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A woman of character, who has only a vague idea of what

constitutes literary merit, has asked my unworthy self to correct

the style of this novel. I am far from sharing certain political

sentiments which seem to be blended with the narrative; so much I

am obliged to explain to the reader. The talented author and I hold

opposite views upon many subjects; but we have an equal horror of

what are called applications. In London we find highly

sensational novels: Grey, Almack's, High Life, Matilda and

the like, which require a key. They are very good-natured

caricatures of persons whom the accidents of birth or fortune have

placed in an enviable position.


This is a kind of literary merit for which we have no desire.

The author has not since l8l4 climbed the stair of the Tuileries;

such is her pride that she does not know even the names of the

persons who have doubtless made themselves conspicuous in a certain

class of society.


But she has brought on the scene industrial magnates and

privileged persons, she is therefore a satirist. If we were to ask

for a description of the garden of the Tuileries from the doves

that moan on the topmost branches of the trees, they would say: "It

is a vast plain of verdure where one basks in the brightest

sunshine. "We, who stroll beneath, would reply:"It is a delicious

shady walk where one is sheltered from the heat, and above all from

the glare of the sun, so trying in summer."


So it is that each of us judges everything from his own angle;

equally incompatible are the expressions used of the present state

of society by persons of equal respectability who intend to lead us

by different paths to prosperity. But each party makes the other

appear absurd.


Would you impute to an evil turn in the mind of the author the

malicious and false descriptions that each party gives of the

other's drawing-rooms? Would you insist that passionate people

ought to be sage philosophers, that is to say, devoid of passion?

In 1760, one required charm, wit, not overmuch humour, nor overmuch

honour, as the Regent said, in order to win the favour of master

and mistress.


It requires economy, stubborn toil, solidity, a brain free from

any illusion to make anything out of the steam engine. This is the

difference between the age that ended in 1789 and the age that

began about 1815.


Napoleon, on his way to Russia, used constantly to hum the words

he had heard so well rendered by Porto (in La

Molinara):


Si batte nel mio cuore L'inchiostro e la

farina.1


They are words that many young men might repeat who are endowed

at once with good birth and with intelligence.


In speaking of our age, we find that we have sketched in outline

two of the principal characters in the following story. There are

perhaps not a score of pages in it that run the risk of appearing

satirical; but the author follows another path; the age is gloomy,

out of temper; and one has to handle it with caution, even when

publishing a pamphlet which, as I have already told the author,

will be forgotten in six months at the latest, like the best works

of its kind.


In the meantime, we beg for a little of the indulgence that has

been shown to the authors of the comedy, Les Trois

Quartiers. They have held up a mirror to the public; is it

their fault if ugly people have passed in front of that mirror?

Does a mirror take sides?


The reader will find in the style of this novel artless forms of

speech, which I have not had the courage to alter. Nothing is more

tedious to my mind than Teutonic and romantic emphasis. The author

said: "Too zealous a search for noble turns of speech ends by

producing an admirable dryness; they make one read a single page

with pleasure; but this precious charm makes one shut the

book at the end of the chapter: and we wish our readers to read any

number of chapters. Spare me, therefore, my rustic or bourgeois

simplicity."


Remark that the author would be in despair if she thought that I

considered her style bourgeois. There is an unbounded

pride in her heart. It is the heart of a woman who would feel ten

years older were her name made public. Besides, the subject!…






STENDHAL.


ST. GINGOUF, July 23, 1827.
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It is old and plain … It is silly sooth And dallies with

the innocence of love.


TWELFTH NIGHT, Act II.





On his twentieth birthday, Octave had just left the École

Polytechnique. His father, the Marquis de Malivert, wished to keep

his only son in Paris. As soon as Octave understood that this was

the constant desire of a father whom he respected, and of his

mother whom he loved with an almost passionate love, he abandoned

his intention of entering the Artillery. He would have liked to

spend a few years in a regiment, and then resign his commission

until the next war, in which he was equally ready to serve as

Lieutenant or with the rank of Colonel. This is typical of the

eccentricities which made him odious to the common run of

humanity.


Plenty of brains, a tall figure, refined manners, the handsomest

great dark eyes in the world, would have assured Octave a place

among the most distinguished young men in society, had not a

certain sombre air, imprinted in those gentle eyes, led people to

pity rather than to envy him. He would have created a sensation had

he been in the habit of talking; but Octave desired nothing,

nothing appeared to cause him either pain or pleasure. Frequently

ill in his childhood, ever since vital energy had assumed control

of his organism he had always been observed to submit without

hesitation to what seemed to him to be prescribed by duty; but it

might have been thought that, if Duty had not made her voice heard,

he would not have had, in himself, sufficient impulse to make him

act. Perhaps some singular principle, deeply impressed upon his

youthful heart, and incompatible with the events of real life, as

he saw them develop round about him, led him to portray to himself

in too sombre colours both his own future and his relations with

his fellow men. Whatever the cause of his profound melancholy,

Octave seemed to have turned misanthrope before his time. Commander

de Soubirane, his uncle, said one day in his presence that the

boy's nature alarmed him. "Why should I appear other than what I

am?" was Octave's cold reply. "Your nephew will always keep to the

line of reason." "But never rise above or fall below it," retorted

the Commander with his Provençal vivacity; "from which I conclude

that if you are not the Messiah expected by the Hebrews, you are

Lucifer in person, come back to this world on purpose to worry me.

What the devil are you? I can't make you out; you are duty

incarnate." "How happy I should be never to fail in my

duty!" said Octave; "how I wish I could render up my soul pure to

my Creator, as I received it from Him!" "A miracle!" exclaimed the

Commander; "in the last twelvemonth, this is the first wish I have

seen spring from a heart frozen stiff with purity." And in order

not to spoil the effect of this utterance, the Commander hastily

left the room.


Octave looked tenderly at his mother; she knew whether his heart

was indeed frozen. It might be said of Madame de Malivert that she

had remained young although approaching her fiftieth birthday. It

was not only that she was still beautiful; she had, together with

an exceptionally sharp intellect, retained a keen and active

sympathv with her friends' interests, including the joys and

sorrows of young men. She entered naturally into their reasons for

hope or fear; and soon seemed to be hoping or fearing herself. This

kind of character has lost its charm now that public opinion seems

to have made it almost obligatory upon women of a certain age who

are not religious; but there was never the least trace of

affectation in Madame de Malivert.


Her servants had observed for some time past that she was in the

habit of driving out in a hackney carriage; and often, when she

came home, she was not alone. Saint-Jean, an inquisitive old

footman, who had accompanied his employers during the emigration,

tried to discover who a certain man was whom Madame de Malivert had

more than once brought home with her. On the first occasion,

Saint-Jean lost sight of the stranger in the crowd; at his second

attempt, his curiosity was more successful; he saw the person whom

he was following pass into the Charity Hospital, where he learned

from the porter that the stranger was none other than the famous

Doctor Duquerrel. Madame de Malivert's household discovered that

their mistress was bringing to the house in turn all the most

eminent doctors in Paris, and almost always she found an excuse for

letting them see her son.


Struck by the eccentricities which she remarked in Octave, she

feared lest his lungs might be affected; but she believed that,

were she unfortunately to have been right in her diagnosis, naming

that cruel malady would be tantamount to hastening its advance.

Doctors, who were men of intelligence, assured Madame de Malivert

that her son was suffering from no malady beyond that sort of

dissatisfied and critical melancholy characteristic of the young

men of his generation and position; but they warned her that she

herself ought to pay the closest attention to her lungs. These

dread tidings were divulged to the household by a régime which had

to be enforced; and M. de Malivert, from whom a vain attempt was

made to conceal the name of the malady, foresaw the possibility of

being left alone in his old age.


Extremely rich and extravagant before the Revolution, the

Marquis de Malivert, who had not set foot again in France until

1814, in the train of his monarch, found himself reduced by the

confiscations to an income of twenty or thirty thousand livres. He

thought himself a beggar. The sole occupation of a mind that had

never been any too powerful was now to seek a bride for Octave.

But, being still more faithful to his code of honour than to the

obsession that was tormenting him, the old Marquis de Malivert

never failed to begin the overtures that he made in society with

these words: "I can offer a good name, a certain pedigree

from the Crusade of Louis the Young, and I know of but thirteen

families in Paris that can hold up their heads and say that; but

otherwise, I see myself reduced to starvation, to begging my bread;

I am a pauper."


This view of life in an elderly man is not calculated to give

rise to that meek and philosophic resignation which makes old age

cheerful; and but for the outbursts of Commander de Soubirane, a

slightly mad and distinctly malicious Southerner, the house in

which Octave lived would have been conspicuous, even in the

Faubourg Saint-Germain, for its gloom. Madame de Malivert, whom

nothing could distract from her anxiety as to her son's health, not

even the thought of her own peril, took advantage of the delicate

state in which she found herself to cultivate the society of two

famous doctors. She sought to win their friendship. As these

gentlemen were, one the leader, the other one of the most fervent

adherents, of two rival sects, their discussions, albeit of a

subject so gloomy to any one who is not animated by an interest in

science and in the solution of the problem that faces him, were

sometimes amusing to Madame de Malivert, who had not lost a keen

and curious mind. She led them on to talk, and thanks to them, now

and again at least, voices were raised in the drawing-room, so

nobly furnished and yet so sombre, of the Hôtel de Malivert.


Its hangings of green velvet, surcharged with gilded ornaments,

seemed to have been put there on purpose to absorb all the light

that might come in through two huge windows, the original panes of

which had been replaced by plate glass. These windows gave upon a

deserted garden, divided into irregular compartments by box hedges.

A row of limes, trimmed regularly three times in the year, bounded

its farther end, and their motionless shapes seemed a living image

of the private lives of the family. The young Vicomte's bedroom,

which stood above the drawing-room and had been sacrificed to the

beauty of that essential apartment, was barely the height of a

half-landing. This room was the bane of Octave's life, and a score

of times, in his parents' hearing, he had sung its praises. He

lived in dread lest some involuntary exclamation should betray him

and reveal how intolerable this room and the whole house were to

him.


He keenly regretted his little cell at the Ecole Polytechnique.

His time there had been precious to him because it offered him the

semblance of the retirement and calm of a monastery. For a long

time Octave had had thoughts of withdrawing from the world and of

consecrating his life to God. This idea had alarmed his family,

especially the Marquis, who saw in the project the fulfilment of

all his fears of the abandonment which he dreaded in his old age.

But in seeking a closer knowledge of the truths of religion, Octave

had been led to study the writers who for the last two centuries

have tried to explain the nature of human thought and will, and his

ideas had changed considerably; his father's had not changed at

all. The Marquis, who had a horror of books and lawyers, was aghast

to see this young man shew a passion for reading; he was constantly

afraid of some scandal or other, and this was one of his principal

reasons for wishing an early marriage for Octave.


While they were basking in the fine days of late autumn, which,

in Paris, is like spring, Madame de Malivert said to her son: "You

ought to go out riding." Octave saw nothing in this suggestion but

an additional expense, and as his father's incessant lamentations

made him suppose the family fortune to be far more reduced than it

actually was, he held out for a long time. "What is the use, dear

Mama," was his invariable reply; "I am quite a tolerable horseman,

but riding gives me no pleasure." Madame de Malivert added to the

stable a superb English horse, the youth and beauty of which formed

a strange contrast to the pair of old Norman horses which for the

last twelve years had sufficed for the needs of the household.

Octave was embarrassed by this present; the neixt two days he spent

in thanking his mother for it; but on the third, happening to be

alone with her, when their conversation turned to the English

horse: "I love you too well to thank you again," he said, taking

Madame de Malivert's hand and pressing it to his lips. "Is your

son, for once in his life, to be wanting in sincerity towards the

person he loves most in the world? This horse is worth 4,000

francs; you are not rich enough to be able to spend so much money

without feeling the want of it."


Madame de Malivert opened the drawer of a writing desk. "Here is

my will," she said; "I have left you my diamonds, but upon the

express condition that as long as the money you receive from the

sale of them shall last, you shall have a horse which you are to

ride now and again by my order. I have sold two of the diamonds

secretly to give myself the pleasure of seeing you on a fine horse

in my lifetime. One of the greatest sacrifices your father has

imposed on me has been his making me promise not to part with these

ornaments which become me so ill. He has some political

expectation, which to my mind rests upon a very slender basis, and

he would think himself twice as poor and twice as decayed on the

day when his wife no longer had her diamonds."


A profound melancholy appeared on Octave's brow, and he replaced

in the drawer of the desk that document the name of which reminded

him of so painful, perhaps so imminent an event. He took his

mother's hand again, and held it in both his own, a display of

feeling which he rarely allowed himself. "Your father's plans,"

Madame de Malivert went on, "depend upon that Bill of Indemnity of

which we have been hearing for the last three years." "I hope with

all my heart that it may be rejected," said Octave. "And why," his

mother Went on, delighted to see him shew animation at anything and

give her this proof of his esteem and affection, "why should you

wish to see it rejected?" "In the first place, because, not being

comprehensive, it seems to me to be scarcely just; secondly,

because it will mean my marrying. I have the misfortune to have a

peculiar nature, I did not create myself so; all that I have been

able to do has been to know myself. Except at those moments when I

have the happiness of being alone with you, my one pleasure in life

consists in living in complete isolation, where not a living soul

has the right to address me." "Dear Octave, this singular taste is

the result of your inordinate passion for learning; your studies

make me tremble; you will end like Goethe's Faust. Are you prepared

to swear to me, as you did on Sunday, that your reading is not

confined to very bad books?" "I read the books that you have

indicated to me, dear Mama, at the same time as those which are

called bad books." "Ah! There is something mysterious and sombre

about you which makes me shudder; heaven only knows what you derive

from all this reading!" "Dear Mama, I cannot refuse to believe in

the truth of what seems to me to be true. How could an all-powerful

and good Being punish me for placing my faith in the evidence of

the organs with which He Himself has furnished me?" "Ah! I am

alwavs afraid of angering that terrible Being," said Madame de

Malivert with tears in her eyes; "He may take you out of reach of

my love. There are days when after reading Bourdaloue I am frozen

with terror. I find in the Bible that that all-powerful Being is

pitiless in His vengeance, and you are doubtless offending Him when

you read the philosophers of the eighteenth century. I confess to

you, the day before yesterday, I came out of Saint-Thomas d'Aquin

in a state bordering on despair. Though the anger of the

All-Powerful with impious books were but the tenth part of what M.

l'Abbé Fay———preaches, I might still be afraid of losing you. There

is an abominable journal which M. l'Abbé Fay———durst not even name

in his sermon, and which you read every day, I am sure." "Yes,

Mama, I do read it, but I am faithful to the promise I gave you;

immediately afterwards I read the paper whose doctrine is

diametrically opposed to it."


"Dear Octave, it is the violence of your passions that alarms

me, and above all the course that they are secretly tracing in your

heart. If I saw in you any of the tastes natural at your age, to

provide a diversion from your singular ideas, I should be less

alarmed. But you read impious books, and presently you will begin

to doubt the very existence of God. Why reflect upon these terrible

subjects? Do you recall your passion for chemistry? For eighteen

months you refused to see anybody, you estranged by your absence

our nearest relatives; you failed in the most essential duties."

"My interest in chemistry," replied Octave, "was not a passion, it

was a duty that I set myself; and heaven knows," he added with a

sigh, "whether I should not have done better, by remaining faithful

to that plan and making myself a man of learning withdrawn from the

world, by following the example of Newton!"


That evening Octave remained with his mother until one o'clock.

In vain had she urged him to go out to some social gathering, or at

least to the play. "I stay where I feel most happy," said Octave.

"There are moments when I believe you, and those are when I am with

you," was his delighted mother's answer; "but if for two days on

end I have seen you only with other people, my better judgment

prevails. It is impossible that such solitude can be good for a boy

of your age. I have diamonds here worth 74,000 francs lying idle,

and likely to remain so for long, since you shew no intention of

marrying; and indeed you are very young, twenty and five days!"

here Madame de Malivert rose from her couch to kiss her son. "I

have a good mind to sell these useless diamonds, I shall invest

what I receive for them, and the interest I shall employ in

increasing my expenditure; I should fix a day, and, on the plea of

my feeble health, I should be at home to those people only to whom

you had no objection." "Alas, dear Mama, the sight of all my fellow

créatures depresses me equally; I care for no one in the world but

you… ."


When her son had left her, notwithstanding the lateness of the

hour, Madame de Malivert, troubled by sinister forebodings, was

unable to sleep. She tried in vain to forget how dear Octave was to

her, and to judge him as she would have judged a stranger.

Invariably, instead of following a line of reason, her mind went

astray among romantic suppositions as to her son's future; the

Commanderas saying recurred to her. "Certainly," she said, "I feel

in him something superhuman; he lives like a creature apart,

separated from the rest of mankind." Then reverting to more

reasonable ideas, Madame de Malivert could not conceive her son's

having the liveliest or at least the most exalted passions, and at

the same time such an absence of inclination for everything that

was real in life. One would have said that his passions had their

source elsewhere and rested upon nothing that exists here below.

Everything about Octave, even his noble features, alarmed his

mother; his fine and tender eyes filled her with terror. They

seemed at times to be gazing into heaven and reflecting the bliss

that they saw there. A moment later, one read in them the torments

of the damned.


One feels a modest reluctance to question a person whose

happiness appears so fragile, and his mother often gazed at him

without venturing to address him. In his calmer moments, Octave's

eyes seemed to be dreaming of an absent happiness; you would have

called him a tender heart kept at a great distance from the sole

object of its affections. Octave was sincere in his answers to the

questions with which his mother plied him, and yet she could not

solve the mystery of that profound and often agitated distraction.

From his fifteenth year, Octave had been like this, and Madame de

Malivert had never thought seriously of any secret passion. Was not

Octave master of himself and of his fortune?


She constantly observed that the realities of life, so far from

being a source of emotion to her son, had no other effect than to

make him lose patience, as though they came to distract him and to

tear him in an aggravating fashion from his beloved musings. Apart

from the misfortune of this manner of life which seemed to alienate

him from his whole environment, Madame de Malivert could not fail

to recognise in Octave a strong and upright mind, spirited and

honourable. But this mind knew very well the justice of its claim

to independence and liberty, and his noble qualities formed a

strange alliance with a profundity of dissimulation incredible in a

boy of his age. This cruel reality destroyed in an instant all the

dreams of happiness which had brought calm to Madame de Malivert's

imagination.


Nothing was more irritating to her son, one might say, more

odious, for he was incapable of loving or hating by halves, than

the society of his uncle the Commander, and yet every one in the

household believed that he liked nothing better than to be M. de

Soubirane's adversary at chess, or to saunter with him on

the boulevard. This was a favourite expression with the Commander,

who for all his sixty years had still quite as many pretensions as

in 1789; only the fatuity of argument and profundity had taken the

place of the affectations of youth, which have at least the excuse

of charm and gaiety. This instance of so ready a dissimulation

frightened Madame de Malivert. "I have questioned my son as to the

pleasure he finds in his uncle's company, and he has told me the

truth; but," she said to herself, "who knows whether some strange

design may not be lurking in that singular heart? And if I never

put any questions to him about the matter, it will never occur to

him to speak to me of it. I am a simple woman," Madame de Malivert

told herself, "my vision extends only to a few trivial duties

within my range. How could I ever dare to think myself capable of

giving advice to so strong and singular a creature? I have no

friend to consult, endowed with a sufficiently superior judgment;

besides, how can I betray Octave's confidence; have I not promised

him absolute secrecy?"


When these melancholy reflexions had disturbed her until

daybreak, Madame de Malivert concluded, as was her custom, that she

ought to employ such influence as she had over her son to make him

go frequently to visit Madame la Marquise de Bonnivet. This was her

intimate friend and cousin, a woman of the highest position, in

whose drawing-room were constantly to be found all the most

distinguished elements of society. "My business," Madame de

Malivert told herself, "is to pay court to the persons of merit

whom I meet at Madame de Bonnivet's, and so find out what they

think of Octave." People went to this house to seek the pleasure of

being numbered among Madame de Bonnivet's friends, and the support

of her husband, a practised courtier burdened with years and

honours, and almost as much prized by his master as was that

delightful Admiral de Bonnivet, his ancestor, who made François I

do so many foolish things and punished himself for them so

nobly.2
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Melancholy mark'd him for her own, whose ambitious heart

overrates the happiness he cannot enjoy.


MARLOW.3





The following morning, at eight o'clock, a great upheaval

occurred in the household of Madame de Malivert. All the bells

pealed at once. Presently the old Marquis paid a visit to his wife,

who was still in bed; he himself had wasted no time in dressing. He

came and embraced her with tears in his eyes, "My dear," he said to

her, "we shall see our grandchildren before we die," and the good

old man wept copious tears. "God knows," he added, "that it is not

the thought of ceasing to be a beggar that makes me like this… .

The Bill of Indemnity is certain to pass, and you are to have two

millions." At this moment Octave, for whom the Marquis had sent,

knocked at the door; his father rose and flung himself into his

arms. Octave saw tears which he perhaps misinterpreted, for an

almost imperceptible flush appeared on his pale cheeks. "Draw back

the curtains; give me daylight!" said his mother in a tone of

vivacity. "Come here, look at me," she added, in the same tone,

and, without replying to her husband, examined the imperceptible

flush which was dyeing the upper part of Octave's cheeks. She knew,

from her conversations with the doctors, that a circular patch of

red on the cheeks is a symptom of weak lungs; she trembled for her

son's health and gave no more thought to the two millions of the

indemnity.


When Madame de Malivert was reassured, "Yes, my son," the

Marquis said at length, slightly out of patience with all this

fuss, "I have just heard for certain that the Bill of Indemnity is

to be introduced, and we can count upon 319 certain votes out of

420. Your mother has lost a fortune which I reckon at more than six

millions, and whatever may be the sacrifices which the fear of the

Jacobins may impose upon the King's justice, we may safely count

upon two millions. And so I am no longer a beggar, that is to say,

you are no longer a beggar, your fortune will once again be in

keeping with your birth, and I am now in a position to seek,

instead of begging a bride for you." "But, my dear," said Madame de

Malivert, "take care that your haste to believe this great news

does not expose you to the petty criticisms of our cousin Madame la

Duchesse d'Ancre and her friends. She already has all the millions

that you promise us; don't count your chickens before they are

hatched." "For the last five and twenty minutes," said the old

Marquis, taking out his watch, "I have been certain, yes, you may

say certain, that the Bill of Indemnity will be

passed."


The Marquis must have been right, for that evening, when the

impassive Octave appeared in Madame de Bonnivet's drawing-room, he

found a trace of eagerness in the welcome which he received on all

sides.


There was also a trace of pride in his manner of responding to

this sudden interest; so at least the old Duchesse d'Ancre

remarked. Octave's impression was one of aversion combined with

scorn. He found himself greeted more warmly, because of the

prospect of two millions, in Parisian society, and among the

people with whom he had been on most intimate terms. His ardent

spirit, as just and almost as severe towards others as towards

himself, ended by extracting a profound melancholy from this sad

truth. It was not that Octave's pride stooped to resentment of the

people whom chance had brought together in this drawing-room; he

was filled with pity for his own lot and for that of all mankind.

"I am so little loved, then," he said to himself, "that two

millions alter all the feelings that people had for me; instead of

seeking to deserve their love, I ought to have tried to enrich

myself by some form of trade." As he made these gloomy reflexions,

Octave happened to be seated upon a divan, facing a little chair

which was occupied by Armance de Zohi-loff, his cousin, and by

accident his eyes came to rest upon her. It occurred to him that

she had not uttered a word to him all that evening. Armance was a

niece, in reduced circumstances, of Mesdames de Bonnivet and de

Malivert, of about the same age as Octave, and as these two young

people were quite indifferent to one another, they were in the

habit of conversing with entire frankness. For three-quarters of an

hour Octave's heart had been steeped in bitterness, an idea now

struck him: "Armance pays me no compliment, she alone of the people

here is untouched by this increased interest which I owe to money,

she alone here has some nobility of soul." And he found some

consolation merely in looking at Armance. "So here at last is a

creature worthy of respect," he said to himself, and as the evening

advanced, he saw with a pleasure equal to the grief which at first

had flooded his heart that she continued to refrain from addressing

him.


Once only, when a provincial, a member of the Chamber of

Deputies, was paying Octave an ill-turned compliment with regard to

the two millions which he was going to vote him (these

were the man's own words), Octave caught a glance from Armance

directed at himself. Her expression was one that it was impossible

to misinterpret; so at least Octave's judgment, more severe than

could well be imagined, decided; this glance was intended to study

him, and (what gave him a perceptible feeling of pleasure) seemed

to expect to be obliged to despise him. The Deputy who was

preparing to vote millions received no quarter from Octave; the

young Vicomte's scorn was all too visible even to a provincial.

"They are all the same," said the Deputy from the————Department to

Commander de Soubirane whom he joined a moment later. "Ah, you fine

noblemen of the Court, if we could vote our own indemnities without

passing yours, you should not touch a penny, begad, until you had

given us guarantees. We have no wish now, as in the old days, to

see you colonels at three and twenty and ourselves captains at

forty. Of the 319 Deputies who are on the right side, 212 of us

belong to that provincial nobility which was sacrificed in the

past… ." The Commander, highly flattered at hearing such a

complaint addressed to himself, began to make excuses for the

people of quality. This conversation, which M. de Soubirane in his

self-importance called political, lasted for the rest of the

evening, and, notwithstanding the most piercing north wind, took

place in the bay of a window, the position prescribed for talking

politics.


The Commander deserted his post for a minute only, after begging

the Deputy to excuse him and to wait for him there. "I must go and

ask my nephew what he has done with my carriage," and he went and

whispered to Octave: "Talk, people are remarking on your silence;

pride is the last thing you should shew at this change of fortune.

Remember that these two millions are a restitution and nothing

more. Keep your pride till the King gives you a Blue Riband." And

the Commander returned to his window, running like a boy, and

muttering to himself: "Ah! At half-past eleven, the carriage."


Octave began to talk, and if he did not arrive at the ease and

sprightliness which make for complete success, his astonishing good

looks and the intense earnestness of his manner made a number of

the women present attach an uncommon value to what he said to them.

It is true that the noble simplicity with which he uttered his

words spoiled the effect of several piquant sallies; it was only

after a moment or two that his hearers felt surprise. His proud

nature never allowed him to utter in an emphatic tone what he

thought effective. His was one of those minds which their natural

pride places in the position of a girl who appears without rouge in

a drawing-room where the use of rouge is general; for the first few

minutes her pallor makes her appear sad. If Octave met with

success, it was because the place of the nimble wit and excitement

which he often lacked was filled that evening by a sentiment of the

bitterest irony.


This semblance of malice led the women of a certain age to

pardon him the simplicity of his manners, and the fools whom he

frightened made haste to applaud him. Octave, delicately expressing

all the contempt that was devouring him, was tasting the only

happiness that society could give him, when the Duchesse d'Ancre

came up to the divan upon which he was seated and said, not to him

but for his benefit, and in the lowest of tones, to her dearest

friend Madame de la Ronze: "Look at that little fool Armance, she

has actually taken it into her head to be jealous of the fortune

that has fallen from the clouds at M. de Malivert's feet. Lord! How

ill envy becomes a woman!" Her friend guessed the Duchesse's

meaning, and caught the fixed stare of Octave who, while appearing

to see nothing but the venerable face of the Bishop of————who was

talking to him at the moment, had heard all. In less than three

minutes, Mademoiselle de Zohiloff's silence was explained, and she

herself proved guilty, in Octave's mind, of all the base feelings

of which she had been accused. "Great God," he said to himself,

"there is no exception, then, to the baseness of feeling of all

this set! And what grounds have I for supposing that other sets are

in any way different? If people dare to flaunt such a worship of

money in one of the most exclusive drawing-rooms in France, among

people, none of whom can open the History of France without coming

upon a hero of his own name, what can it be like among the wretched

merchants, who are millionaires to-day, but whose fathers only

yesterday were behind the counter? God, how vile men are!"


Octave fled from Madame de Bonnivet's drawing-room; the

fashionable world filled him with horror. He left the family

carriage for his uncle the Commander and returned home on foot. It

was raining in torrents; the rain delighted him. Soon he had ceased

to notice the regular tempest that was meanwhile flooding Paris.

"The one resource against this general degradation," he thought,

"would be to find a noble soul, not yet debased by the sham wisdom

of the Duchesse d'Ancre and all her kind, to cling to her forever,

to see no one but her, to live with her and solely for her and for

her happiness. I should love her passionately… . I should love

her! Wretch that I am!" At this moment a carriage turning at a

gallop from the Rue de Poitiers into the Rue de Bourbon almost ran

over Octave. The back wheel struck him violently in the chest and

tore his waistcoat: he stood rooted to the ground; the vision of

death had cooled his blood.


"God! Why was I not crushed out of existence?" he said, looking

up to heaven. Nor did the rain that was falling in torrents make

him bow his head; this cold rain did him good. It was only some

minutes later that he proceeded on his way. He ran upstairs to his

own room, changed his clothes, and inquired whether his mother were

visible. But as she did not expect him she had gone early to bed.

Left to his own company, he found everything tedious, even the

sombre Alfieri, one of whose tragedies he attempted to read. For a

long time he paced the floor of his vast and low apartment.

Finally, "Why not make an end of it all?" he asked himself; "why

this obstinate resistance to the fate that is crushing me? It is

all very well my forming what are apparently the most reasonable

plans of conduct, my life is nothing but a succession of griefs and

bitter feelings. This month is no better than the last; this year

is no better than last year. Why this obstinate determination to go

on living? Can I be wanting in firmness? What is death?" he asked

himself, opening his case of pistols and examining them. "A very

small matter, when all is said; only a fool would be concerned

about it. My mother, my poor mother, is dying of consumption; a

little time, and I must follow her. I may even precede her if life

is too bitter a grief for me. Were it possible to ask such a

favour, she would grant it… . The Commander, my father himself do

not care for me; they value the name I bear; they cherish in me an

excuse for ambition. It is a very minor duty that binds me to them…

." This word duty came like a thunderbolt to Octave. "A

minor duty!" he cried, coming to a halt, "a duty of little

importance! … Is it of little importance, if it is the only

duty I have left? If I do not overcome the difficulties that chance

presents to me here and now, what right have I to assume that I am

certain of conquering all those that it may one day present to me?

What! I have the pride to imagine myself superior to every danger,

to every sort of evil that may attack a man, and yet I beg the

grief that presents itself to choose a form that will suit me, that

is to say, to diminish its force by half. What pettiness! And I

thought myself so strong! I was nothing but a presumptuous

fool."
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