dow, we could see the great trees of the Tu­iler­ies gar­dens; and by lean­ing out a little we could see the sun set through the arches of the bridges. Oh, those happy days! The first time that we went in­to the coun­try to­geth­er, one Sunday, you brought me a more beau­ti­ful dress than I had ever dreamed of, and such darling little boots, that it was a shame to walk out in them! But you had de­ceived me! You were not a poor stu­dent. One day, when tak­ing my work home, I met you in an el­eg­ant car­riage, with tall foot­men, dressed in liv­er­ies covered with gold lace, be­hind. I could not be­lieve my eyes. That even­ing you told me the truth, that you were a no­ble­man and im­mensely rich. O my darling, why did you tell me?”

			Had she her reas­on, or was this a mere de­li­ri­um? Great tears rolled down the Count de Com­mar­in’s wrinkled face, and the doc­tor and the priest were touched by the sad spec­tacle of an old man weep­ing like a child. Only the pre­vi­ous even­ing, the count had thought his heart dead; and now this pen­et­rat­ing voice was suf­fi­cient to re­gain the fresh and power­ful feel­ings of his youth. Yet, how many years had passed away since then!

			“After that,” con­tin­ued Ma­dame Gerdy, “we left the Quai Saint-Michel. You wished it; and I obeyed, in spite of my ap­pre­hen­sions. You told me, that, to please you, I ought to look like a great lady. You provided teach­ers for me, for I was so ig­nor­ant that I scarcely knew how to sign my name. Do you re­mem­ber the queer spelling in my first let­ter? Ah, Guy, if you had really only been a poor stu­dent! When I knew that you were so rich, I lost my sim­pli­city, my thought­less­ness, my gaiety. I feared that you would think me cov­et­ous, that you would ima­gine that your for­tune in­flu­enced my love. Men who, like you, have mil­lions, must be un­happy! They must be al­ways doubt­ing and full of sus­pi­cions, they can nev­er be sure wheth­er it is them­selves or their gold which is loved, and this aw­ful doubt makes them mis­trust­ful, jeal­ous, and cruel. Oh my dearest, why did we leave our dear little room? There, we were happy. Why did you not leave me al­ways where you first found me? Did you not know that the sight of hap­pi­ness ir­rit­ates man­kind? If we had been wise, we would have hid ours like a crime. You thought to raise me, but you only sunk me lower. You were proud of our love; you pub­lished it abroad. Vainly I asked you in mercy to leave me in ob­scur­ity, and un­known. Soon the whole town knew that I was your mis­tress. Every­one was talk­ing of the money you spent on me. How I blushed at the flaunt­ing lux­ury you thrust upon me! You were sat­is­fied, be­cause my beauty be­came cel­eb­rated; I wept, be­cause my shame be­came so too. People talked about me, as those wo­men who make their lov­ers com­mit the greatest fol­lies. Was not my name in the pa­pers? And it was through the same pa­pers that I heard of your ap­proach­ing mar­riage. Un­happy wo­man! I should have fled from you, but I had not the cour­age. I resigned my­self, without an ef­fort, to the most hu­mi­li­at­ing, the most shame­ful of po­s­i­tions. You were mar­ried; and I re­mained your mis­tress. Oh, what an­guish I suffered dur­ing that ter­rible even­ing. I was alone in my own home, in that room so as­so­ci­ated with you; and you were mar­ry­ing an­oth­er! I said to my­self, ‘At this mo­ment, a pure, noble young girl is giv­ing her­self to him.’ I said again, ‘What oaths is that mouth, which has so of­ten pressed my lips, now tak­ing?’ Of­ten since that dread­ful mis­for­tune, I have asked heav­en what crime I had com­mit­ted that I should be so ter­ribly pun­ished? This was the crime. I re­mained your mis­tress, and your wife died. I only saw her once, and then scarcely for a minute, but she looked at you, and I knew that she loved you as only I could. Ah, Guy, it was our love that killed her!”

			She stopped ex­hausted, but none of the bystand­ers moved. They listened breath­lessly, and waited with fe­ver­ish emo­tion for her to re­sume. Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange had not the strength to re­main stand­ing; she had fallen upon her knees, and was press­ing her handker­chief to her mouth to keep back her sobs. Was not this wo­man Al­bert’s moth­er? The worthy nun was alone un­moved; she had seen, she said to her­self, many such de­li­ri­ums be­fore. She un­der­stood ab­so­lutely noth­ing of what was passing. “These people are very fool­ish,” she muttered, “to pay so much at­ten­tion to the ram­blings of a per­son out of her mind.” She thought she had more sense than the oth­ers, so, ap­proach­ing the bed, she began to cov­er up the sick wo­man.

			“Come, ma­dame,” said she, “cov­er your­self, or you will catch cold.”

			“Sis­ter!” re­mon­strated the doc­tor and priest at the same mo­ment.

			“For God’s sake!” ex­claimed the sol­dier, “let her speak.”

			“Who,” con­tin­ued the sick wo­man, un­con­scious of all that was passing about her, “who told you I was de­ceiv­ing you? Oh, the wretches! They set spies upon me; they dis­covered that an of­ficer came fre­quently to see me. But that of­ficer was my broth­er, my dear Louis! When he was eight­een years old, and be­ing un­able to ob­tain work, he en­lis­ted, say­ing to my moth­er, that there would then be one mouth the less in the fam­ily. He was a good sol­dier, and his of­ficers al­ways liked him. He worked whilst with his re­gi­ment; he taught him­self, and he quickly rose in rank. He was pro­moted a lieu­ten­ant, then cap­tain, and fi­nally be­came ma­jor. Louis al­ways loved me; had he re­mained in Par­is I should not have fallen. But our moth­er died, and I was left all alone in this great city. He was a non­com­mis­sioned of­ficer when he first knew that I had a lov­er; and he was so en­raged that I feared he would nev­er for­give me. But he did for­give me, say­ing that my con­stancy in my er­ror was its only ex­cuse. Ah, my friend, he was more jeal­ous of your hon­our than you your­self! He came to see me in secret, be­cause I placed him in the un­happy po­s­i­tion of blush­ing for his sis­ter. I had con­demned my­self nev­er to speak of him, nev­er to men­tion his name. Could a brave sol­dier con­fess that his sis­ter was the mis­tress of a count? That it might not be known, I took the ut­most pre­cau­tions, but alas! only to make you doubt me. When Louis knew what was said, he wished in his blind rage to chal­lenge you; and then I was ob­liged to make him think that he had no right to de­fend me. What misery! Ah, I have paid dearly for my years of stolen hap­pi­ness! But you are here, and all is for­got­ten. For you do be­lieve me, do you not, Guy? I will write to Louis; he will come, he will tell you that I do not lie, and you can­not doubt his, a sol­dier’s word.”

			“Yes, on my hon­our,” said the old sol­dier, “what my sis­ter says is the truth.”

			The dy­ing wo­man did not hear him; she con­tin­ued in a voice pant­ing from wear­i­ness: “How your pres­ence re­vives me. I feel that I am grow­ing stronger. I have nearly been very ill. I am afraid I am not very pretty today; but nev­er mind, kiss me!”

			She opened her arms, and thrust out her lips as if to kiss him.

			“But it is on one con­di­tion, Guy, that you will leave me my child? Oh! I beg of you, I en­treat you not to take him from me; leave him to me. What is a moth­er without her child? You are anxious to give him an il­lus­tri­ous name, an im­mense for­tune. No! You tell me that this sac­ri­fice will be for his good. No! My child is mine; I will keep him. The world has no hon­ours, no riches, which can re­place a moth­er’s love. You wish to give me in ex­change, that oth­er wo­man’s child. Nev­er! What! you would have that wo­man em­brace my boy! It is im­possible. Take away this strange child from me; he fills me with hor­ror; I want my own! Ah, do not in­sist, do not threaten me with an­ger, do not leave me. I should give in, and then, I should die. Guy, for­get this fatal pro­ject, the thought of it alone is a crime. Can­not my pray­ers, my tears, can noth­ing move you? Ah, well, God will pun­ish us. All will be dis­covered. The day will come when these chil­dren will de­mand a fear­ful reck­on­ing. Guy, I fore­see the fu­ture; I see my son com­ing to­wards me, justly angered. What does he say, great heav­en! Oh, those let­ters, those let­ters, sweet memor­ies of our love! My son, he threatens me! He strikes me! Ah, help! A son strike his moth­er. Tell no one of it, though. O my God, what tor­ture! Yet he knows well that I am his moth­er. He pre­tends not to be­lieve me. Lord, this is too much! Guy! par­don! oh, my only friend! I have neither the power to res­ist, nor the cour­age to obey you.”

			At this mo­ment the door open­ing on to the land­ing opened, and Noel ap­peared, pale as usu­al, but calm and com­posed. The dy­ing wo­man saw him, and the sight af­fected her like an elec­tric shock. A ter­rible shud­der shook her frame; her eyes grew in­or­din­ately large, her hair seemed to stand on end. She raised her­self on her pil­lows, stretched out her arm in the dir­ec­tion where Noel stood, and in a loud voice ex­claimed, “As­sas­sin!”

			She fell back con­vuls­ively on the bed. Someone hastened for­ward: she was dead. A deep si­lence pre­vailed. Such is the majesty of death, and the ter­ror which ac­com­pan­ies it, that, in its pres­ence, even the strongest and most scep­tic­al bow their heads. For a time, pas­sions and in­terests are for­got­ten. In­vol­un­tar­ily we are drawn to­geth­er, when some mu­tu­al friend breathes his last in our pres­ence. All the bystand­ers were deeply moved by this pain­ful scene, this last con­fes­sion, wres­ted so to say from the de­li­ri­um. And the last word uttered by Ma­dame Gerdy, “as­sas­sin,” sur­prised no one. All, ex­cept­ing the nun, knew of the aw­ful ac­cus­a­tion which had been made against Al­bert. To him they ap­plied the un­for­tu­nate moth­er’s mal­edic­tion. Noel seemed quite broken hearted. Kneel­ing by the bed­side of her who had been as a moth­er to him, he took one of her hands, and pressed it close to his lips.

			“Dead!” he groaned, “she is dead!”

			The nun and the priest knelt be­side him, and re­peated in a low voice the pray­ers for the dead. They im­plored God to shed his peace and mercy on the de­par­ted soul. They begged for a little hap­pi­ness in heav­en for her who had suffered so much on earth. Fallen in­to a chair, his head thrown back, the Count de Com­mar­in was more over­whelmed and more liv­id than this dead wo­man, his old love, once so beau­ti­ful. Claire and the doc­tor hastened to as­sist him. They un­did his cravat, and took off his shirt col­lar, for he was suf­foc­at­ing. With the help of the old sol­dier, whose red, tear­ful eyes, told of sup­pressed grief, they moved the count’s chair to the half-opened win­dow to give him a little air. Three days be­fore, this scene would have killed him. But the heart hardens by mis­for­tune, like hands by la­bour.

			“His tears have saved him,” whispered the doc­tor to Claire.

			M. de Com­mar­in gradu­ally re­covered, and, as his thoughts be­came clear­er, his suf­fer­ings re­turned. Pros­tra­tion fol­lows great men­tal shocks. Nature seems to col­lect her strength to sus­tain the mis­for­tune. We do not feel all its in­tens­ity at once; it is only af­ter­wards that we real­ize the ex­tent and pro­fund­ity of the evil. The count’s gaze was fixed upon the bed where lay Valer­ie’s body. There, then, was all that re­mained of her. The soul, that soul so de­voted and so tender, had flown. What would he not have giv­en if God would have re­stored that un­for­tu­nate wo­man to life for a day, or even for an hour? With what trans­ports of re­pent­ance he would have cast him­self at her feet, to im­plore her par­don, to tell her how much he de­tested his past con­duct! How had he ac­know­ledged the in­ex­haust­ible love of that an­gel? Upon a mere sus­pi­cion, without deign­ing to in­quire, without giv­ing her a hear­ing, he had treated her with the cold­est con­tempt. Why had he not seen her again? He would have spared him­self twenty years of doubt as to Al­bert’s birth. In­stead of an isol­ated ex­ist­ence, he would have led a happy, joy­ous life. Then he re­membered the count­ess’s death. She also had loved him, and had died of her love. He had not un­der­stood them; he had killed them both. The hour of ex­pi­ation had come; and he could not say: “Lord, the pun­ish­ment is too great.” And yet, what pun­ish­ment, what mis­for­tunes, dur­ing the last five days!

			“Yes,” he stammered, “she pre­dicted it. Why did I not listen to her?”

			Ma­dame Gerdy’s broth­er pit­ied the old man, so severely tried. He held out his hand.

			“M. de Com­mar­in,” he said, in a grave, sad voice, “my sis­ter for­gave you long ago, even if she ever had any ill feel­ing against you. It is my turn today; I for­give you sin­cerely.”

			“Thank you, sir,” mur­mured the count, “thank you!” and then he ad­ded: “What a death!”

			“Yes,” mur­mured Claire, “she breathed her last in the idea that her son was guilty of a crime. And we were not able to un­de­ceive her.”

			“At least,” cried the count, “her son should be free to render her his last du­ties; yes, he must be. Noel!”

			The bar­ris­ter had ap­proached his fath­er, and heard all.

			“I have prom­ised, fath­er,” he replied, “to save him.”

			For the first time, Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange was face to face with Noel. Their eyes met, and she could not re­strain a move­ment of re­pug­nance, which the bar­ris­ter per­ceived.

			“Al­bert is already saved,” she said proudly. “What we ask is, that prompt justice shall be done him; that he shall be im­me­di­ately set at liberty. The ma­gis­trate now knows the truth.”

			“How the truth?” ex­claimed the bar­ris­ter.

			“Yes; Al­bert passed at my house, with me, the even­ing the crime was com­mit­ted.”

			Noel looked at her sur­prised; so sin­gu­lar a con­fes­sion from such a mouth, without ex­plan­a­tion, might well sur­prise him.

			She drew her­self up haught­ily. “I am Ma­demois­elle Claire d’Ar­lange, sir,” said she.

			M. de Com­mar­in now quickly ran over all the in­cid­ents re­por­ted by Claire. When he had fin­ished, Noel replied: “You see, sir, my po­s­i­tion at this mo­ment, to­mor­row—”

			“To­mor­row?” in­ter­rup­ted the count, “you said, I be­lieve, to­mor­row! Hon­our de­mands, sir, that we act today, at this mo­ment. You can show your love for this poor wo­man much bet­ter by de­liv­er­ing her son than by pray­ing for her.”

			Noel bowed low. “To hear your wish, sir, is to obey it,” he said; “I go. This even­ing, at your house, I shall have the hon­our of giv­ing you an ac­count of my pro­ceed­ings. Per­haps I shall be able to bring Al­bert with me.”

			He spoke, and, again em­bra­cing the dead wo­man, went out. Soon the count and Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange also re­tired. The old sol­dier went to the May­or, to give no­tice of the death, and to ful­fil the ne­ces­sary form­al­it­ies. The nun alone re­mained, await­ing the priest, which the curé had prom­ised to send to watch the corpse. The daugh­ter of St. Vin­cent felt neither fear nor em­bar­rass­ment, she had been so many times in a sim­il­ar po­s­i­tion. Her pray­ers said, she arose and went about the room, ar­ran­ging everything as it should be in the pres­ence of death. She re­moved all traces of the ill­ness, put away the medi­cine bottles, burnt some sug­ar upon the fire shovel, and, on a table covered with a white cloth at the head of the bed, placed some lighted candles, a cru­ci­fix with holy wa­ter, and a branch of palm.

		
	
		
			XVII

			Greatly troubled and per­plexed by Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange’s rev­el­a­tions, M. Dabur­on was as­cend­ing the stairs that led to the of­fices of the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trates, when he saw old Tab­aret com­ing to­wards him. The sight pleased him, and he at once called out: “M. Tab­aret!”

			But the old fel­low, who showed signs of the most in­tense agit­a­tion, was scarcely dis­posed to stop, or to lose a single minute.

			“You must ex­cuse me, sir,” he said, bow­ing, “but I am ex­pec­ted at home.”

			“I hope, how­ever—”

			“Oh, he is in­no­cent,” in­ter­rup­ted old Tab­aret. “I have already some proofs; and be­fore three days—But you are go­ing to see Gev­rol’s man with the ear­rings. He is very cun­ning, Gev­rol; I mis­judged him.”

			And without listen­ing to an­oth­er word, he hur­ried away, jump­ing down three steps at a times, at the risk of break­ing his neck. M. Dabur­on, greatly dis­ap­poin­ted, also hastened on. In the pas­sage, on a bench of rough wood be­fore his of­fice door, Al­bert sat await­ing him, un­der the charge of a Garde de Par­is.

			“You will be summoned im­me­di­ately, sir,” said the ma­gis­trate to the pris­on­er, as he opened his door.

			In the of­fice, Con­stant was talk­ing with a skinny little man, who might have been taken, from his dress, for a well-to-do in­hab­it­ant of Batignolles, had it not been for the enorm­ous pin in im­it­a­tion gold which shone in his cravat, and be­trayed the de­tect­ive.

			“You re­ceived my let­ters?” asked M. Dabur­on of his clerk.

			“Your or­ders have been ex­ecuted, sir; the pris­on­er is without, and here is M. Mar­tin, who this mo­ment ar­rived from the neigh­bour­hood of the In­val­ides.”

			“That is well,” said the ma­gis­trate in a sat­is­fied tone. And, turn­ing to­wards the de­tect­ive, “Well, M. Mar­tin,” he asked, “what did you see?”

			“The walls had been scaled, sir.”

			“Lately?”

			“Five or six days ago.”

			“You are sure of this?”

			“As sure as I am that I see M. Con­stant at this mo­ment mend­ing his pen.”

			“The marks are plain?”

			“As plain as the nose on my face, sir, if I may so ex­press my­self. The thief—it was done by a thief, I ima­gine,” con­tin­ued M. Mar­tin, who was a great talk­er—“the thief entered the garden be­fore the rain, and went away after it, as you had con­jec­tured. This cir­cum­stance is easy to es­tab­lish by ex­amin­ing the marks on the wall of the as­cent and the des­cent on the side to­wards the street. These marks are sev­er­al ab­ra­sions, evid­ently made by feet of someone climb­ing. The first are clean; the oth­ers, muddy. The scamp—he was a nimble fel­low—in get­ting in, pulled him­self up by the strength of his wrists; but when go­ing away, he en­joyed the lux­ury of a lad­der, which he threw down as soon as he was on the top of the wall. It is to see where he placed it, by holes made in the ground by the fel­low’s weight; and also by the mor­tar which has been knocked away from the top of the wall.”

			“Is that all?” asked the ma­gis­trate.

			“Not yet, sir. Three of the pieces of glass which cov­er the top of the wall have been re­moved. Sev­er­al of the aca­cia branches, which ex­tend over the wall have been twis­ted or broken. Ad­her­ing to the thorns of one of these branches, I found this little piece of lav­ender kid, which ap­pears to me to be­long to a glove.”

			The ma­gis­trate eagerly seized the piece of kid. It had evid­ently come from a glove.

			“You took care, I hope, M. Mar­tin,” said M. Dabur­on, “not to at­tract at­ten­tion at the house where you made this in­vest­ig­a­tion?”

			“Cer­tainly, sir. I first of all ex­amined the ex­ter­i­or of the wall at my leis­ure. After that, leav­ing my hat at a wine shop round the corner, I called at the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange’s house, pre­tend­ing to be the ser­vant of a neigh­bour­ing duch­ess, who was in des­pair at hav­ing lost a fa­vour­ite, and, if I may so speak, an elo­quent par­rot. I was very kindly giv­en per­mis­sion to ex­plore the garden; and, as I spoke as dis­respect­fully as pos­sible of my pre­ten­ded mis­tress they, no doubt, took me for a genu­ine ser­vant.”

			“You are an adroit and prompt fel­low, M. Mar­tin,” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate. “I am well sat­is­fied with you; and I will re­port you fa­vour­ably at headquar­ters.”

			He rang his bell, while the de­tect­ive, de­lighted at the praise he had re­ceived, moved back­wards to the door, bow­ing the while.

			Al­bert was then brought in.

			“Have you de­cided, sir,” asked the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate without pre­amble, “to give me a true ac­count of how you spent last Tues­day even­ing?”

			“I have already told you, sir.”

			“No, sir, you have not; and I re­gret to say that you lied to me.”

			Al­bert, at this ap­par­ent in­sult, turned red, and his eyes flashed.

			“I know all that you did on that even­ing,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “be­cause justice, as I have already told you, is ig­nor­ant of noth­ing that it is im­port­ant for it to know.” Then, look­ing straight in­to Al­bert’s eyes, he con­tin­ued slowly: “I have seen Ma­demois­elle Claire d’Ar­lange.”

			On hear­ing that name, the pris­on­er’s fea­tures, con­trac­ted by a firm re­solve not to give way, re­laxed. It seemed as though he ex­per­i­enced an im­mense sen­sa­tion of de­light, like a man who es­capes al­most by a mir­acle from an im­min­ent danger which he had des­paired of avoid­ing. How­ever, he made no reply.

			“Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange,” con­tin­ued the ma­gis­trate, “has told me where you were on Tues­day even­ing.”

			Al­bert still hes­it­ated.

			“I am not set­ting a trap for you,” ad­ded M. Dabur­on; “I give you my word of hon­our. She has told me all, you un­der­stand?”

			This time Al­bert de­cided to speak. His ex­plan­a­tions cor­res­pon­ded ex­actly with Claire’s; not one de­tail more. Hence­forth, doubt was im­possible. Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange had not been im­posed upon. Either Al­bert was in­no­cent, or she was his ac­com­plice. Could she know­ingly be the ac­com­plice of such an odi­ous crime? No; she could not even be sus­pec­ted of it. But who then was the as­sas­sin. For, when a crime has been com­mit­ted, justice de­mands a cul­prit.

			“You see, sir,” said the ma­gis­trate severely to Al­bert, “you did de­ceive me. You risked your life, sir, and, what is also very ser­i­ous, you ex­posed me, you ex­posed justice, to com­mit a most de­plor­able mis­take. Why did you not tell me the truth at once?”

			“Ma­demois­elle d’Ar­lange, sir,” replied Al­bert, “in ac­cord­ing me a meet­ing, trus­ted in my hon­our.”

			“And you would have died soon­er than men­tion that in­ter­view?” in­ter­rup­ted M. Dabur­on with a touch of irony. “That is all very fine, sir, and worthy of the days of chiv­alry!”

			“I am not the hero that you sup­pose, sir,” replied the pris­on­er simply. “If I told you that I did not count on Claire, I should be telling a false­hood. I was wait­ing for her. I knew that, on learn­ing of my ar­rest, she would brave everything to save me. But her friends might have hid it from her; and that was what I feared. In that event, I do not think, so far as one can an­swer for one­self, that I should have men­tioned her name.”

			There was no ap­pear­ance of bravado. What Al­bert said, he thought and felt. M. Dabur­on re­gret­ted his irony. “Sir,” he said kindly, “you must re­turn to your pris­on. I can­not re­lease you yet; but you will be no longer in sol­it­ary con­fine­ment. You will be treated with every at­ten­tion due to a pris­on­er whose in­no­cence ap­pears prob­able.”

			Al­bert bowed, and thanked him; and was then re­moved.

			“We are now ready for Gev­rol,” said the ma­gis­trate to his clerk.

			The chief of de­tect­ives was ab­sent: he had been sent for from the Pre­fec­ture of Po­lice; but his wit­ness, the man with the ear­rings, was wait­ing in the pas­sage. He was told to enter. He was one of those short, thick­set men, power­ful as oaks, who look as though they could carry al­most any weight on their broad shoulders. His white hair and whiskers set off his fea­tures, hardened and tanned by the in­clem­ency of the weath­er, the sea winds and the heat of the trop­ics. He had large cal­lous black hands, with big sinewy fin­gers which must have pos­sessed the strength of a vice. Great ear­rings in the form of an­chors hung from his ears. He was dressed in the cos­tume of a well-to-do Nor­mandy fish­er­man, out for a hol­i­day. The clerk was ob­liged to push him in­to the of­fice, for this son of the ocean was tim­id and abashed when on shore. He ad­vanced, bal­an­cing him­self first on one leg, then on the oth­er, with that ir­reg­u­lar walk of the sail­or, who, used to the rolling and toss­ing of the waves, is sur­prised to find any­thing im­mov­able be­neath his feet. To give him­self con­fid­ence, he fumbled over his soft felt hat, dec­or­ated with little lead medals, like the cap of king Louis XI of de­vout memory, and also ad­orned with some of that worsted twist made by the young coun­try girls, on a prim­it­ive frame com­posed of four or five pins stuck in a hol­low cork.

			M. Dabur­on ex­amined him, and es­tim­ated him at a glance. There was no doubt but that he was the sun­burnt man de­scribed by one of the wit­nesses at La Jonchere. It was also im­possible to doubt his hon­esty. His open coun­ten­ance dis­played sin­cer­ity and good nature.

			“Your name?” de­man­ded the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate.

			“Mar­ie Pierre Ler­ouge.”

			“Are you, then, re­lated to Claud­ine Ler­ouge?”

			“I am her hus­band, sir.”

			What, the hus­band of the vic­tim alive, and the po­lice ig­nor­ant of his ex­ist­ence!

			Thus thought M. Dabur­on.

			What, then, does this won­der­ful pro­gress in in­ven­tion ac­com­plish?

			Today, pre­cisely as twenty years ago, when Justice is in doubt, it re­quires the same in­or­din­ate loss of time and money to ob­tain the slight­est in­form­a­tion.

			On Fri­day, they had writ­ten to in­quire about Claud­ine’s past life; it was now Monday, and no reply had ar­rived.

			And yet pho­to­graphy was in ex­ist­ence, and the elec­tric tele­graph. They had at their ser­vice a thou­sand means, formerly un­known; and they made no use of them.

			“Every­one,” said the ma­gis­trate, “be­lieved her a wid­ow. She her­self pre­ten­ded to be one.”

			“Yes, for in that way she partly ex­cused her con­duct. Be­sides, it was an ar­range­ment between ourselves. I had told her that I would have noth­ing more to do with her.”

			“In­deed? Well, you know that she is dead, vic­tim of an odi­ous crime?”

			“The de­tect­ive who brought me here told me of it, sir,” replied the sail­or, his face dark­en­ing. “She was a wretch!” he ad­ded in a hol­low voice.

			“How? You, her hus­band, ac­cuse her?”

			“I have but too good reas­on to do so, sir. Ah, my dead fath­er, who foresaw it all at the time, warned me! I laughed, when he said, ‘Take care, or she will dis­hon­our us all.’ He was right. Through her, I have been hunted down by the po­lice, just like some skulk­ing thief. Every­where that they in­quired after me with their war­rant, people must have said ‘Ah, ha, he has then com­mit­ted some crime!’ And here I am be­fore a ma­gis­trate! Ah, sir, what a dis­grace! The Ler­ouges have been hon­est people, from fath­er to son, ever since the world began. In­quire of all who have ever had deal­ings with me, they will tell you, ‘Ler­ouge’s word is as good as an­oth­er man’s writ­ing.’ Yes, she was a wicked wo­man; and I have of­ten told her that she would come to a bad end.”

			“You told her that?”

			“More than a hun­dred times, sir.”

			“Why? Come, my friend, do not be un­easy, your hon­our is not at stake here, no one ques­tions it. When did you warn her so wisely?”

			“Ah, a long time ago, sir,” replied the sail­or, “the first time was more than thirty years back. She had am­bi­tion even in her blood; she wished to mix her­self up in the in­trigues of the great. It was that that ruined her. She said that one got money for keep­ing secrets; and I said that one got dis­graced and that was all. To help the great to hide their vil­lain­ies, and to ex­pect hap­pi­ness from it, is like mak­ing your bed of thorns, in the hope of sleep­ing well. But she had a will of her own.”

			“You were her hus­band, though,” ob­jec­ted M. Dabur­on, “you had the right to com­mand her obed­i­ence.”

			The sail­or shook his head, and heaved a deep sigh.

			“Alas, sir! it was I who obeyed.”

			To pro­ceed by short in­quir­ies with a wit­ness, when you have no idea of the in­form­a­tion he brings, is but to lose time in at­tempt­ing to gain it. When you think you are ap­proach­ing the im­port­ant fact, you may be just avoid­ing it. It is much bet­ter to give the wit­ness the rein, and to listen care­fully, put­ting him back on the track should he get too far away. It is the surest and easi­est meth­od. This was the course M. Dabur­on ad­op­ted, all the time curs­ing Gev­rol’s ab­sence, as he by a single word could have shortened by a good half the ex­am­in­a­tion, the im­port­ance of which, by the way, the ma­gis­trate did not even sus­pect.

			“In what in­trigues did your wife mingle?” asked he. “Go on, my friend, tell me everything ex­actly; here, you know, we must have not only the truth, but the whole truth.”

			Ler­ouge placed his hat on a chair. Then he began al­tern­ately to pull his fin­gers, mak­ing them crack al­most suf­fi­ciently to break them, and ul­ti­mately scratched his head vi­ol­ently. It was his way of ar­ran­ging his ideas.

			“I must tell you,” he began, “that it will be thirty-five years on St. John’s day since I fell in love with Claud­ine. She was a pretty, neat, fas­cin­at­ing girl, with a voice sweeter than honey. She was the most beau­ti­ful girl in our part of the coun­try, straight as a mast, supple as a wil­low, grace­ful and strong as a ra­cing boat. Her eyes sparkled like old cider; her hair was black, her teeth as white as pearls, and her breath was as fresh as the sea breeze. The mis­for­tune was, that she hadn’t a sou, while we were in easy cir­cum­stances. Her moth­er, who was the wid­ow of I can’t say how many hus­bands, was, sav­ing your pres­ence, a bad wo­man, and my fath­er was the wor­thi­est man alive. When I spoke to the old fel­low of mar­ry­ing Claud­ine he swore fiercely, and eight days after, he sent me to Porto on a schoon­er be­long­ing to one of our neigh­bours, just to give me a change of air. I came back, at the end of six months, thin­ner than a marling spike, but more in love than ever. Re­col­lec­tions of Claud­ine scorched me like a fire. I could scarcely eat or drink; but I felt that she loved me a little in re­turn, for I was a fine young fel­low, and more than one girl had set her cap at me. Then my fath­er, see­ing that he could do noth­ing, that I was wast­ing away, and was on the road to join my moth­er in the cemetery, de­cided to let me com­plete my folly. So one even­ing, after we had re­turned from fish­ing and I got up from sup­per without tast­ing it, he said to me, ‘Marry the hag’s daugh­ter, and let’s have no more of this.’ I re­mem­ber it dis­tinctly, be­cause, when I heard the old fel­low call my love such a name, I flew in­to a great pas­sion, and al­most wanted to kill him. Ah, one nev­er gains any­thing by mar­ry­ing in op­pos­i­tion to one’s par­ents!”

			The worthy fel­low was lost in the midst of his re­col­lec­tions. He was very far from his story. The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate at­temp­ted to bring him back in­to the right path, “Come to the point,” he said.

			“I am go­ing to, sir; but it was ne­ces­sary to be­gin at the be­gin­ning. I mar­ried. The even­ing after the wed­ding, and when the re­l­at­ives and guests had de­par­ted, I was about to join my wife, when I per­ceived my fath­er all alone in a corner weep­ing. The sight touched my heart, and I had a fore­bod­ing of evil; but it quickly passed away. It is so de­light­ful dur­ing the first six months one passes with a dearly loved wife! One seems to be sur­roun­ded by mists that change the very rocks in­to palaces and temples so com­pletely that novices are taken in. For two years, in spite of a few little quar­rels, everything went on nicely. Claud­ine man­aged me like a child. Ah, she was cun­ning! She might have seized and bound me, and car­ried me to mar­ket and sold me, without my no­ti­cing it. Her great fault was her love of finery. All that I earned, and my busi­ness was very pros­per­ous, she put on her back. Every week there was some­thing new, dresses, jew­els, bon­nets, the dev­il’s baubles, which the deal­ers in­vent for the per­di­tion of the fe­male sex. The neigh­bors chattered, but I thought it was all right. At the bap­tism of our son, who was called Jacques after my fath­er, to please her, I squandered all I had eco­nom­ized dur­ing my youth, more than three hun­dred pis­toles, with which I had in­ten­ded pur­chas­ing a mead­ow that lay in the midst of our prop­erty.”

			M. Dabur­on was boil­ing over with im­pa­tience, but he could do noth­ing.

			“Go on, go on,” he said every time Ler­ouge seemed in­clined to stop.

			“I was well enough pleased,” con­tin­ued the sail­or, “un­til one morn­ing I saw one of the Count de Com­mar­in’s ser­vants en­ter­ing our house; the count’s château is only about a mile from where I lived on the oth­er side of the town. It was a fel­low named Ger­main whom I didn’t like at all. It was said about the coun­try that he had been mixed up in the se­duc­tion of poor Thomassine, a fine young girl who lived near us; she ap­pears to have pleased the count, and one day sud­denly dis­ap­peared. I asked my wife what the fel­low wanted; she replied that he had come to ask her to take a child to nurse. I would not hear of it at first, for our means were suf­fi­cient to al­low Claud­ine to keep all her milk for our own child. But she gave me the very best of reas­ons. She said she re­gret­ted her past flir­ta­tions and her ex­tra­vag­ance. She wished to earn a little money, be­ing ashamed of do­ing noth­ing while I was killing my­self with work. She wanted to save, to eco­nom­ize, so that our child should not be ob­liged in his turn to go to sea. She was to get a very good price, that we could save up to go to­wards the three hun­dred pis­toles. That con­foun­ded mead­ow, to which she al­luded, de­cided me.”

			“Did she not tell you of the com­mis­sion with which she was charged?” asked the ma­gis­trate.

			This ques­tion as­ton­ished Ler­ouge. He thought that there was good reas­on to say that justice sees and knows everything. “Not then,” he answered, “but you will see. Eight days after, the post­man brought a let­ter, ask­ing her to go to Par­is to fetch the child. It ar­rived in the even­ing. ‘Very well,’ said she, ‘I will start to­mor­row by the di­li­gence.’ I didn’t say a word then; but next morn­ing, when she was about to take her seat in the di­li­gence, I de­clared that I was go­ing with her. She didn’t seem at all angry, on the con­trary. She kissed me, and I was de­lighted. At Par­is, she was to call for the little one at a Ma­dame Gerdy’s, who lived on the Boulevard. We ar­ranged that she should go alone, while I awaited for her at our inn. After she had gone, I grew un­easy. I went out soon after, and prowled about near Ma­dame Gerdy’s house, mak­ing in­quir­ies of the ser­vants and oth­ers; I soon dis­covered that she was the Count de Com­mar­in’s mis­tress. I felt so an­noyed that, if I had been mas­ter, my wife should have come away without the little bas­tard. I am only a poor sail­or, and I know that a man some­times for­gets him­self. One takes too much to drink, for in­stance, or goes out on the loose with some friends; but that a man with a wife and chil­dren should live with an­oth­er wo­man and give her what really be­longs to his le­git­im­ate off­spring, I think is bad—very bad. Is it not so, sir?”

			The in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate moved im­pa­tiently in his chair. “Will this man nev­er come to the point,” he muttered. “Yes, you are per­fectly right,” he ad­ded aloud; “but nev­er mind your thoughts. Go on, go on!”

			“Claud­ine, sir, was more ob­stin­ate than a mule. After three days of vi­ol­ent dis­cus­sion, she ob­tained from me a re­luct­ant con­sent, between two kisses. Then she told me that we were not go­ing to re­turn home by the di­li­gence. The lady, who feared the fa­tigue of the jour­ney for her child, had ar­ranged that we should travel back by short stages, in her car­riage, and drawn by her horses. For she was kept in grand style. I was ass enough to be de­lighted, be­cause it gave me a chance to see the coun­try at my leis­ure. We were, there­fore, in­stalled with the chil­dren, mine and the oth­er, in an el­eg­ant car­riage, drawn by mag­ni­fi­cent an­im­als, and driv­en by a coach­man in liv­ery. My wife was mad with joy; she kissed me over and over again, and chinked hand­fuls of gold in my face. I felt as fool­ish as an hon­est hus­band who finds money in his house which he didn’t earn him­self. See­ing how I felt, Claud­ine, hop­ing to pa­ci­fy me, re­solved to tell me the whole truth. ‘See here,’ she said to me—” Ler­ouge stopped, and, chan­ging his tone, said, “You un­der­stand that it is my wife who is speak­ing?”

			“Yes, yes. Go on.”

			“She said to me, shak­ing her pock­et full of money, ‘See here, my man, we shall al­ways have as much of this as ever we may want, and this is why: The count, who also had a le­git­im­ate child at the same time as this bas­tard, wishes that this one shall bear his name in­stead of the oth­er; and this can be ac­com­plished, thanks to me. On the road, we shall meet at the inn, where we are to sleep, M. Ger­main and the nurse to whom they have en­trus­ted the le­git­im­ate son. We shall be put in the same room, and, dur­ing the night, I am to change the little ones, who have been pur­posely dressed alike. For this the count gives me eight thou­sand francs down, and a life an­nu­ity of a thou­sand francs.’ ”

			“And you!” ex­claimed the ma­gis­trate, “you, who call your­self an hon­est man, per­mit­ted such vil­lainy, when one word would have been suf­fi­cient to pre­vent it?”

			“Sir, I beg of you,” en­treated Ler­ouge, “per­mit me to fin­ish.”

			“Well, con­tin­ue!”

			“I could say noth­ing at first, I was so choked with rage. I must have looked ter­rible. But she, who was gen­er­ally afraid of me when I was in a pas­sion, burst out laugh­ing, and said, ‘What a fool you are! Listen, be­fore turn­ing sour like a bowl of milk. The count is the only one who wants this change made; and he is the one that’s to pay for it. His mis­tress, this little one’s moth­er, doesn’t want it at all; she merely pre­ten­ded to con­sent, so as not to quar­rel with her lov­er, and be­cause she has got a plan of her own. She took me aside, dur­ing my vis­it in her room, and, after hav­ing made me swear secrecy on a cru­ci­fix, she told me that she couldn’t bear the idea of sep­ar­at­ing her­self from her babe forever, and of bring­ing up an­oth­er’s child. She ad­ded that, if I would agree not to change the chil­dren, and not to tell the count, she would give me ten thou­sand francs down, and guar­an­tee me an an­nu­ity equal to the one the count had prom­ised me. She de­clared, also, that she could eas­ily find out wheth­er I kept my word, as she had made a mark of re­cog­ni­tion on her little one. She didn’t show me the mark; and I have ex­amined him care­fully, but can’t find it. Do you un­der­stand now? I merely take care of this little fel­low here. I tell the count that I have changed the chil­dren; we re­ceive from both sides, and Jacques will be rich. Now kiss your little wife who has more sense than you, you old dear!’ That, sir, is word for word what Claud­ine said to me.”

			The rough sail­or drew from his pock­et a large blue-checked handker­chief, and blew his nose so vi­ol­ently that the win­dows shook. It was his way of weep­ing. M. Dabur­on was con­foun­ded. Since the be­gin­ning of this sad af­fair, he had en­countered sur­prise after sur­prise. Scarcely had he got his ideas in or­der on one point, when all his at­ten­tion was dir­ec­ted to an­oth­er.

			He felt him­self ut­terly routed. What was he about to learn now? He longed to in­ter­rog­ate quickly, but he saw that Ler­ouge told his story with dif­fi­culty, la­bor­i­ously dis­en­tangling his re­col­lec­tions; he was guided by a single thread which the least in­ter­rup­tion might ser­i­ously en­tangle.

			“What Claud­ine pro­posed to me,” con­tin­ued the sail­or, “was vil­lain­ous; and I am an hon­est man. But she kneaded me to her will as eas­ily as a baker kneads dough. She turned my heart topsy-turvy: she made me see white as snow that which was really as black as ink. How I loved her! She proved to me that we were wrong­ing no one, that we were mak­ing little Jacques’s for­tune, and I was si­lenced. At even­ing we ar­rived at some vil­lage; and the coach­man, stop­ping the car­riage be­fore an inn, told us we were to sleep there. We entered, and who do you think we saw? That scamp, Ger­main, with a nurse car­ry­ing a child dressed so ex­actly like the one we had that I was startled. They had jour­neyed there, like ourselves, in one of the count’s car­riages. A sus­pi­cion crossed my mind. How could I be sure that Claud­ine had not in­ven­ted the second story to pa­ci­fy me? She was cer­tainly cap­able of it. I was en­raged. I had con­sen­ted to the one wicked­ness, but not to the oth­er. I re­solved not to lose sight of the little bas­tard, swear­ing that they shouldn’t change it; so I kept him all the even­ing on my knees, and to be all the more sure, I tied my handker­chief about his waist. Ah! the plan had been well laid. After sup­per, someone spoke of re­tir­ing, and then it turned out that there were only two double-bed­ded rooms in the house. It seemed as though it had been built ex­pressly for the scheme. The innkeep­er said that the two nurses might sleep in one room, and Ger­main and my­self in the oth­er. Do you un­der­stand, sir? Add to this, that dur­ing the even­ing I had sur­prised looks of in­tel­li­gence passing between my wife and that ras­cally ser­vant, and you can ima­gine how furi­ous I was. It was con­science that spoke; and I was try­ing to si­lence it. I knew very well that I was do­ing wrong; and I al­most wished my­self dead. Why is it that wo­men can turn an hon­est man’s con­science about like a weath­er­cock with their wheed­ling?”

			M. Dabur­on’s only reply was a heavy blow of his fist on the table.

			Ler­ouge pro­ceeded more quickly.

			“As for me, I up­set that ar­range­ment, pre­tend­ing to be too jeal­ous to leave my wife a minute. They were ob­liged to give way to me. The oth­er nurse went up to bed first. Claud­ine and I fol­lowed soon af­ter­wards. My wife un­dressed and got in­to bed with our son and the little bas­tard. I did not un­dress. Un­der the pre­text that I should be in the way of the chil­dren, I in­stalled my­self in a chair near the bed, de­term­ined not to shut my eyes, and to keep close watch. I put out the candle, in or­der to let the wo­men sleep, though I could not think of do­ing so my­self; and I thought of my fath­er, and of what he would say, if he ever heard of my be­ha­viour. To­wards mid­night, I heard Claud­ine mov­ing. I held my breath. She was get­ting out of bed. Was she go­ing to change the chil­dren? Now, I knew that she was not; then, I felt sure that she was. I was be­side my­self, and seiz­ing her by the arm, I com­menced to beat her roughly, giv­ing free vent to all that I had on my heart. I spoke in a loud voice, the same as when I am on board ship in a storm; I swore like a fiend, I raised a fright­ful dis­turb­ance. The oth­er nurse cried out as though she were be­ing murdered. At this up­roar, Ger­main rushed in with a lighted candle. The sight of him fin­ished me. Not know­ing what I was do­ing, I drew from my pock­et a long Span­ish knife, which I al­ways car­ried, and seiz­ing the cursed bas­tard, I thrust the blade through his arm, cry­ing, ‘This way, at least, he can’t be changed without my know­ing it; he is marked for life!’ ”

			Ler­ouge could scarcely ut­ter an­oth­er word. Great drops of sweat stood out upon his brow, then, trick­ling down his cheeks, lodged in the deep wrinkles of his face. He panted; but the ma­gis­trate’s stern glance har­assed him, and urged him on, like the whip which flogs the negro slave over­come with fa­tigue.

			“The little fel­low’s wound,” he re­sumed, “was ter­rible. It bled dread­fully, and he might have died; but I didn’t think of that. I was only troubled about the fu­ture, about what might hap­pen af­ter­wards. I de­clared that I would write out all that had oc­curred, and that every­one should sign it. This was done; we could all four write. Ger­main didn’t dare res­ist; for I spoke with knife in hand. He wrote his name first, beg­ging me to say noth­ing about it to the count, swear­ing that, for his part, he would nev­er breathe a word of it, and pledging the oth­er nurse to a like secrecy.”

			“And have you kept this pa­per?” asked M. Dabur­on.

			“Yes, sir, and as the de­tect­ive to whom I con­fessed all, ad­vised me to bring it with me, I went to take it from the place where I al­ways kept it, and I have it here.”

			“Give it to me.”

			Ler­ouge took from his coat pock­et an old parch­ment pock­et­book, fastened with a leath­er thong, and with­drew from it a pa­per yel­lowed by age and care­fully sealed.

			“Here it is,” said he. “The pa­per hasn’t been opened since that ac­cursed night.”

			And, in fact, when the ma­gis­trate un­fol­ded it, some dust fell out, which had been used to keep the writ­ing, when wet, from blot­ting. It was really a brief de­scrip­tion of the scene, de­scribed by the old sail­or. The four sig­na­tures were there.

			“What has be­come of the wit­nesses who signed this de­clar­a­tion?” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate, speak­ing to him­self.

			Ler­ouge, who thought the ques­tion was put to him, replied, “Ger­main is dead. I have been told that he was drowned when out row­ing. Claud­ine has just been as­sas­sin­ated; but the oth­er nurse still lives. I even know that she spoke of the af­fair to her hus­band, for he hin­ted as much to me. His name is Brosette, and she lives in the vil­lage of Com­mar­in it­self.”

			“And what next?” asked the ma­gis­trate, after hav­ing taken down the name and ad­dress.

			“The next day, sir, Claud­ine man­aged to pa­ci­fy me, and ex­tor­ted a prom­ise of secrecy. The child was scarcely ill at all; but he re­tained an enorm­ous scar on his arm.”

			“Was Ma­dame Gerdy in­formed of what took place?”

			“I do not think so, sir. But I would rather say that I do not know.”

			“What! you do not know?”

			“Yes, sir, I swear it. You see my ig­nor­ance comes from what happened af­ter­wards.”

			“What happened, then?”

			The sail­or hes­it­ated. “That, sir, con­cerns only my­self, and—”

			“My friend,” in­ter­rup­ted the ma­gis­trate, “you are an hon­est man, I be­lieve; in fact, I am sure of it. But once in your life, in­flu­enced by a wicked wo­man, you did wrong, you be­came an ac­com­plice in a very guilty ac­tion. Re­pair that er­ror by speak­ing truly now. All that is said here, and which is not dir­ectly con­nec­ted with the crime, will re­main secret; even I will for­get it im­me­di­ately. Fear noth­ing, there­fore; and, if you ex­per­i­ence some hu­mi­li­ation, think that it is your pun­ish­ment for the past.”

			“Alas, sir,” answered the sail­or, “I have been already greatly pun­ished; and it is a long time since my troubles began. Money, wickedly ac­quired, brings no good. On ar­riv­ing home, I bought the wretched mead­ow for much more than it was worth; and the day I walked over it, feel­ing that it was ac­tu­ally mine, closed my hap­pi­ness. Claud­ine was a coquette; but she had a great many oth­er vices. When she real­ised how much money we had these vices showed them­selves, just like a fire, smoul­der­ing at the bot­tom of the hold, bursts forth when you open the hatches. From slightly greedy as she had been, she be­came a reg­u­lar glut­ton. In our house there was feast­ing without end. Whenev­er I went to sea, she would en­ter­tain the worst wo­men in the place; and there was noth­ing too good or too ex­pens­ive for them. She would get so drunk that she would have to be put to bed. Well, one night, when she thought me at Rouen, I re­turned un­ex­pec­tedly. I entered, and found her with a man. And such a man, sir! A miser­able look­ing wretch, ugly, dirty, stink­ing; shunned by every­one; in a word the bailiff’s clerk. I should have killed him, like the ver­min that he was; it was my right, but he was such a pi­ti­ful ob­ject. I took him by the neck and pitched him out of the win­dow, without open­ing it! It didn’t kill him. Then I fell upon my wife, and beat her un­til she couldn’t stir.”

			Ler­ouge spoke in a hoarse voice, every now and then thrust­ing his fists in­to his eyes.

			“I pardoned her,” he con­tin­ued; “but the man who beats his wife and then par­dons her is lost. In the fu­ture, she took bet­ter pre­cau­tions, be­came a great­er hy­po­crite, and that was all. In the mean­while, Ma­dame Gerdy took back her child; and Claud­ine had noth­ing more to re­strain her. Pro­tec­ted and coun­selled by her moth­er, whom she had taken to live with us, on the pre­tence of look­ing after Jacques, she man­aged to de­ceive me for more than a year. I thought she had giv­en up her bad habits, but not at all; she lived a most dis­grace­ful life. My house be­came the re­sort of all the good-for-noth­ing rogues in the coun­try, for whom my wife brought out bottles of wine and brandy, whenev­er I was away at sea, and they got drunk promis­cu­ously. When money failed, she wrote to the count or his mis­tress, and the or­gies con­tin­ued. Oc­ca­sion­ally I had doubts which dis­turbed me; and then without reas­on, for a simple yes or no, I would beat her un­til I was tired, and then I would for­give her, like a cow­ard, like a fool. It was a cursed life. I don’t know which gave me the most pleas­ure, em­bra­cing her or beat­ing her. My neigh­bors des­pised me, and turned their backs on me; they be­lieved me an ac­com­plice or a will­ing dupe. I heard, af­ter­wards, that they be­lieved I profited by my wife’s mis­con­duct; while in real­ity she paid her lov­ers. At all events, people wondered where all the money came from that was spent in my house. To dis­tin­guish me from a cous­in of mine, also named Ler­ouge, they tacked an in­fam­ous word on to my name. What dis­grace! And I knew noth­ing of all the scan­dal, no, noth­ing. Was I not the hus­band? For­tu­nately, though, my poor fath­er was dead.”

			M. Dabur­on pit­ied the speak­er sin­cerely.

			“Rest a while, my friend,” he said; “com­pose your­self.”

			“No,” replied the sail­or, “I would rather get through with it quickly. One man, the priest, had the char­ity to tell me of it. If ever he should want Ler­ouge! Without los­ing a minute, I went and saw a law­yer, and asked him how an hon­est sail­or who had had the mis­for­tune to marry a hussy ought to act. He said that noth­ing could be done. To go to law was simply to pub­lish abroad one’s own dis­hon­our, while a sep­ar­a­tion would ac­com­plish noth­ing. When once a man has giv­en his name to a wo­man, he told me, he can­not take it back; it be­longs to her for the rest of her days, and she has a right to dis­pose of it. She may sully it, cov­er it with mire, drag it from wine shop to wine shop, and her hus­band can do noth­ing. That be­ing the case, my course was soon taken. That same day, I sold the fatal mead­ow, and sent the pro­ceeds of it to Claud­ine, wish­ing to keep noth­ing of the price of shame. I then had a doc­u­ment drawn up, au­thor­ising her to ad­min­is­ter our prop­erty, but not al­low­ing her either to sell or mort­gage it. Then I wrote her a let­ter in which I told her that she need nev­er ex­pect to hear of me again, that I was noth­ing more to her, and that she might look upon her­self as a wid­ow. That same night I went away with my son.”

			“And what be­came of your wife after your de­par­ture?”

			“I can­not say, sir; I only know that she quit­ted the neigh­bour­hood a year after I did.”

			“You have nev­er lived with her since?”

			“Nev­er.”

			“But you were at her house three days be­fore the crime was com­mit­ted.”

			“That is true, but it was ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary. I had had much trouble to find her, no one knew what had be­come of her. For­tu­nately my not­ary was able to pro­cure Ma­dame Gerdy’s ad­dress; he wrote to her, and that is how I learnt that Claud­ine was liv­ing at La Jonchere. I was then at Rome. Cap­tain Ger­vais, who is a friend of mine, offered to take me to Par­is on his boat, and I ac­cep­ted. Ah, sir, what a shock I ex­per­i­enced when I entered her house! My wife did not know me! By con­stantly telling every­one that I was dead, she had without a doubt ended by be­liev­ing it her­self. When I told her my name, she fell back in her chair. The wretched wo­man had not changed in the least; she had by her side a glass and a bottle of brandy—”

			“All this doesn’t ex­plain why you went to seek your wife.”

			“It was on Jacques’s ac­count, sir, that I went. The young­ster has grown to be a man; and he wants to marry. For that, his moth­er’s con­sent was ne­ces­sary; and I was tak­ing to Claud­ine a doc­u­ment which the not­ary had drawn up, and which she signed. This is it.”

			M. Dabur­on took the pa­per, and ap­peared to read it at­tent­ively. After a mo­ment he asked: “Have you thought who could have as­sas­sin­ated your wife?”

			Ler­ouge made no reply.

			“Do you sus­pect any­one?” per­sisted the ma­gis­trate.

			“Well, sir,” replied the sail­or, “what can I say? I thought that Claud­ine had wear­ied out the people from whom she drew money, like wa­ter from a well; or else get­ting drunk one day, she had blabbed too freely.”

			The testi­mony be­ing as com­plete as pos­sible, M. Dabur­on dis­missed Ler­ouge, at the same time telling him to wait for Gev­rol, who would take him to a hotel, where he might wait, at the dis­pos­al of justice, un­til fur­ther or­ders.

			“All your ex­penses will be paid you,” ad­ded the ma­gis­trate.

			Ler­ouge had scarcely left, when an ex­traordin­ary, un­heard of, un­pre­ced­en­ted event took place in the ma­gis­trate’s of­fice. Con­stant, the ser­i­ous, im­press­ive, im­mov­able, deaf and dumb Con­stant, rose from his seat and spoke. He broke a si­lence of fif­teen years. He for­got him­self so far as to of­fer an opin­ion.

			“This, sir,” said he, “is a most ex­traordin­ary af­fair.”

			Very ex­traordin­ary, truly, thought M. Dabur­on, and cal­cu­lated to rout all pre­dic­tions, all pre­con­ceived opin­ions. Why had he, the ma­gis­trate, moved with such de­plor­able haste? Why be­fore risk­ing any­thing, had he not waited to pos­sess all the ele­ments of this im­port­ant case, to hold all the threads of this com­plic­ated drama? Justice is ac­cused of slow­ness; but it is this very slow­ness that con­sti­tutes its strength and surety, its al­most in­fal­lib­il­ity. One scarcely knows what a time evid­ence takes to pro­duce it­self. There is no know­ing what im­port­ant testi­mony in­vest­ig­a­tions ap­par­ently use­less may re­veal. When the en­tan­gle­ment of the vari­ous pas­sions and motives seems hope­less, an un­known per­son­age presents him­self, com­ing from no one knows where, and it is he who ex­plains everything.

			M. Dabur­on, usu­ally the most prudent of men, had con­sidered as simple one of the most com­plex of cases. He had ac­ted in a mys­ter­i­ous crime, which de­man­ded the ut­most cau­tion, as care­lessly as though it were a case of simple mis­de­mean­our. Why? Be­cause his memory had not left him his free de­lib­er­a­tion, judg­ment, and dis­cern­ment. He had feared equally ap­pear­ing weak and be­ing re­venge­ful. Think­ing him­self sure of his facts, he had been car­ried away by his an­im­os­ity. And yet how of­ten had he not asked him­self: Where is duty? But then, when one is at all doubt­ful about duty, one is on the wrong road. The sin­gu­lar part of it all was that the ma­gis­trate’s faults sprang from his very hon­esty. He had been led astray by a too great re­fine­ment of con­science. The scruples which troubled him had filled his mind with phantoms, and had promp­ted in him the pas­sion­ate an­im­os­ity he had dis­played at a cer­tain mo­ment. Calmer now, he ex­amined the case more soundly. As a whole, thank heav­en! there was noth­ing done which could not be re­paired. He ac­cused him­self, how­ever, none the less harshly. Chance alone had stopped him. At that mo­ment he re­solved that he would nev­er un­der­take an­oth­er in­vest­ig­a­tion. His pro­fes­sion hence­forth in­spired him with an un­con­quer­able loath­ing. Then his in­ter­view with Claire had re­opened all the old wounds in his heart, and they bled more pain­fully than ever. He felt, in des­pair, that his life was broken, ruined. A man may well feel so, when all wo­men are as noth­ing to him ex­cept one, whom he may nev­er dare hope to pos­sess. Too pi­ous a man to think of sui­cide, he asked him­self with an­guish what would be­come of him when he threw aside his ma­gis­trate’s robes.

			Then he turned again to the busi­ness in hand. In any case, in­no­cent or guilty, Al­bert was really the Vis­count de Com­mar­in, the count’s le­git­im­ate son. But was he guilty? Evid­ently he was not.

			“I think,” ex­claimed M. Dabur­on sud­denly, “I must speak to the Count de Com­mar­in. Con­stant, send to his house a mes­sage for him to come here at once; if he is not at home, he must be sought for.”

			M. Dabur­on felt that an un­pleas­ant duty was be­fore him. He would be ob­liged to say to the old no­ble­man: “Sir, your le­git­im­ate son is not Noel, but Al­bert.” What a po­s­i­tion, not only pain­ful, but bor­der­ing on the ri­dicu­lous! As a com­pens­a­tion, though, he could tell him that Al­bert was in­no­cent. To Noel he would also have to tell the truth: hurl him to earth, after hav­ing raised him among the clouds. What a blow it would be! But, without a doubt, the count would make him some com­pens­a­tion; at least, he ought to.

			“Now,” mur­mured the ma­gis­trate, “who can be the crim­in­al?”

			An idea crossed his mind, at first it seemed to him ab­surd. He re­jec­ted it, then thought of it again. He ex­amined it in all its vari­ous as­pects. He had al­most ad­op­ted it, when M. de Com­mar­in entered. M. Dabur­on’s mes­sen­ger had ar­rived just as the count was alight­ing from his car­riage, on re­turn­ing with Claire from Ma­dame Gerdy’s.

		
	
		
			XVIII

			Old Tab­aret talked, but he ac­ted also. Aban­doned by the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate to his own re­sources, he set to work without los­ing a minute and without tak­ing a mo­ment’s rest. The story of the cab­ri­olet, drawn by a swift horse, was ex­act in every par­tic­u­lar. Lav­ish with his money, the old fel­low had gathered to­geth­er a dozen de­tect­ives on leave or rogues out of work; and at the head of these worthy as­sist­ants, seconded by his friend Le­coq, he had gone to Bou­giv­al. He had ac­tu­ally searched the coun­try, house by house, with the ob­stin­acy and the pa­tience of a ma­ni­ac hunt­ing for a needle in a hay­stack. His ef­forts were not ab­so­lutely wasted.

			After three days’ in­vest­ig­a­tion, he felt com­par­at­ively cer­tain that the as­sas­sin had not left the train at Rueil, as all the people of Bou­giv­al, La Jonchere, and Marly do, but had gone on as far as Chat­ou. Tab­aret thought he re­cog­nized him in a man de­scribed to him by the port­ers at that sta­tion as rather young, dark, and with black whiskers, car­ry­ing an over­coat and an um­brella. This per­son, who ar­rived by the train which left Par­is for St. Ger­main at thirty-five minutes past eight in the even­ing, had ap­peared to be in a very great hurry. On quit­ting the sta­tion, he had star­ted off at a rap­id pace on the road which led to Bou­giv­al. Upon the way, two men from Marly and a wo­man from La Mal­mais­on had no­ticed him on ac­count of his rap­id pace. He smoked as he hur­ried along. On cross­ing the bridge which joins the two banks of the Seine at Bou­giv­al, he had been still more no­ticed. It is usu­al to pay a toll on cross­ing this bridge; and the sup­posed as­sas­sin had ap­par­ently for­got­ten this cir­cum­stance. He passed without pay­ing, keep­ing up his rap­id pace, press­ing his el­bows to his side, hus­band­ing his breath, and the gate­keep­er was ob­liged to run after him for his toll. He seemed greatly an­noyed at the cir­cum­stance, threw the man a ten sou piece, and hur­ried on, without wait­ing for the nine sous change. Nor was that all. The sta­tion mas­ter at Rueil re­membered, that, two minutes be­fore the quarter past ten train came up, a pas­sen­ger ar­rived very agit­ated, and so out of breath that he could scarcely ask for a second class tick­et for Par­is. The ap­pear­ance of this man cor­res­pon­ded ex­actly with the de­scrip­tion giv­en of him by the port­ers at Chat­ou, and by the gate­keep­er at the bridge. Fi­nally, the old man thought he was on the track of someone who entered the same car­riage as the breath­less pas­sen­ger. He had been told of a baker liv­ing at As­ni­eres, and he had writ­ten to him, ask­ing him to call at his house.

			Such was old Tab­aret’s in­form­a­tion, when on the Monday morn­ing he called at the Pal­ais de Justice, in or­der to find out if the re­cord of Wid­ow Ler­ouge’s past life had been re­ceived. He found that noth­ing had ar­rived, but in the pas­sage he met Gev­rol and his man. The chief of de­tect­ives was tri­umphant, and showed it too. As soon as he saw Tab­aret, he called out, “Well, my il­lus­tri­ous mare’s-nest hunter, what news? Have you had any more scoun­drels guil­lotined since the oth­er day? Ah, you old rogue, you want to oust me from my place I can see!”

			The old man was sadly changed. The con­scious­ness of his mis­take made him humble and meek. These pleas­ant­ries, which a few days be­fore would have made him angry, now did not touch him. In­stead of re­tali­at­ing, he bowed his head in such a pen­it­ent man­ner that Gev­rol was as­ton­ished. “Jeer at me, my good M. Gev­rol,” he replied, “mock me without pity; you are right, I de­serve it all.”

			“Ah, come now,” said the chief, “have you then per­formed some new mas­ter­piece, you im­petu­ous old fel­low?”

			Old Tab­aret shook his head sadly. “I have de­livered up an in­no­cent man,” he said, “and justice will not re­store him his free­dom.”

			Gev­rol was de­lighted, and rubbed his hands un­til he al­most wore away the skin. “This is fine,” he sang out, “this is cap­it­al. To bring crim­in­als to justice is of no ac­count at all. But to free the in­no­cent, by Jove! that is the last touch of art. Tirauc­lair, you are an im­mense won­der; and I bow be­fore you.” And at the same time, he raised his hat iron­ic­ally.

			“Don’t crush me,” replied the old fel­low. “As you know, in spite of my grey hairs, I am young in the pro­fes­sion. Be­cause chance served me three or four times, I be­came fool­ishly proud. I have learned too late that I am not all that I had thought my­self; I am but an ap­pren­tice, and suc­cess has turned my head; while you, M. Gev­rol, you are the mas­ter of all of us. In­stead of laugh­ing, pray help me, aid me with your ad­vice and your ex­per­i­ence. Alone, I can do noth­ing, while with your as­sist­ance—!”

			Gev­rol is vain in the highest de­gree. Tab­aret’s sub­mis­sion tickled his pre­ten­sions as a de­tect­ive im­mensely; for in real­ity he thought the old man very clev­er. He was softened. “I sup­pose,” he said pat­ron­isingly, “you refer to the La Jonchere af­fair?”

			“Alas! yes, my dear M. Gev­rol, I wished to work without you, and I have got my­self in­to a pretty mess.”

			Cun­ning old Tab­aret kept his coun­ten­ance as pen­it­ent as that of a sac­ristan caught eat­ing meat on a Fri­day; but he was in­wardly laugh­ing and re­joicing all the while. “Con­ceited fool!” he thought, “I will flat­ter you so much that you will end by do­ing everything I want.”

			M. Gev­rol rubbed his nose, put out his lower lip, and said, “Ah—hem!” He pre­ten­ded to hes­it­ate; but it was only be­cause he en­joyed pro­long­ing the old am­a­teur’s dis­com­fit­ure. “Come,” said he at last, “cheer up, old Tirauc­lair. I’m a good fel­low at heart, and I’ll give you a lift. That’s kind, isn’t it? But, today, I’m too busy, I’ve an ap­point­ment to keep. Come to me to­mor­row morn­ing, and we’ll talk it over. But be­fore we part I’ll give you a light to find your way with. Do you know who that wit­ness is that I’ve brought?”

			“No; but tell me, my good M. Gev­rol.”

			“Well, that fel­low on the bench there, who is wait­ing for M. Dabur­on, is the hus­band of the vic­tim of the La Jonchere tragedy!”

			“Is it pos­sible?” ex­claimed old Tab­aret, per­fectly astoun­ded. Then, after re­flect­ing a mo­ment, he ad­ded, “You are jok­ing with me.”

			“No, upon my word. Go and ask him his name; he will tell you that it is Pierre Ler­ouge.”

			“She wasn’t a wid­ow then?”

			“It ap­pears not,” replied Gev­rol sar­castic­ally, “since there is her happy spouse.”

			“Whew!” muttered the old fel­low. “And does he know any­thing?”

			In a few sen­tences, the chief of de­tect­ives re­lated to his am­a­teur col­league the story that Ler­ouge was about to tell the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. “What do you say to that?” he asked when he came to the end.

			“What do I say to that?” stammered old Tab­aret, whose coun­ten­ance in­dic­ated in­tense as­ton­ish­ment; “what do I say to that? I don’t say any­thing. But I think—no, I don’t think any­thing either!”

			“A slight sur­prise, eh?” said Gev­rol, beam­ing.

			“Say rather an im­mense one,” replied Tab­aret.

			But sud­denly he star­ted, and gave his fore­head a hard blow with his fist. “And my baker!” he cried, “I will see you to­mor­row, then, M. Gev­rol.”

			“He is crazed,” thought the head de­tect­ive.

			The old fel­low was sane enough, but he had sud­denly re­col­lec­ted the As­ni­eres baker, whom he had asked to call at his house. Would he still find him there? Go­ing down the stairs he met M. Dabur­on; but, as one has already seen, he hardly deigned to reply to him. He was soon out­side, and trot­ted off along the quays. “Now,” said he to him­self, “let us con­sider. Noel is once more plain Noel Gerdy. He won’t feel very pleased, for he thought so much of hav­ing a great name. Pshaw! if he likes, I’ll ad­opt him. Tab­aret doesn’t sound so well as Com­mar­in, but it’s at least a name. Any­how, Gev­rol’s story in no way af­fects Al­bert’s situ­ation nor my con­vic­tions. He is the le­git­im­ate son; so much the bet­ter for him! That how­ever, would not prove his in­no­cence to me, if I doubted it. He evid­ently knew noth­ing of these sur­pris­ing cir­cum­stances, any more than his fath­er. He must have be­lieved as well as the count in the sub­sti­tu­tion hav­ing taken place. Ma­dame Gerdy, too, must have been ig­nor­ant of these facts; they prob­ably in­ven­ted some story to ex­plain the scar. Yes, but Ma­dame Gerdy cer­tainly knew that Noel was really her son, for when he was re­turned to her, she no doubt looked for the mark she had made on him. Then, when Noel dis­covered the count’s let­ters, she must have hastened to ex­plain to him—”

			Old Tab­aret stopped as sud­denly as if fur­ther pro­gress were ob­struc­ted by some dan­ger­ous rep­tile. He was ter­ri­fied at the con­clu­sion he had reached. “Noel, then, must have as­sas­sin­ated Wid­ow Ler­ouge, to pre­vent her con­fess­ing that the sub­sti­tu­tion had nev­er taken place, and have burnt the let­ters and pa­pers which proved it!”

			But he re­pelled this sup­pos­i­tion with hor­ror, as every hon­est man drives away a de­test­able thought which by ac­ci­dent enters his mind. “What an old idi­ot I am!” he ex­claimed, re­sum­ing his walk; “this is the res­ult of the hor­rible pro­fes­sion I once glor­ied in fol­low­ing! Sus­pect Noel, my boy, my sole heir, the per­son­i­fic­a­tion of vir­tue and hon­our! Noel, whom ten years of con­stant in­ter­course have taught me to es­teem and ad­mire to such a de­gree that I would speak for him as I would for my­self! Men of his class must in­deed be moved by ter­rible pas­sions to cause them to shed blood; and I have al­ways known Noel to have but two pas­sions, his moth­er and his pro­fes­sion. And I dare even to breath a sus­pi­cion against this noble soul? I ought to be whipped! Old fool! isn’t the les­son you have already re­ceived suf­fi­ciently ter­rible? Will you nev­er be more cau­tious?”

			Thus he reasoned, try­ing to dis­miss his dis­quiet­ing thoughts, and re­strain­ing his habits of in­vest­ig­a­tion; but in his heart a tor­ment­ing voice con­stantly whispered, “Sup­pose it is Noel.” He at length reached the Rue St. Laz­are. Be­fore the door of his house stood a mag­ni­fi­cent horse har­nessed to an el­eg­ant blue brougham. At the sight of these he stopped. “A hand­some an­im­al!” he said to him­self; “my ten­ants re­ceive some swell people.”

			They ap­par­ently re­ceived vis­it­ors of an op­pos­ite class also, for, at that mo­ment, he saw M. Cler­geot came out, worthy M. Cler­geot, whose pres­ence in a house be­trayed ru­in just as surely as the pres­ence of the un­der­takers an­nounce a death. The old de­tect­ive, who knew every­body, was well ac­quain­ted with the worthy banker. He had even done busi­ness with him once, when col­lect­ing books. He stopped him and said: “Hal­loa! you old cro­codile, you have cli­ents, then, in my house?”

			“So it seems,” replied Cler­geot dryly, for he does not like be­ing treated with such fa­mili­ar­ity.

			“Ah! ah!” said old Tab­aret. And, promp­ted by the very nat­ur­al curi­os­ity of a land­lord who is bound to be very care­ful about the fin­an­cial con­di­tion of his ten­ants, he ad­ded, “Who the deuce are you ru­in­ing now?”

			“I am ru­in­ing no one,” replied M. Cler­geot, with an air of of­fen­ded dig­nity. “Have you ever had reas­on to com­plain of me whenev­er we have done busi­ness to­geth­er? I think not. Men­tion me to the young bar­ris­ter up there, if you like; he will tell you wheth­er he has reas­on to re­gret know­ing me.”

			These words pro­duced a pain­ful im­pres­sion on Tab­aret. What, Noel, the prudent Noel, one of Cler­geot’s cus­tom­ers! What did it mean? Per­haps there was no harm in it; but then he re­membered the fif­teen thou­sand francs he had lent Noel on the Thursday. “Yes,” said he, wish­ing to ob­tain some more in­form­a­tion, “I know that M. Gerdy spends a pretty round sum.”

			Cler­geot has the del­ic­acy nev­er to leave his cli­ents un­defen­ded when at­tacked. “It isn’t he per­son­ally,” he ob­jec­ted, “who makes the money dance; its that charm­ing little wo­man of his. Ah, she’s no big­ger than your thumb, but she’d eat the dev­il, hoofs, horns, and all!”

			What! Noel had a mis­tress, a wo­man whom Cler­geot him­self, the friend of such creatures, con­sidered ex­pens­ive! The rev­el­a­tion, at such a mo­ment, pierced the old man’s heart. But he dis­sembled. A ges­ture, a look, might awaken the usurer’s mis­trust, and close his mouth. “That’s well known,” replied Tab­aret in a care­less tone. “Youth must have it’s day. But what do you sup­pose the wench costs him a year?”

			“Oh, I don’t know! He made the mis­take of not fix­ing a price with her. Ac­cord­ing to my cal­cu­la­tion, she must have, dur­ing the four years that she has been un­der his pro­tec­tion, cost him close upon five hun­dred thou­sand francs.”

			Four years? Five hun­dred thou­sand francs! These words, these fig­ures, burst like bomb­shells on old Tab­aret’s brain. Half a mil­lion! In that case, Noel was ut­terly ruined. But then—“It is a great deal,” said he, suc­ceed­ing by des­per­ate ef­forts in hid­ing his emo­tion; “it is enorm­ous. M. Gerdy, how­ever, has re­sources.”

			“He!” in­ter­rup­ted the usurer, shrug­ging his shoulders. “Not even that!” he ad­ded, snap­ping his fin­gers; “He is ut­terly cleaned out. But, if he owes you money, do not be anxious. He is a sly dog. He is go­ing to be mar­ried; and I have just re­newed bills of his for twenty-six thou­sand francs. Good­bye, M. Tab­aret.”

			The usurer hur­ried away, leav­ing the poor old fel­low stand­ing like a mile­stone in the middle of the pave­ment. He ex­per­i­enced some­thing of that ter­rible grief which breaks a fath­er’s heart when he be­gins to real­ize that his dearly loved son is per­haps the worst of scoun­drels. And, yet, such was his con­fid­ence in Noel that he again struggled with his reas­on to res­ist the sus­pi­cions which tor­men­ted him. Per­haps the usurer had been slander­ing his friend. People who lend their money at more than ten per­cent are cap­able of any­thing. Evid­ently he had ex­ag­ger­ated the ex­tent of Noel’s fol­lies. And, sup­pos­ing it were true? Have not many men done just such in­sane things for wo­men, without ceas­ing to be hon­est?

			As he was about to enter his house, a whirl­wind of silk, lace, and vel­vet, stopped the way. A pretty young bru­nette came out and jumped as lightly as a bird in­to the blue brougham. Old Tab­aret was a gal­lant man, and the young wo­man was most charm­ing, but he nev­er even looked at her. He passed in, and found his con­ci­erge stand­ing, cap in hand, and ten­derly ex­amin­ing a twenty franc piece.

			“Ah, sir,” said the man, “such a pretty young per­son, and so lady­like! If you had only been here five minutes soon­er.”

			“What lady? why?”

			“That el­eg­ant lady, who just went out, sir; she came to make some in­quir­ies about M. Gerdy. She gave me twenty francs for an­swer­ing her ques­tions. It seems that the gen­tle­man is go­ing to be mar­ried; and she was evid­ently much an­noyed about it. Su­perb creature! I have an idea that she is his mis­tress. I know now why he goes out every night.”

			“M. Gerdy?”

			“Yes, sir, but I nev­er men­tioned it to you, be­cause he seemed to wish to hide it. He nev­er asks me to open the door for him, no, not he. He slips out by the little stable door. I have of­ten said to my­self, ‘Per­haps he doesn’t want to dis­turb me; it is very thought­ful on his part, and he seems to en­joy it so.’ ”

			The con­ci­erge spoke with his eyes fixed on the gold piece. When he raised his head to ex­am­ine the coun­ten­ance of his lord and mas­ter, old Tab­aret had dis­ap­peared.

			“There’s an­oth­er!” said the con­ci­erge to him­self. “I’ll bet a hun­dred sous, that he’s run­ning after the su­perb creature! Run ahead, go it, old dot­ard, you shall have a little bit, but not much, for it’s very ex­pens­ive!” The con­ci­erge was right. Old Tab­aret was run­ning after the lady in the blue brougham. “She will tell me all,” he thought, and with a bound he was in the street. He reached it just in time to see the blue brougham turn the corner of the Rue St. Laz­are. “Heav­ens!” he mur­mured. “I shall lose sight of her, and yet she can tell me the truth.” He was in one of those states of nervous ex­cite­ment which en­gender prodi­gies. He ran to the end of the Rue St. Laz­are as rap­idly as if he had been a young man of twenty. Joy! He saw the blue brougham a short dis­tance from him in the Rue du Havre, stopped in the midst of a block of car­riages. “I have her,” said he to him­self. He looked all about him, but there was not an empty cab to be seen. Gladly would he have cried, like Richard III, “My king­dom for a cab!” The brougham got out of the en­tan­gle­ment, and star­ted off rap­idly to­wards the Rue Tron­chet. The old fel­low fol­lowed. He kept his ground. The brougham gained but little upon him. While run­ning in the middle of the street, at the same time look­ing out for a cab, he kept say­ing to him­self: “Hurry on, old fel­low, hurry on. When one has no brains, one must use one’s legs. Why didn’t you think to get this wo­man’s ad­dress from Cler­geot? You must hurry your­self, my old friend, you must hurry your­self! When one goes in for be­ing a de­tect­ive, one should be fit for the pro­fes­sion, and have the shanks of a deer.”

			But he was los­ing ground, plainly los­ing ground. He was only halfway down the Rue Tron­chet, and quite tired out; he felt that his legs could not carry him a hun­dred steps farther, and the brougham had al­most reached the Madeleine. At last an open cab, go­ing in the same dir­ec­tion as him­self, passed by. He made a sign, more des­pair­ing than any drown­ing man ever made. The sign was seen. He made a su­preme ef­fort, and with a bound jumped in­to the vehicle without touch­ing the step. “There,” he gasped, “that blue brougham, twenty francs!”

			“All right!” replied the coach­man, nod­ding.

			And he covered his ill-con­di­tioned horse with vig­or­ous blows, mut­ter­ing, “A jeal­ous hus­band fol­low­ing his wife; that’s evid­ent. Gee up!”

			As for old Tab­aret, he was a long time re­cov­er­ing him­self, his strength was al­most ex­hausted. For more than a minute, he could not catch his breath. They were soon on the Boulevards. He stood up in the cab lean­ing against the driver’s seat. “I don’t see the brougham any­where,” he said.

			“Oh, I see it all right, sir. But it is drawn by a splen­did horse!”

			“Yours ought to be a bet­ter one. I said twenty francs; I’ll make it forty.”

			The driver whipped up his horse most mer­ci­lessly, and growled, “It’s no use, I must catch her. For twenty francs, I would have let her es­cape; for I love the girls, and am on their side. But, fancy! Forty francs! I won­der how such an ugly man can be so jeal­ous.”

			Old Tab­aret tried in every way to oc­cupy his mind with oth­er mat­ters. He did not wish to re­flect be­fore see­ing the wo­man, speak­ing with her, and care­fully ques­tion­ing her. He was sure that by one word she would either con­demn or save her lov­er. “What! con­demn Noel? Ah, well! yes.” The idea that Noel was the as­sas­sin har­assed and tor­men­ted him, and buzzed in his brain, like the moth which flies again and again against the win­dow where it sees a light.

			As they passed the Chaussee d’An­tin, the brougham was scarcely thirty paces in ad­vance. The cab driver turned, and said: “But the Brougham is stop­ping.”

			“Then stop also. Don’t lose sight of it; but be ready to fol­low it again as soon as it goes off.”

			Old Tab­aret leaned as far as he could out of the cab. The young wo­man alighted, crossed the pave­ment, and entered a shop where cashmeres and laces were sold. “There,” thought the old fel­low, “is where the thou­sand franc notes go! Half a mil­lion in four years! What can these creatures do with the money so lav­ishly be­stowed upon them? Do they eat it? On the al­tar of what caprices do they squander these for­tunes? They must have the dev­il’s own po­tions which they give to drink to the idi­ots who ru­in them­selves for them. They must pos­sess some pe­cu­li­ar art of pre­par­ing and spi­cing pleas­ure; since, once they get hold of a man, he sac­ri­fices everything be­fore for­sak­ing them.”

			The cab moved on once more, but soon stopped again. The brougham had made a fresh pause, this time in front of a curi­os­ity shop. “The wo­man wants then to buy out half of Par­is!” said old Tab­aret to him­self in a pas­sion. “Yes, if Noel com­mit­ted the crime, it was she who forced him to it. These are my fif­teen thou­sand francs that she is frit­ter­ing away now. How long will they last her? It must have been for money, then, that Noel murdered Wid­ow Ler­ouge. If so, he is the low­est, the most in­fam­ous of men! What a mon­ster of dis­sim­u­la­tion and hy­po­crisy! And to think that he would be my heir, if I should die here of rage! For it is writ­ten in my will in so many words, ‘I be­queath to my son, Noel Gerdy!’ If he is guilty, there isn’t a pun­ish­ment suf­fi­ciently severe for him. But is this wo­man nev­er go­ing home?”

			The wo­man was in no hurry. The weath­er was charm­ing, her dress ir­res­ist­ible, and she in­ten­ded show­ing her­self off. She vis­ited three or four more shops, and at last stopped at a con­fec­tion­er’s, where she re­mained for more than a quarter of an hour. The old fel­low, de­voured by anxi­ety, moved about and stamped in his cab. It was tor­ture thus to be kept from the key to a ter­rible en­igma by the caprice of a worth­less hussy! He was dy­ing to rush after her, to seize her by the arm, and cry out to her: “Home, wretched, creature, home at once! What are you do­ing here? Don’t you know that at this mo­ment your lov­er, he whom you have ruined, is sus­pec­ted of an as­sas­sin­a­tion? Home, then, that I may ques­tion you, that I may learn from you wheth­er he is in­no­cent or guilty. For you will tell me, without know­ing it. Ah! I have pre­pared a fine trap for you! Go home, then, this anxi­ety is killing me!”

			She re­turned to her car­riage. It star­ted off once more, passed up the Rue de Fau­bourg Mont­martre, turned in­to the Rue de Provence, de­pos­ited its fair freight at her own door, and drove away. “She lives here,” said old Tab­aret, with a sigh of re­lief.

			He got out of the cab, gave the driver his forty francs, bade him wait, and fol­lowed in the young wo­man’s foot­steps.

			“The old fel­low is pa­tient,” thought the driver; “and the little bru­nette is caught.”

			The de­tect­ive opened the door of the con­ci­erge’s lodge. “What is the name of the lady who just came in?” he de­man­ded.

			The con­ci­erge did not seem dis­posed to reply.

			“Her name!” in­sisted the old man.

			The tone was so sharp, so im­per­at­ive, that the con­ci­erge was up­set. “Ma­dame Ju­li­ette Chaf­four,” he answered.

			“On what floor does she reside?”

			“On the second, the door op­pos­ite the stairs.”

			A minute later, the old man was wait­ing in Ma­dame Ju­li­ette’s draw­ing-room. Ma­dame was dress­ing, the maid in­formed him, and would be down dir­ectly. Tab­aret was as­ton­ished at the lux­ury of the room. There was noth­ing flar­ing or coarse, or in bad taste. It was not at all like the apart­ment of a kept wo­man. The old fel­low, who knew a good deal about such things, saw that everything was of great value. The or­na­ments on the man­tel­piece alone must have cost, at the low­est es­tim­ate, twenty thou­sand francs. “Cler­geot,” thought he, “didn’t ex­ag­ger­ate a bit.”

			Ju­li­ette’s en­trance dis­turbed his re­flec­tions. She had taken off her dress, and had hast­ily thrown about her a loose black dress­ing-gown, trimmed with cherry-col­oured sat­in. Her beau­ti­ful hair, slightly dis­ordered after her drive, fell in cas­cades about her neck, and curled be­hind her del­ic­ate ears. She dazzled old Tab­aret. He began to un­der­stand.

			“You wished, sir, to speak with me?” she in­quired, bow­ing grace­fully.

			“Ma­dame,” replied M. Tab­aret, “I am a friend of Noel Gerdy’s, I may say his best friend, and—”

			“Pray sit down, sir,” in­ter­rup­ted the young wo­man.

			She placed her­self on a sofa, just show­ing the tips of her little feet en­cased in slip­pers match­ing her dress­ing-gown, while the old man sat down in a chair. “I come, ma­dame,” he re­sumed, “on very ser­i­ous busi­ness. Your pres­ence at M. Gerdy’s—”

			“Ah,” cried Ju­li­ette, “he already knows of my vis­it? Then he must em­ploy a de­tect­ive.”

			“My dear child—” began Tab­aret, pa­ternally.

			“Oh! I know, sir, what your er­rand is. Noel has sent you here to scold me. He for­bade my go­ing to his house, but I couldn’t help it. It’s an­noy­ing to have a puzzle for a lov­er, a man whom one knows noth­ing whatever about, a riddle in a black coat and a white cravat, a sad and mys­ter­i­ous be­ing—”

			“You have been im­prudent.”

			“Why? Be­cause he is go­ing to get mar­ried? Why does he not ad­mit it then?”

			“Sup­pose that it is not true.”

			“Oh, but it is! He told that old shark Cler­geot so, who re­peated it to me. Any­way, he must be plot­ting some­thing in that head of his; for the last month he has been so pe­cu­li­ar, he has changed so, that I hardly re­cog­nize him.”

			Old Tab­aret was es­pe­cially anxious to know wheth­er Noel had pre­pared an alibi for the even­ing of the crime. For him that was the grand ques­tion. If he had, he was cer­tainly guilty; if not, he might still be in­no­cent. Ma­dame Ju­li­ette, he had no doubt, could en­light­en him on that point. Con­sequently he had presen­ted him­self with his les­son all pre­pared, his little trap all set.

			The young wo­man’s out­burst dis­con­cer­ted him a little; but trust­ing to the chances of con­ver­sa­tion, he re­sumed. “Will you op­pose Noel’s mar­riage, then?”

			“His mar­riage!” cried Ju­li­ette, burst­ing out in­to a laugh; “ah, the poor boy! If he meets no worse obstacle than my­self, his path will be smooth. Let him marry by all means, the soon­er the bet­ter, and let me hear no more of him.”

			“You don’t love him, then?” asked the old fel­low, sur­prised at this ami­able frank­ness.

			“Listen, sir. I have loved him a great deal, but everything has an end. For four years, I, who am so fond of pleas­ure, have passed an in­tol­er­able ex­ist­ence. If Noel doesn’t leave me, I shall be ob­liged to leave him. I am tired of hav­ing a lov­er who is ashamed of me and who des­pises me.”

			“If he des­pises you, my pretty lady, he scarcely shows it here,” replied old Tab­aret, cast­ing a sig­ni­fic­ant glance about the room.

			“You mean,” said she rising, “that he spends a great deal of money on me. It’s true. He pre­tends that he has ruined him­self on my ac­count; it’s very pos­sible. But what’s that to me! I am not a grabbing wo­man; and I would much have pre­ferred less money and more re­gard. My ex­tra­vag­ance has been in­spired by an­ger and want of oc­cu­pa­tion. M. Gerdy treats me like a mer­cen­ary wo­man; and so I act like one. We are quits.”

			“You know very well that he wor­ships you.”

			“He? I tell you he is ashamed of me. He hides me as though I were some hor­rible dis­ease. You are the first of his friends to whom I have ever spoken. Ask him how of­ten he takes me out. One would think that my pres­ence dis­hon­oured him. Why, no longer ago than last Tues­day, we went to the theatre! He hired an en­tire box. But do you think that he sat in it with me? Not at all. He slipped away and I saw no more of him the whole even­ing.”

			“How so? Were you ob­liged to re­turn home alone?”

			“No. At the end of the play, to­wards mid­night, he deigned to re­appear. We had ar­ranged to go to the masked ball at the Op­era and then to have some sup­per. Ah, it was amus­ing! At the ball, he didn’t dare to let down his hood, or take off his mask. At sup­per, I had to treat him like a per­fect stranger, be­cause some of his friends were present.”

			This, then, was the alibi pre­pared in case of trouble. Ju­li­ette, had she been less car­ried away by her own feel­ings, would have no­ticed old Tab­aret’s emo­tion, and would cer­tainly have held her tongue. He was per­fectly liv­id, and trembled like a leaf.

			“Well,” he said, mak­ing a great ef­fort to ut­ter the words, “the sup­per, I sup­pose, was none the less gay for that.”

			“Gay!” echoed the young wo­man, shrug­ging her shoulders; “you do not seem to know much of your friend. If you ever ask him to din­ner, take good care not to give him any­thing to drink. Wine makes him as merry as a fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion. At the second bottle, he was more tipsy than a cork; so much so, that he lost nearly everything he had with him: his over­coat, purse, um­brella, ci­gar-case—”

			Old Tab­aret couldn’t sit and listen any longer; he jumped to his feet like a rav­ing mad­man. “Miser­able wretch!” he cried, “in­fam­ous scoun­drel! It is he; but I have him!”

			And he rushed out, leav­ing Ju­li­ette so ter­ri­fied that she called her maid.

			“Child,” said she, “I have just made some aw­ful blun­der, have let some secret out. I am sure that some­thing dread­ful is go­ing to hap­pen; I feel it. That old rogue was no friend of Noel’s, he came to cir­cum­vent me, to lead me by the nose; and he suc­ceeded. Without know­ing it I must have spoken against Noel. What can I have said? I have thought care­fully, and can re­mem­ber noth­ing; but he must be warned though. I will write him a line, while you find a mes­sen­ger to take it.”

			Old Tab­aret was soon in his cab and hur­ry­ing to­wards the Pre­fec­ture of Po­lice. Noel an as­sas­sin! His hate was without bounds, as formerly had been his con­fid­ing af­fec­tion. He had been cruelly de­ceived, un­wor­thily duped, by the vilest and the most crim­in­al of men. He thirsted for ven­geance; he asked him­self what pun­ish­ment would be great enough for the crime.

			“For he not only as­sas­sin­ated Claud­ine,” thought he, “but he so ar­ranged the whole thing as to have an in­no­cent man ac­cused and con­demned. And who can say that he did not kill his poor moth­er?”

			He re­gret­ted the ab­ol­i­tion of tor­ture, the re­fined cruelty of the middle ages: quar­ter­ing, the stake, the wheel. The guil­lot­ine acts so quickly that the con­demned man has scarcely time to feel the cold steel cut­ting through his muscles; it is noth­ing more than a fil­lip on the neck. Through try­ing so much to mit­ig­ate the pain of death, it has now be­come little more than a joke, and might be ab­ol­ished al­to­geth­er. The cer­tainty of con­found­ing Noel, of de­liv­er­ing him up to justice, of tak­ing ven­geance upon him, alone kept old Tab­aret up.

			“It is clear,” he mur­mured, “that the wretch for­got his things at the rail­way sta­tion, in his haste to re­join his mis­tress. Will they still be found there? If he has had the prudence to go boldly, and ask for them un­der a false name, I can see no fur­ther proofs against him. Ma­dame Chaf­four’s evid­ence won’t help me. The hussy, see­ing her lov­er in danger, will deny what she has just told me; she will as­sert that Noel left her long after ten o’clock. But I can­not think he has dared to go to the rail­way sta­tion again.”

			About halfway down the Rue Riche­lieu, M. Tab­aret was seized with a sud­den gid­di­ness. “I am go­ing to have an at­tack, I fear,” thought he. “If I die, Noel will es­cape, and will be my heir. A man should al­ways keep his will con­stantly with him, to be able to des­troy it, if ne­ces­sary.”

			A few steps fur­ther on, he saw a doc­tor’s plate on a door; he stopped the cab, and rushed in­to the house. He was so ex­cited, so be­side him­self, his eyes had such a wild ex­pres­sion, that the doc­tor was al­most afraid of his pe­cu­li­ar pa­tient, who said to him hoarsely: “Bleed me!”

			The doc­tor ven­tured an ob­jec­tion; but already the old fel­low had taken off his coat, and drawn up one of his shirtsleeves. “Bleed me!” he re­peated. “Do you want me to die?”

			The doc­tor fi­nally obeyed, and old Tab­aret came out quieted and re­lieved.

			An hour later, armed with the ne­ces­sary power, and ac­com­pan­ied by a po­lice­man, he pro­ceeded to the lost prop­erty of­fice at the St. Laz­are rail­way sta­tion, to make the ne­ces­sary search. It res­ul­ted as he had ex­pec­ted. He learnt that, on the even­ing of Shrove Tues­day, there had been found in one of the second class car­riages, of train No. 45, an over­coat and an um­brella. He was shown the art­icles; and he at once re­cog­nised them as be­long­ing to Noel. In one of the pock­ets of the over­coat, he found a pair of lav­ender kid gloves, frayed and soiled, as well as a re­turn tick­et from Chat­ou, which had not been used.

			In hur­ry­ing on, in pur­suit of the truth, old Tab­aret knew only too well, what it was. His con­vic­tion, un­will­ingly formed when Cler­geot had told him of Noel’s fol­lies, had since been strengthened in a num­ber of oth­er ways. When with Ju­li­ette, he had felt pos­it­ively sure, and yet, at this last mo­ment, when doubt had be­come im­possible, he was, on be­hold­ing the evid­ence ar­rayed against Noel, ab­so­lutely thun­der­struck.

			“On­wards!” he cried at last. “Now to ar­rest him.”

			And, without los­ing an in­stant, he hastened to the Pal­ais de Justice, where he hoped to find the in­vest­ig­at­ing ma­gis­trate. Not­with­stand­ing the late­ness of the hour, M. Dabur­on was still in his of­fice. He was con­vers­ing with the Count de Com­mar­in, hav­ing re­lated to him the facts re­vealed by Pierre Ler­ouge whom the count had be­lieved dead many years be­fore.

			Old Tab­aret entered like a whirl­wind, too dis­trac­ted to no­tice the pres­ence of a stranger. “Sir,” he cried, stut­ter­ing with sup­pressed rage, “we have dis­covered the real as­sas­sin! It is he, my ad­op­ted son, my heir, Noel!”

			“Noel!” re­peated M. Dabur­on, rising. And then in a lower tone, he ad­ded, “I sus­pec­ted it.”

			“A war­rant is ne­ces­sary at once,” con­tin­ued the old fel­low. “If we lose a minute, he will slip through our fin­gers. He will know that he is dis­covered, if his mis­tress has time to warn him of my vis­it. Hasten, sir, hasten!”

			M. Dabur­on opened his lips to ask an ex­plan­a­tion; but the old de­tect­ive con­tin­ued: “That is not all. An in­no­cent man, Al­bert, is still in pris­on.”

			“He will not be so an hour longer,” replied the ma­gis­trate; “a mo­ment be­fore your ar­rival, I had made ar­range­ments to have him re­leased. We must now oc­cupy ourselves with the oth­er one.”

			Neither old Tab­aret nor M. Dabur­on had no­ticed the dis­ap­pear­ance of the Count de Com­mar­in. On hear­ing Noel’s name men­tioned, he gained the door quietly, and rushed out in­to the pas­sage.

		
	
		
			XIX

			Noel had prom­ised to use every ef­fort, to at­tempt even the im­possible, to ob­tain Al­bert’s re­lease. He in fact did in­ter­view the Pub­lic Pro­sec­utor and some mem­bers of the bar, but man­aged to be re­pulsed every­where. At four o’clock, he called at the Count de Com­mar­in’s house, to in­form his fath­er of the ill suc­cess of his ef­forts.

			“The Count has gone out,” said Denis; “but if you will take the trouble to wait—”

			“I will wait,” answered Noel.

			“Then,” replied the valet, “will you please fol­low me? I have the count’s or­ders to show you in­to his private room.”

			This con­fid­ence gave Noel an idea of his new power. He was at home, hence­forth, in that mag­ni­fi­cent house, he was the mas­ter, the heir! His glance, which wandered over the en­tire room, no­ticed the gene­a­lo­gic­al tree, hanging on the wall. He ap­proached it, and read. It was like a page, and one of the most il­lus­tri­ous, taken from the golden book of French no­bil­ity. Every name which has a place in our his­tory was there. The Com­mar­ins had mingled their blood with all the great fam­il­ies; two of them had even mar­ried daugh­ters of roy­alty. A warm glow of pride filled the bar­ris­ter’s heart, his pulse beat quick­er, he raised his head haught­ily, as he mur­mured, “Vis­count de Com­mar­in!”

			The door opened. He turned, and saw the count en­ter­ing. As Noel was about to bow re­spect­fully, he was pet­ri­fied by the look of hatred, an­ger, and con­tempt on his fath­er’s face. A shiver ran through his veins; his teeth chattered; he felt that he was lost.

			“Wretch!” cried the count.

			And, dread­ing his own vi­ol­ence, the old no­ble­man threw his cane in­to a corner. He was un­will­ing to strike his son; he con­sidered him un­worthy of be­ing struck by his hand. Then there was a mo­ment of mor­tal si­lence, which seemed to both of them a cen­tury. At the same time their minds were filled with thoughts, which would re­quire a volume to tran­scribe.

			Noel had the cour­age to speak first. “Sir,” he began.

			“Si­lence!” ex­claimed the count hoarsely; “be si­lent! Can it be, heav­en for­give me! that you are my son? Alas, I can­not doubt it now! Wretch! you knew well that you were Ma­dame Gerdy’s son. In­fam­ous vil­lain! you not only com­mit­ted this murder, but you did everything to cause an in­no­cent man to be charged with your crime! Par­ri­cide! you have also killed your moth­er.”

			The bar­ris­ter at­temp­ted to stam­mer forth a protest.

			“You killed her,” con­tin­ued the count with in­creased en­ergy, “if not by pois­on, at least by your crime. I un­der­stand all now; she was not de­li­ri­ous this morn­ing. But you know as well as I do what she was say­ing. You were listen­ing, and, if you dared to enter at that mo­ment when one word more would have be­trayed you, it was be­cause you had cal­cu­lated the ef­fect of your pres­ence. It was to you that she ad­dressed her last word, ‘As­sas­sin!’ ”

			Little by little, Noel had re­tired to the end of the room, and he stood lean­ing against the wall, his head thrown back, his hair on end, his look hag­gard. A con­vuls­ive trem­bling shook his frame. His face be­trayed a ter­ror most hor­rible to see, the ter­ror of the crim­in­al found out.

			“I know all, you see,” con­tin­ued the count; “and I am not alone in my know­ledge. At this mo­ment, a war­rant of ar­rest is is­sued against you.”

			A cry of rage like a hol­low rattle burst from the bar­ris­ter’s breast. His lips, which were hanging through ter­ror, now grew firm. Over­whelmed in the very midst of his tri­umph, he struggled against this fright. He drew him­self up with a look of de­fi­ance.

			M. de Com­mar­in, without seem­ing to pay any at­ten­tion to Noel, ap­proached his writ­ing table, and opened a draw­er. “My duty,” said he, “would be to leave you to the ex­e­cu­tion­er who awaits you; but I re­mem­ber that I have the mis­for­tune to be your fath­er. Sit down; write and sign a con­fes­sion of your crime. You will then find fire­arms in this draw­er. May heav­en for­give you!”

			The old no­ble­man moved to­wards the door. Noel with a sign stopped him, and draw­ing at the same time a re­volver from his pock­et, he said: “Your fire­arms are need­less, sir; my pre­cau­tions, as you see, are already taken; they will nev­er catch me alive. Only—”

			“Only?” re­peated the count harshly.

			“I must tell you, sir,” con­tin­ued the bar­ris­ter coldly, “that I do not choose to kill my­self—at least, not at present.”

			“Ah!” cried M. de Com­mar­in in dis­gust, “you are a cow­ard!”

			“No, sir, not a cow­ard; but I will not kill my­self un­til I am sure that every open­ing is closed against me, that I can­not save my­self.”

			“Miser­able wretch!” said the count, threat­en­ingly, “must I then do it my­self?”

			He moved to­wards the draw­er, but Noel closed it with a kick. “Listen to me, sir,” said he, in that hoarse, quick tone, which men use in mo­ments of im­min­ent danger, “do not let us waste in vain words the few mo­ments’ res­pite left me. I have com­mit­ted a crime, it is true, and I do not at­tempt to jus­ti­fy it; but who laid the found­a­tion of it, if not your­self? Now, you do me the fa­vor of of­fer­ing me a pis­tol. Thanks. I must de­cline it. This gen­er­os­ity is not through any re­gard for me. You only wish to avoid the scan­dal of my tri­al, and the dis­grace which can­not fail to re­flect upon your name.”

			The count was about to reply.

			“Per­mit me,” in­ter­rup­ted Noel im­per­i­ously. “I do not choose to kill my­self; I wish to save my life, if pos­sible. Sup­ply me with the means of es­cape; and I prom­ise you that I will soon­er die than be cap­tured. I say, sup­ply me with means, for I have not twenty francs in the world. My last thou­sand franc note was nearly all gone the day when—you un­der­stand me. There isn’t suf­fi­cient money at home to give my moth­er a de­cent buri­al. There­fore, I say, give me some money.”

			“Nev­er!”

			“Then I will de­liv­er my­self up to justice, and you will see what will hap­pen to the name you hold so dear!”

			The count, mad with rage, rushed to his table for a pis­tol. Noel placed him­self be­fore him. “Oh, do not let us have any struggle,” said he coldly; “I am the strongest.”

			M. de Com­mar­in re­coiled. By thus speak­ing of the tri­al, of the scan­dal and of the dis­grace, the bar­ris­ter had made an im­pres­sion upon him. For a mo­ment hes­it­at­ing between love for his name and his burn­ing de­sire to see this wretch pun­ished, the old no­ble­man stood un­de­cided. Fi­nally his feel­ing for his rank tri­umphed.

			“Let us end this,” he said in a trem­u­lous voice, filled with the ut­most con­tempt; “let us end this dis­grace­ful scene. What do you de­mand of me?”

			“I have already told you, money, all that you have here. But make up your mind quickly.”

			On the pre­vi­ous Sat­urday the count had with­drawn from his bankers the sum he had destined for fit­ting up the apart­ments of him whom he thought was his le­git­im­ate child.

			“I have eighty thou­sand francs here,” he replied.

			“That’s very little,” said the bar­ris­ter; “but give them to me. I will tell you though that I had coun­ted on you for five hun­dred thou­sand francs. If I suc­ceed in es­cap­ing my pur­suers, you must hold at my dis­pos­al the bal­ance, four hun­dred and twenty thou­sand francs. Will you pledge your­self to give them to me at the first de­mand? I will find some means of send­ing for them, without any risk to my­self. At that price, you need nev­er fear hear­ing of me again.”

			By way of reply, the count opened a little iron chest im­bed­ded in the wall, and took out a roll of bank notes, which he threw at Noel’s feet.

			An angry look flashed in the bar­ris­ter’s eyes, as he took one step to­wards his fath­er. “Oh! take care!” he said threat­en­ingly; “people who, like me, have noth­ing to lose are dan­ger­ous. I can yet give my­self up, and—” He stooped down, how­ever, and picked up the notes. “Will you give me your word,” he con­tin­ued, “to let me have the rest whenev­er I ask for them?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then I am go­ing. Do not fear, I will be faith­ful to our com­pact, they shall not take me alive. Adieu, my fath­er! in all this you are the true crim­in­al, but you alone will go un­pun­ished. Ah, heav­en is not just. I curse you!”

			When, an hour later, the ser­vants entered the count’s room, they found him stretched on the floor with his face against the car­pet, and show­ing scarcely a sign of life.

			On leav­ing the Com­mar­in house, Noel staggered up the Rue de l’Uni­versite. It seemed to him that the pave­ment os­cil­lated be­neath his feet, and that everything about him was turn­ing round. His mouth was parched, his eyes were burn­ing, and every now and then a sud­den fit of sick­ness over­came him. But, at the same time, strange to re­late, he felt an in­cred­ible re­lief, al­most de­light. It was ended then, all was over; the game was lost. No more an­guish now, no more use­less fright and fool­ish ter­rors, no more dis­sem­bling, no more struggles. Hence­forth he had noth­ing more to fear. His hor­rible part be­ing played to the bit­ter end, he could now lay aside his mask and breathe freely. An ir­res­ist­ible wear­i­ness suc­ceeded the des­per­ate en­ergy which, in the pres­ence of the count, had sus­tained his im­pudent ar­rog­ance. All the springs of his or­gan­iz­a­tion, stretched for more than a week past far bey­ond their or­din­ary lim­its, now re­laxed and gave way. The fever which for the last few days had kept him up failed him now; and, with the wear­i­ness, he felt an im­per­at­ive need of rest. He ex­per­i­enced a great void, an ut­ter in­dif­fer­ence for everything.

			His in­sens­ib­il­ity bore a strik­ing re­semb­lance to that felt by per­sons af­flic­ted with sea­sick­ness, who care for noth­ing, whom no sen­sa­tions are cap­able of mov­ing, who have neither strength nor cour­age to think, and who could not be aroused from their leth­argy by the pres­ence of any great danger, not even of death it­self. Had any­one come to him then he would nev­er have thought of res­ist­ing, nor of de­fend­ing him­self; he would not have taken a step to hide him­self, to fly, to save his head. For a mo­ment he had ser­i­ous thoughts of giv­ing him­self up, in or­der to se­cure peace, to gain quiet, to free him­self from the anxi­ety about his safety. But he struggled against this dull stupor, and at last the re­ac­tion came, shak­ing off this weak­ness of mind and body. The con­scious­ness of his po­s­i­tion, and of his danger, re­turned to him. He foresaw, with hor­ror, the scaf­fold, as one sees the depth of the abyss by the light­ning flashes.

			“I must save my life,” he thought; “but how?”

			That mor­tal ter­ror which de­prives the as­sas­sin of even or­din­ary com­mon sense seized him. He looked eagerly about him, and thought he no­ticed three or four pass­ersby look at him curi­ously. His ter­ror in­creased. He began run­ning in the dir­ec­tion of the Lat­in quarter without pur­pose, without aim, run­ning for the sake of run­ning, to get away, like Crime, as rep­res­en­ted in paint­ings, flee­ing un­der the lashes of the Fur­ies. He very soon stopped, how­ever, for it oc­curred to him that this ex­traordin­ary be­ha­viour would at­tract at­ten­tion. It seemed to him that everything in him be­tokened the mur­der­er; he thought he read con­tempt and hor­ror upon every face, and sus­pi­cion in every eye. He walked along, in­stinct­ively re­peat­ing to him­self: “I must do some­thing.”

			But he was so agit­ated that he was in­cap­able of think­ing or of plan­ning any­thing. When he still hes­it­ated to com­mit the crime, he had said to him­self; “I may be dis­covered.” And with that pos­sib­il­ity in view, he had per­fec­ted a plan which should put him bey­ond all fear of pur­suit. He would do this and that; he would have re­course to this ruse, he would take that pre­cau­tion. Use­less fore­thought! Now, noth­ing he had ima­gined seemed feas­ible. The po­lice were seek­ing him, and he could think of no place in the whole world where he would feel per­fectly safe. He was near the Odeon theatre, when a thought quick­er than a flash of light­ning lit up the dark­ness of his brain. It oc­curred to him that as the po­lice were doubt­less already in pur­suit of him, his de­scrip­tion would soon be known to every­one, his white cravat and well trimmed whiskers would be­tray him as surely as though he car­ried a plac­ard stat­ing who he was. See­ing a barber’s shop, he hur­ried to the door; but, when on the point of turn­ing the handle, he grew frightened. The barber might think it strange that he wanted his whiskers shaved off, and sup­pos­ing he should ques­tion him! He passed on. He soon saw an­oth­er barber’s shop, but the same fears as be­fore again pre­ven­ted his en­ter­ing.

			Gradu­ally night had fallen, and, with the dark­ness, Noel seemed to re­cov­er his con­fid­ence and bold­ness. After this great ship­wreck in port, hope rose to the sur­face. Why should he not save him­self? There had been many just such cases. He could go to a for­eign coun­try, change his name, be­gin his life over again, be­come a new man en­tirely. He had money; and that was the main thing. And, be­sides, as soon as his eighty thou­sand francs were spent, he had the cer­tainty of re­ceiv­ing, on his first re­quest, five or six times as much more. He was already think­ing of the dis­guise he should as­sume, and of the fron­ti­er to which he should pro­ceed, when the re­col­lec­tion of Ju­li­ette pierced his heart like a red hot iron. Was he go­ing to leave without her, go­ing away with the cer­tainty of nev­er see­ing her again? What! he would fly, pur­sued by all the po­lice of the civ­il­ized world, tracked like a wild beast, and she would re­main peace­ably in Par­is? Was it pos­sible? For whom then had he com­mit­ted this crime? For her. Who would have reaped the be­ne­fits of it? She. Was it not just, then, that she should bear her share of the pun­ish­ment?

			“She does not love me,” thought the bar­ris­ter bit­terly, “she nev­er loved me. She would be de­lighted to be forever free of me. She will not re­gret me, for I am no longer ne­ces­sary to her. An empty cof­fer is a use­less piece of fur­niture. Ju­li­ette is prudent; she has man­aged to save a nice little for­tune. Grown rich at my ex­pense, she will take some oth­er lov­er. She will for­get me, she will live hap­pily, while I—And I was about to go away without her!”

			The voice of prudence cried out to him: “Un­happy man! to drag a wo­man along with you, and a pretty wo­man too, is but to stu­pidly at­tract at­ten­tion upon you, to render flight im­possible, to give your­self up like a fool.”

			“What of that?” replied pas­sion. “We will be saved or we will per­ish to­geth­er. If she does not love me, I love her; I must have her! She will come, oth­er­wise—”

			But how to see Ju­li­ette, to speak with her, to per­suade her. To go to her house, was a great risk for him to run. The po­lice were per­haps there already.

			“No,” thought Noel; “no one knows that she is my mis­tress. It will not be found out for two or three days and, be­sides, it would be more dan­ger­ous still to write.”

			He took a cab not far from the Car­re­four de l’Ob­ser­vatoire, and in a low tone told the driver the num­ber of the house in the Rue de Provence, which had proved so fatal to him. Stretched on the cush­ions of the cab, lulled by its mono­ton­ous jolts, Noel gave no thought to the fu­ture, he did not even think over what he should say to Ju­li­ette. No. He passed in­vol­un­tar­ily in re­view the events which had brought on and hastened the cata­strophe, like a man on the point of death, re­views the tragedy or the com­edy of his life. Just one month be­fore, ruined, at the end of his ex­pedi­ents and ab­so­lutely without re­sources, he had de­term­ined, cost what it might, to pro­cure money, so as to be able to con­tin­ue to keep Ma­dame Ju­li­ette, when chance placed in his hands Count de Com­mar­in’s cor­res­pond­ence. Not only the let­ters read to old Tab­aret, and shown to Al­bert, but also those, which, writ­ten by the count when he be­lieved the sub­sti­tu­tion an ac­com­plished fact, plainly es­tab­lished it. The read­ing of these gave him an hour of mad de­light. He be­lieved him­self the le­git­im­ate son; but his moth­er soon un­de­ceived him, told him the truth, proved to him by sev­er­al let­ters she had re­ceived from Wid­ow Ler­ouge, called on Claud­ine to bear wit­ness to it, and demon­strated it to him by the scar he bore. But a fall­ing man nev­er se­lects the branch he tries to save him­self by. Noel re­solved to make use of the let­ters all the same. He at­temp­ted to in­duce his moth­er to leave the count in his ig­nor­ance, so that he might thus black­mail him. But Ma­dame Gerdy spurned the pro­pos­i­tion with hor­ror. Then the bar­ris­ter made a con­fes­sion of all his fol­lies, laid bare his fin­an­cial con­di­tion, showed him­self in his true light, sunk in debt; and he fi­nally begged his moth­er to have re­course to M. de Com­mar­in. This also she re­fused, and pray­ers and threats availed noth­ing against her res­ol­u­tion. For a fort­night, there was a ter­rible struggle between moth­er and son, in which the bar­ris­ter was conquered. It was then that the idea of mur­der­ing Claud­ine oc­curred to him. The un­happy wo­man had not been more frank with Ma­dame Gerdy than with oth­ers, so that Noel really thought her a wid­ow. There­fore, her testi­mony sup­pressed, who else stood in his way? Ma­dame Gerdy, and per­haps the count. He feared them but little. If Ma­dame Gerdy spoke, he could al­ways reply: “After steal­ing my name for your son, you will do everything in the world to en­able him to keep it.” But how to do away with Claud­ine without danger to him­self?

			After long re­flec­tion, the bar­ris­ter thought of a diabol­ic­al stratagem. He burnt all the count’s let­ters es­tab­lish­ing the sub­sti­tu­tion, and he pre­served only those which made it prob­able. These last he went and showed to Al­bert, feel­ing sure, that, should justice ever dis­cov­er the reas­on of Claud­ine’s death, it would nat­ur­ally sus­pect he who ap­peared to have most in­terest in it. Not that he really wished Al­bert to be sus­pec­ted of the crime, it was simply a pre­cau­tion. He thought that he could so ar­range mat­ters that the po­lice would waste their time in the pur­suit of an ima­gin­ary crim­in­al. Nor did he think of oust­ing the Vis­count de Com­mar­in and put­ting him­self in his place. His plan was simply this; the crime once com­mit­ted, he would wait; things would take their own course, there would be ne­go­ti­ations, and ul­ti­mately he would com­prom­ise the mat­ter at the price of a for­tune.

			He felt sure of his moth­er’s si­lence, should she ever sus­pect him guilty of the as­sas­sin­a­tion. His plan settled, he de­cided to strike the fatal blow on the Shrove Tues­day. To neg­lect no pre­cau­tion, he, that very same even­ing, took Ju­li­ette to the theatre, and af­ter­wards to the masked ball at the op­era. In case things went against him, he thus se­cured an un­answer­able alibi. The loss of his over­coat only troubled him for a mo­ment. On re­flec­tion, he re­as­sured him­self, say­ing: “Pshaw! who will ever know?” Everything had res­ul­ted in ac­cord­ance with his cal­cu­la­tions; it was, in his opin­ion, a mat­ter of pa­tience.

			But when Ma­dame Gerdy read the ac­count of the murder, the un­happy wo­man di­vined her son’s work, and, in the first par­oxysms of her grief, she de­clared that she would de­nounce him. He was ter­ri­fied. A fright­ful de­li­ri­um had taken pos­ses­sion of his moth­er. One word from her might des­troy him. Put­ting a bold face on it, how­ever, he ac­ted at once and staked his all. To put the po­lice on Al­bert’s track was to guar­an­tee his own safety, to in­sure to him­self, in the event of a prob­able suc­cess, Count de Com­mar­in’s name and for­tune. Cir­cum­stances, as well as his own ter­ror, in­creased his bold­ness and his in­genu­ity. Old Tab­aret’s vis­it oc­curred just at the right mo­ment. Noel knew of his con­nec­tion with the po­lice, and guessed that the old fel­low would make a most valu­able con­fid­ant. So long as Ma­dame Gerdy lived, Noel trembled. In her de­li­ri­um she might be­tray him at any mo­ment. But when she had breathed her last, he be­lieved him­self safe. He thought it all over, he could see no fur­ther obstacle in his way; he was sure he had tri­umphed.

			And now all was dis­covered, just as he was about to reach the goal of his am­bi­tion. But how? By whom? What fatal­ity had re­sus­cit­ated a secret which he had be­lieved bur­ied with Ma­dame Gerdy? But where is the use, when one is at the bot­tom of an abyss, of know­ing which stone gave way, or of ask­ing down what side one fell?

			The cab stopped in the Rue de Provence. Noel leaned out of the door, his eyes ex­plor­ing the neigh­bour­hood and throw­ing a search­ing glance in­to the depths of the hall of the house. See­ing no one, he paid the fare through the front win­dow, be­fore get­ting out of the cab, and, cross­ing the pave­ment with a bound, he rushed up­stairs. Char­lotte, at sight of him, gave a shout of joy.

			“At last it is you, sir!” she cried. “Ah, ma­dame has been ex­pect­ing you with the greatest im­pa­tience! She has been very anxious.”

			Ju­li­ette ex­pect­ing him! Ju­li­ette anxious!

			The bar­ris­ter did not stop to ask ques­tions. On reach­ing this spot, he seemed sud­denly to re­cov­er all his com­pos­ure. He un­der­stood his im­prudence; he knew the ex­act value of every minute he delayed here. “If any­one rings,” said he to Char­lotte, “don’t open the door. No mat­ter what may be said or done, don’t open the door!”

			On hear­ing Noel’s voice, Ju­li­ette ran out to meet him. He pushed her gently in­to the salon, and fol­lowed, clos­ing the door. There for the first time she saw his face. He was so changed; his look was so hag­gard that she could not keep from cry­ing out, “What is the mat­ter?”

			Noel made no reply; he ad­vanced to­wards her and took her hand. “Ju­li­ette,” he de­man­ded in a hol­low voice, fasten­ing his flash­ing eyes upon her—“Ju­li­ette, be sin­cere; do you love me?”

			She guessed, she in­stinct­ively felt that some­thing dread­ful had oc­curred: she seemed to breathe an at­mo­sphere of evil; but she, as usu­al, af­fected in­dif­fer­ence. “You ill-natured fel­low,” she replied, pout­ing her lips most pro­vok­ingly, “do you de­serve—”

			“Oh, enough!” broke in Noel, stamp­ing his feet fiercely. “An­swer me,” he con­tin­ued, bruis­ing her pretty hands in his grasp, “yes, or no—do you love me?”

			A hun­dred times had she played with her lov­er’s an­ger, de­light­ing to ex­cite him in­to a fury, to en­joy the pleas­ure of ap­peas­ing him with a word; but she had nev­er seen him like this be­fore. She had wronged him greatly; and she dared not com­plain of this his first harsh­ness.

			“Yes, I love you,” she stammered, “do you not know it? Why do you ask me?”

			“Why?” replied the bar­ris­ter, re­leas­ing her hands; “why? Be­cause, if you love me you must prove it; if you love me, you must fol­low me at once—aban­don everything. Come, fly with me. Time presses—”

			The young girl was ter­ri­fied. “Great heav­ens! what has happened?”

			“Noth­ing, ex­cept that I have loved you too much, Ju­li­ette. When I found I had no more money for your lux­ury, your caprices, I be­came wild. To pro­cure money, I—I com­mit­ted a crime—a crime; do you un­der­stand? They are pur­su­ing me now. I must fly: will you fol­low me?”

			Ju­li­ette’s eyes grew wide with as­ton­ish­ment; but she doubted Noel. “A crime? You?” she began.

			“Yes, me! Would you know the truth? I have com­mit­ted murder, an as­sas­sin­a­tion. But it was all for you.”

			The bar­ris­ter felt that Ju­li­ette would cer­tainly re­coil from him in hor­ror. He ex­pec­ted that ter­ror which a mur­der­er in­spires. He was resigned to it in ad­vance. He thought that she would fly from him; per­haps there would be a scene. She might, who knows, have hys­ter­ics; might cry out, call for suc­cor, for help, for aid. He was wrong. With a bound, Ju­li­ette flew to him, throw­ing her­self upon him, her arms about his neck, and em­braced him as she had nev­er em­braced him be­fore.

			“Yes, I do love you!” she cried. “Yes, you have com­mit­ted a crime for my sake, be­cause you loved me. You have a heart. I nev­er really knew you be­fore!”

			It had cost him dear to in­spire this pas­sion in Ma­dame Ju­li­ette; but Noel nev­er thought of that. He ex­per­i­enced a mo­ment of in­tense de­light: noth­ing ap­peared hope­less to him now. But he had the pres­ence of mind to free him­self from her em­brace. “Let us go,” he said; “the one great danger is, that I do not know from whence the at­tack comes. How they have dis­covered the truth is still a mys­tery to me.”

			Ju­li­ette re­membered her alarm­ing vis­it­or of the af­ter­noon; she un­der­stood it all. “Oh, what a wretched wo­man I am!” she cried, wringing her hands in des­pair; “it is I who have be­trayed you. It oc­curred on Tues­day, did it not?”

			“Yes, Tues­day.”

			“Ah, then I have told all, without a doubt, to your friend, the old man I sup­posed you had sent, Tab­aret!”

			“Has Tab­aret been here?”

			“Yes; just a little while ago.”

			“Come, then,” cried Noel, “quickly; it’s a mir­acle that he hasn’t been back.”

			He took her arm, to hurry her away; but she nimbly re­leased her­self. “Wait,” said she. “I have some money, some jew­els. I will take them.”

			“It is use­less. Leave everything be­hind. I have a for­tune, Ju­li­ette; let us fly!”

			She had already opened her jew­el box, and was throw­ing everything of value that she pos­sessed pell mell in­to a little trav­el­ling bag.

			“Ah, you are ru­in­ing me,” cried Noel, “you are ru­in­ing me!”

			He spoke thus; but his heart was over­flow­ing with joy. “What sub­lime de­vo­tion! She loves me truly,” he said to him­self; “for my sake, she re­nounces her happy life without hes­it­a­tion; for my sake, she sac­ri­fices all!”

			Ju­li­ette had fin­ished her pre­par­a­tions, and was hast­ily ty­ing on her bon­net, when the door­bell rang.

			“It is the po­lice!” cried Noel, be­com­ing, if pos­sible, even more liv­id.

			The young wo­man and her lov­er stood as im­mov­able as two statues, with great drops of per­spir­a­tion on their fore­heads, their eyes dilated, and their ears listen­ing in­tently. A second ring was heard, then a third.

			Char­lotte ap­peared walk­ing on tip­toe. “There are sev­er­al,” she whispered; “I heard them talk­ing to­geth­er.”

			Grown tired of ringing, they knocked loudly on the door. The sound of a voice reached the draw­ing-room, and the word “law” was plainly heard.

			“No more hope!” mur­mured Noel.

			“Don’t des­pair,” cried Ju­li­ette; “try the ser­vants’ stair­case!”

			“You may be sure they have not for­got­ten it.”

			Ju­li­ette went to see, and re­turned de­jec­ted and ter­ri­fied. She had dis­tin­guished heavy foot­steps on the land­ing, made by someone en­deav­our­ing to walk softly. “There must be some way of es­cape!” she cried fiercely.

			“Yes,” replied Noel, “one way. I have giv­en my word. They are pick­ing the lock. Fasten all the doors, and let them break them down; it will give me time.”

			Ju­li­ette and Char­lotte ran to carry out his dir­ec­tions. Then Noel, lean­ing against the man­tel piece, seized his re­volver and poin­ted it at his breast. But Ju­li­ette, who had re­turned, per­ceiv­ing the move­ment, threw her­self upon her lov­er, but so vi­ol­ently that the re­volver turned aside and went off. The shot took ef­fect, the bul­let en­ter­ing Noel’s stom­ach. He uttered a fright­ful cry. Ju­li­ette had made his death a ter­rible pun­ish­ment; she had pro­longed his agony. He staggered, but re­mained stand­ing, sup­port­ing him­self by the man­tel piece, while the blood flowed co­pi­ously from his wound.

			Ju­li­ette clung to him, try­ing to wrest the re­volver from his grasp. “You shall not kill your­self,” she cried, “I will not let you. You are mine; I love you! Let them come. What can they do to you? If they put you in pris­on, you can es­cape. I will help you, we will bribe the jail­ors. Ah, we will live so hap­pily to­geth­er, no mat­ter where, far away in Amer­ica where no one knows us!”

			The out­er door had yiel­ded; the po­lice were now pick­ing the lock of the door of the ante­cham­ber.

			“Let me fin­ish!” mur­mured Noel; “they must not take me alive!”

			And, with a su­preme ef­fort, tri­umph­ing over his dread­ful agony, he re­leased him­self, and roughly pushed Ju­li­ette away. She fell down near the sofa. Then, he once more aimed his re­volver at the place where he felt his heart beat­ing, pulled the trig­ger and rolled to the floor. It was full time, for the po­lice at that mo­ment entered the room. Their first thought was, that be­fore shoot­ing him­self, Noel had shot his mis­tress. They knew of cases where people had ro­mantic­ally de­sired to quit this world in com­pany; and, moreover, had they not heard two re­ports? But Ju­li­ette was already on her feet again.

			“A doc­tor,” she cried, “a doc­tor! He can not be dead!”

			One man ran out; while the oth­ers, un­der old Tab­aret’s dir­ec­tion, raised the body, and car­ried it to Ma­dame Ju­li­ette’s bed­room where they laid it on the bed. “For his sake, I trust his wounds are mor­tal!” mur­mured the old de­tect­ive, whose an­ger left him at the sight. “After all, I loved him as though he were my own child; his name is still in my will!”

			Old Tab­aret stopped. Noel just then uttered a groan, and opened his eyes. “You see that he will live!” cried Ju­li­ette. The bar­ris­ter shook his head feebly, and, for a mo­ment, he tossed about pain­fully on the bed, passing his right hand first un­der his coat, and then un­der his pil­low. He even suc­ceeded in turn­ing him­self halfway to­wards the wall and then back again. Upon a sign, which was at once un­der­stood, someone placed an­oth­er pil­low un­der his head. Then in a broken, hiss­ing voice, he uttered a few words: “I am the as­sas­sin,” he said. “Write it down, I will sign it; it will please Al­bert. I owe him that at least.”

			While they were writ­ing, he drew Ju­li­ette’s head close to his lips. “My for­tune is be­neath the pil­low,” he whispered. “I give it all to you.” A flow of blood rose to his mouth; and they all thought him dead. But he still had strength enough to sign his con­fes­sion, and to say jest­ingly to M. Tab­aret, “Ah, ha, my friend, so you go in for the de­tect­ive busi­ness, do you! It must be great fun to trap one’s friends in per­son! Ah, I have had a fine game; but, with three wo­men in the play, I was sure to lose.”

			The death struggle com­menced, and, when the doc­tor ar­rived, he could only an­nounce the de­cease of M. Noel Gerdy, bar­ris­ter.

		
	
		
			XX

			Some months later, one even­ing, at old Ma­demois­elle de Goello’s house, the Mar­chion­ess d’Ar­lange, look­ing ten years young­er than when we saw her last, was giv­ing her dow­ager friends an ac­count of the wed­ding of her grand­daugh­ter Claire, who had just mar­ried the Vis­count Al­bert de Com­mar­in. “The wed­ding,” said she, “took place on our es­tate in Nor­mandy, without any flour­ish of trum­pets. My son-in-law wished it; for which I think he is greatly to blame. The scan­dal raised by the mis­take of which he had been the vic­tim, called for a bril­liant wed­ding. That was my opin­ion, and I did not con­ceal it. But the boy is as stub­born as his fath­er, which is say­ing a good deal; he per­sisted in his ob­stin­acy. And my im­pudent grand­daugh­ter, obey­ing be­fore­hand her fu­ture hus­band, also sided against me. It is, how­ever, of no con­sequence; I defy any­one to find today a single in­di­vidu­al with cour­age enough to con­fess that he ever for an in­stant doubted Al­bert’s in­no­cence. I have left the young people in all the bliss of the hon­ey­moon, billing and coo­ing like a pair of turtle doves. It must be ad­mit­ted that they have paid dearly for their hap­pi­ness. May they be happy then, and may they have lots of chil­dren, for they will have no dif­fi­culty in bring­ing them up and in provid­ing for them. I must tell you that, for the first time in his life, and prob­ably for the last, the Count de Com­mar­in has be­haved like an an­gel! He has settled all his for­tune on his son, ab­so­lutely all. He in­tends liv­ing alone on one of his es­tates. I am afraid the poor dear old man will not live long. I am not sure that he has en­tirely re­covered from that last at­tack. Any­how, my grand­child is settled, and grandly too. I know what it has cost me, and how eco­nom­ic­al I shall have to be. But I do not think much of those par­ents who hes­it­ate at any pe­cu­ni­ary sac­ri­fice when their chil­dren’s hap­pi­ness is at stake.”

			The mar­chion­ess for­got, how­ever, to state that, a week be­fore the wed­ding, Al­bert freed her from a very em­bar­rass­ing po­s­i­tion, and had dis­charged a con­sid­er­able amount of her debts. Since then, she had not bor­rowed more than nine thou­sand francs of him; but she in­tends con­fess­ing to him some day how greatly she is an­noyed by her up­holster­er, by her dress­maker, by three lin­en drapers, and by five or six oth­er trades­men. Ah, well, she is all the same a worthy wo­man; she nev­er says any­thing against her son-in-law!

			Re­tir­ing to his fath­er’s home in Poit­ou, after send­ing in his resig­na­tion, M. Dabur­on has at length found rest; for­get­ful­ness will come later on. His friends do not yet des­pair of in­du­cing him to marry.

			Ma­dame Ju­li­ette is quite con­soled for the loss of Noel. The eighty thou­sand francs hid­den by him un­der the pil­low were not taken from her. They are nearly all gone now though. Be­fore long the sale of a hand­some suite of fur­niture will be an­nounced.

			Old Tab­aret, alone, is in­delibly im­pressed. After hav­ing be­lieved in the in­fal­lib­il­ity of justice, he now sees every­where noth­ing but ju­di­cial er­rors. The ex-am­a­teur de­tect­ive doubts the very ex­ist­ence of crime, and main­tains that the evid­ence of one’s senses proves noth­ing. He cir­cu­lates pe­ti­tions for the ab­ol­i­tion of cap­it­al pun­ish­ment, and has or­gan­ised a so­ci­ety for the de­fence of poor and in­no­cent pris­on­ers.
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