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  In the southeastern part of Berri there is a peculiarly picturesque bit of country some three or four leagues in extent. As the highroad from Paris to Clermont, which passes through it, is thickly settled on both sides, it is difficult for the traveler to suspect the beauty of the country near at hand. But he who, seeking shade and silence, should turn aside into one of the winding roads, enclosed between high banks, which branch off from the main highway at every moment, would soon see before him a cool and tranquil landscape, fields of a delicate green, melancholy streamlets, clumps of alders and ash trees—a delicious pastoral scene. In vain would he seek within a radius of several leagues a house built of stone or with a slated roof. At rare intervals a tiny thread of blue smoke, rising slowly above the foliage, would announce that a thatched roof was near at hand; and if he should spy above the walnut trees on the hill the weather vane of a little church, a few steps farther on he would come upon a bell-tower sheathed in moss-covered tiles, a dozen scattered cottages surrounded by their orchards and their hemp-fields, a brook with its bridge formed of three pieces of timber, a cemetery a few rods square, enclosed by a quick-set hedge, five elms arranged in a quincunx and a ruined tower. This is what is called in the province a bourg.




  There is nothing like the absolute repose of those unknown regions. Luxury has not found its way thither, nor the arts, nor the mania for scientific investigation, nor the hundred-armed monster called industry. Revolutions are hardly perceptible there, and the last war of which the soil retains a barely perceptible trace is that between Huguenots and Catholics; and, even of that, the tradition is so uncertain and so faint that if you should question the natives, they would reply that those things took place at least two thousand years ago; for the principal virtue of that race of tillers of the soil is heedlessness in the matter of antiquities. You can travel all over their domains, pray before their saints, drink from their wells, without ever running the risk of having to listen to the usual feudal chronicles or the indispensable miraculous legend. The grave and silent disposition of the peasant is not one of the least potent attractions of that region. Nothing surprises him, nothing attracts him. Your chance presence in his pathway will not even make him turn his head, and, if you ask him to direct you to a town or a farm, his sole response will be a condescending smile, as if to prove to you that he is not deceived by your pleasantry. The peasant of Berri cannot understand how a man can walk without knowing where he is going. His dog will hardly deign to bark after you; his children will hide behind the hedge to evade your eyes or your questions, and the smallest of them, if he has not been able to follow his brothers in their flight, will throw himself into the ditch from fright, shrieking with all his strength. But the most impassive countenance will be that of a great white ox, the inevitable dean of every pasture, who, staring fixedly at you from among the bushes, will seem to hold in check the less solemn and less kindly disposed family of frightened bulls.




  Aside from this initial coldness to the overtures of the stranger, the husbandman of that region is pleasant and hospitable, like his peaceful glades, like his aromatic meadows.




  A particular tract of land between two small streams is especially remarkable for the healthy dark hues of its vegetation, which have caused it to be called the Black Valley. It is peopled only by scattered cottages and a few farms which yield a good revenue. The farm called Grangeneuve is of considerable size, but in the simplicity of its aspect there is nothing at variance with that of its surroundings. An avenue of maples leads to the house, and at the foot of the rustic buildings the Indre, in that place nothing more than a babbling brook, flows peacefully among the rushes and yellow irises of the meadow.




  The first of May is a day of excitement and merrymaking for the people of the Black Valley. At its farther end, about two leagues from its centre, where Grangeneuve is situated, there is held one of those rustic fêtes which in every province bring together all the people of the neighborhood, from the sub-prefect of the department to the pretty grisette who has plaited that functionary’s shirt-frill on the preceding day; from the noble châtelaine to the little shepherd—pâtour is the local word—who pastures his goat and his sheep at the expense of the seignioral hedges. They all come to eat and dance on the grass, with more or less appetite, more or less enjoyment; they all exhibit themselves in calèches or on donkey-back, in caps or Italian straw hats, in clogs of poplar-wood or slippers of Turkish satin, in silk dresses or drugget skirts. It is a red-letter day for the pretty girls, a day of retribution for beauty, when the somewhat problematical charms of the salons are summoned forth into the bright sunlight, to compete with the vigorous health and blooming youth of the village maidens; when the masculine areopagus is made up of judges of all ranks, and the contending parties are brought face to face, amid the dust and under the blaze of keen glances, while the violins are playing. Many righteous triumphs, many well-merited reparations, many long contested judgments, make the day of the fête champêtre memorable in the annals of coquetry; and the first of May was, in the Black Valley as elsewhere, a great subject of secret rivalry between the peasant women in their Sunday clothes and the ladies of the neighboring town.




  But it was at Grangeneuve that the most formidable arsenal of these artless fascinations was prepared for use early in the morning. It was in a large, low room, lighted by small-paned windows; the walls were covered with a gaudy-hued paper, which clashed with the blackened beams of the ceiling, the solid oak doors, and the common clothes-press. In that imperfectly decorated apartment, where the classic rusticity of its primitive condition was emphasized by some handsome modern furniture, a lovely girl of sixteen stood before the scalloped gilt frame of an old mirror which seemed to lean forward to admire her, giving the last touches to a costume more gorgeous than refined. But Athénaïs, the honest farmer’s only heir, was so youthful, so rosy, so delicious to look upon, that she seemed graceful and natural even in her borrowed finery. While she arranged the folds of her tulle dress, madame her mother was stooping in front of the door, with her sleeves rolled up to the elbow, preparing in a huge kettle some sort of a compound of bran and water, about which a demi-brigade of ducks stood in good order, in an ecstasy of anticipation. A bright and joyous sunbeam entered through the open door, and fell upon the gayly bedecked maiden, rosy-cheeked and dainty, so different from her buxom, sunburned, homespun-clad mother.




  At the other end of the room, a young man dressed in black sat carelessly on a couch and gazed at Athénaïs without speaking. But his features did not express that effusive, childish delight which every one of the girl’s movements betrayed. At times indeed a faint expression of irony and compassion seemed to raise the corners of his large, thin-lipped, mobile mouth.




  Monsieur Lhéry, or Père Lhéry, as he was still called from habit by the peasants whose companion and equal he had been for many years, was placidly warming his white-stockinged shins at the fire of fagots which burned on the hearth at all seasons, as the custom is in the country. He was a most worthy man, still hale and hearty, and he wore striped short-clothes, a flowered waistcoat, a long coat and a queue. The queue is a priceless vestige of the past, which is rapidly vanishing on French soil. Berri having suffered less than any other province from the inroads of civilization, that style of head-dress still prevails there among a few loyal adherents in the class of half-bourgeois, half-rustic farmers. In their youth it was the first step toward aristocratic habits, and they would consider that they were going backward to-day, if they should deprive their heads of that social distinction. Monsieur Lhéry had protected his against the satirical assaults of his daughter, and it was perhaps the only subject upon which Athénaïs’s doting father had refused to accede to her wishes during her whole life.




  “Come, come, mamma!” said Athénaïs, fastening the golden clasp of her black belt, “ haven’t you finished feeding your ducks? Aren’t you dressed yet? Why, we shall never get started!”




  “Patience, patience, my girl!” said Mère Lhéry, distributing the food among her fowls with noble impartiality; “I shall have all the time I need to fix myself while they’re hitching Mignon to the wagon. Ah! bless my soul, my child, I don’t need all the time you do! I am no longer young; and when I was, I didn’t have the time nor the means to make myself pretty as you do. I didn’t spend two hours over my dressing, I tell you!”




  “Are you reproaching me now?” said Athénaïs with a pout.




  “No, my girl, no,” replied the old woman. “Enjoy yourself, make yourself fine, my child; you are rich, make the most of your father and mother’s hard work. We are too old to enjoy it now. And then, when you’ve got into the habit of being poor, you can’t get out of it. I might have servants to wait on me for my money, but it’s impossible; the old habit is too strong for me, and I must do everything in the house with my own hands. But you play the great lady, my girl; you were brought up for that; it’s what your father intended; you’re not made for any ploughboy, and the husband you get will be glad enough to find you with white hands, eh?”




  As Madame Lhéry finished wiping her kettle and delivering this affectionate rather than sensible harangue, she made a grimace at the young man by way of a smile. He pretended not to notice it, and Père Lhéry, who was gazing at his shoe buckles in the state of vacuous stupidity so sweet to the peasant in his hours of repose, lifted his half-closed eyes to his future son-in-law, as if to share his satisfaction. But the future son-in-law in order to escape those mute attentions, rose, changed his seat, and finally said to Madame Lhéry:




  “Shall I go to get the carriage ready, aunt?”




  “Go, my boy, go if you will. I shan’t keep you waiting.”




  The nephew was about to leave the room when a fifth person entered, who, in manner and in costume, presented a striking contrast to the occupants of the farmhouse.
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  She was a small, slender woman, who seemed, at first glance, to be about twenty-five years of age; but, upon a closer view, one might credit her with thirty years and not be too liberal to her. Her slight and well proportioned figure still had the grace of youth; but her face, which was both distinguished and pretty, bore the marks of grief, which is even more blasting in its effects than the lapse of years. Her careless attire, her undressed hair, her tranquil manner, were sufficiently indicative of her purpose not to attend the fête. But, in the diminutive size of her slipper, in the modest and graceful arrangement of her gray dress, in the whiteness of her neck, in her firm and elastic step, there was more genuine aristocracy than in all Athénaïs’s finery. And yet this imposing personage, at whose entrance all the others rose respectfully, bore no other name among her hosts at the farm than that of Mademoiselle Louise.




  She offered her hand affectionately to Madame Lhéry, kissed her daughter on the forehead, and bestowed a friendly smile on the young man.




  “Well,” said Père Lhéry, “have you had a nice long walk this morning, my dear young lady?”




  “Guess where I really dared to go?” replied Mademoiselle Louise, seating herself familiarly beside him.




  “Not to the château, I hope?” said the nephew, hastily.




  “To the château, just so, Bénédict,” she replied.




  “How imprudent!” exclaimed Athénaïs, suspending for a moment the operation of crimping her curly locks, and curiously drawing near.




  “Why so?” rejoined Louise; “didn’t you tell me that all the servants had been changed except poor nurse? And she certainly would not have betrayed me if I had happened to meet her.”




  “But you might have met madame.”




  “At six o’clock In the morning? Madame stays in bed until noon.”




  “So you rose before dawn, did you?” said Bénédict. “Indeed, I thought that I heard you open the garden door.”




  “But there’s mademoiselle!” exclaimed Madame Lhéry; “they say she’s a very early riser, and very active. Suppose you had met her?”




  “Ah! if I only could!” said Louise, excitedly; “ I shall have no rest till I have seen her face, and heard the sound of her voice. You know her, Athénaïs; do tell me again that she is pretty and sweet and resembles her father!”




  “There is someone here whom she resembles much more,” replied Athénaïs, looking at Louise; “which is as much as to say that she is sweet and pretty.”




  Bénédict’s face brightened and his eyes rested kindly on his fiancée.




  “But listen,” said Athénaïs to Louise, “if you’re so anxious to see Mademoiselle Valentine, you should come to the fête with us; you can keep out of sight in Cousin Simonne’s house on the square, and from there you will certainly see the ladies, for Mademoiselle Valentine assured me they would come.”




  “That is impossible, my dear love,” Louise replied; “ I could not alight from the carriage without being recognized or suspected. Besides, there is only one person in that family whom I want to see; the presence of the, others would spoil the pleasure I anticipate in seeing her. But we have talked enough about my plans; let us talk of yours, Athénaïs. I should judge that you propose to crush the whole province by such a display of bloom and beauty!”




  The young farmer-maid blushed with delight and kissed Louise with a warmth which demonstrated clearly enough the artless satisfaction she felt in being admired.




  “I am going to get my hat,” she said; “you’ll help me to put it on, won’t you?”




  And she hurriedly ascended the wooden staircase leading to her chamber.




  Meanwhile Mère Lhéry left the room by another door to go to change her dress; her husband took a pitchfork and went to give his instructions for the day to the herdsman.




  Thereupon Bénédict, being left alone with Louise, drew closer to her and said in a low tone:




  “You spoil Athénaïs like all the rest. You are the only one who has any right to talk to her, and you do not condescend to do it.”




  “Why, what cause of reproach have you against the poor child?” said Louise, in amazement. “O Bénédict, you are very hard to suit!”




  “That is what everybody tells me, even you, mademoiselle, who are so well able to understand what I suffer from this young woman’s character and absurdities!”




  “Absurdities?” repeated Louise. “Can it be that you are not in love with her?”




  Bénédict did not answer, but after a moment of silent embarrassment, he said:




  “You must agree that her costume is extravagant today. The idea of dancing in the sun and dust in a ball dress, satin slippers, a cashmere shawl and feathers! Not only is such finery out of place, but I consider it in execrable taste. At her age, a young woman ought to think first of simplicity and to know how to embellish herself at small expense.”




  “Is it Athénaïs’s fault if she has been brought up so? How much you make of trifles! Give your attention rather to pleasing her and obtaining supreme influence over her mind and heart; then you may be sure that your wishes will be laws to her. But you think only of thwarting her and contradicting her, and she so petted, so like a queen in her family! Remember how kind and how sensitive her heart is.”




  “Her heart, her heart! no doubt she has a good heart; but her intellect is so limited! her kindness of heart is all native, all born of the soil, like the plants which grow well or ill without understanding the reason. How I detest her coquetry! I shall have to give her my arm, walk her about and exhibit her at this fête, listen to the idiotic admiration of some and the idiotic disparagement of others! What a bore! I wish it were over!”




  “What an extraordinary disposition! Do you know, Bénédict, I can’t understand you. How many men in your place would take the greatest pride in being seen in public with the prettiest girl and the richest heiress in our whole district, in arousing the envy of twenty discarded rivals, in being able to say that you are her fiancée? Instead of that, you think of nothing but indulging in bitter criticism of some trivial failings, common to all young women of her class, whose education is not in harmony with their birth. You consider it a crime on her part to submit to the consequences of her parents’ vanity—a most harmless sort of vanity after all, and something of which you should be the last to complain.”




  “I know it,” he rejoined hastily, “I know all that you are going to say. They owed me nothing and they have given me everything. They took me in, the son of their brother, a peasant like themselves, but a poor peasant—me, a penniless orphan. They gave me a home, adopted me, and instead of putting me at the plough, to which I was apparently destined by the laws of society, they sent me to Paris at their expense; they gave me an education, they transformed me into a bourgeois, a student, a wit, and they also intend their daughter for me, their rich, lovely and vain daughter. They have reserved her for me, they offer her to me! Oh! undoubtedly they are very fond of me, these simple-hearted and generous kindred of mine! but their blind affection has gone astray, and all the good they have sought to do me has changed into evil. Cursed be the passion for aspiring to a higher place than one can reach!”




  Bénédict stamped on the floor; Louise looked at him with a pained but stern expression.




  “Is this the way you talked yesterday, when you returned from the hunt, to that ignorant, shallow-brained young nobleman, who denied the benefits of education and wanted to arrest the progress of the inferior ranks of society? What excellent arguments you had at hand to defend the propagation of knowledge, and the theory that all men should be free to grow and succeed! Bénédict, this fickle, irresolute, disappointed mind of yours, this mind which scrutinizes and depreciates everything, surprises me and grieves me. I am afraid that in you the good seed is changing to tares; I am afraid that you are much below your education, or much above it, which would be no less a misfortune.”




  “Louise, Louise!” said Bénédict in an altered voice, seizing the young woman’s hand.




  He gazed at her earnestly and with moist eyes; Louise blushed and turned her eyes away with a displeased air. Bénédict dropped her hand and began to pace the floor excitedly and angrily; then he returned to her and made an effort to become calm once more.




  “You are too indulgent,” he said to her; “ you have lived longer than I, and yet I think that you are much younger. You have the experience of your sentiments, which are noble and generous, but you have not studied the hearts of others, you have no suspicion of their deformities and pettiness; you attach no importance to the imperfections of others, perhaps you do not even see them! Ah! mademoiselle, mademoiselle! you are a very indulgent and a very dangerous guide.”




  “These are singular reproaches,” said Louise with forced gayety. “Whose mentor have I assumed to be? Have I not always told you, on the contrary, that I was no better fitted to guide others than to guide myself? I lack experience, you say? Oh! I do not complain of that, I promise you!”




  Tears rolled down Louise’s cheeks. There was a moment’s silence, during which Bénédict again approached and stood beside her, deeply moved and trembling. Trying to conceal her melancholy, Louise continued:




  “But you are right; I have lived too much within myself to observe others thoroughly. I have wasted too much time in suffering; my life has been ill employed.”




  Louise discovered that Bénédict was weeping. She was afraid of the young man’s excessive sensitiveness, and, pointing to the courtyard, she motioned to him to go to assist his uncle, who was himself harnessing a stout Poitou nag to the family conveyance. But Bénédict did not grasp her meaning.




  “Louise!” he said ardently; “ Louise!” he repeated in a lower tone. “It is a pretty name,” he continued, “ so simple and so sweet! and you bear that name, while my cousin, who is so well fitted to milk cows and watch sheep, is named Athénaïs! I have another cousin named Zoraïde, and she has just named her little brat Adhémar! The nobles are perfectly justified in despising our absurd foibles; they are shocking! don’t you think so? Here’s a spinning-wheel, my good aunt’s spinning-wheel; who supplies it with flax? who turns it patiently in her absence? Not Athénaïs. Oh! no! she would think that she debased herself if she touched a spindle; she would be afraid of going down again into the social condition from which she came if she should learn to do any useful work. No, no; she knows how to embroider, play the guitar, paint flowers and dance; but you, mademoiselle, who were born in opulence, know how to spin; you are sweet, humble and industrious. I hear footsteps overhead. She is coming; she had forgotten herself before her mirror, I doubt not!”




  “Bénédict! do go to get your hat,” cried Athénaïs from the top of the staircase.




  “Pray, go!” said Louise in an undertone, seeing that Bénédict did not stir.




  “Curse the fête!” he replied in the same tone. “I must go, so be it; but as soon as I have deposited my fair cousin on the greensward, I shall take pains to have my foot trodden on and return to the farm. Will you be here, Mademoiselle Louise?”




  “No, monsieur, I shall not be here,” she replied dryly.




  Bénédict’s faced flushed with indignation. He made ready to go. Madame Lhéry reappeared in a less gorgeous but even more absurd costume than her daughter’s. The satin and lace served admirably to set off the coppery tinge of her sunburned face, her strongly accentuated features and her plebeian gait. Athénaïs passed a quarter of an hour arranging her skirts, with much ill-humor, on the back seat of the carriage, reproving her mother for rumpling her sleeves by taking up too much room beside her, and regretting in her heart that the folly of her parents had not reached a point of procuring a calèche.




  Père Lhéry held his hat on his knees, in order not to expose it to the risk of accident from the jolting of the vehicle by keeping it on his head. Bénédict mounted the front seat, and, as he took the reins, ventured to cast a last glance at Louise; but he encountered such a cold, stern expression in her eyes, that he lowered his own, bit his lips, and angrily lashed the horse. Mignon started off at a gallop, and, as she struck the deep mud holes in the road, imparted to the vehicle a series of violent shocks, most disastrous to the hats of the two ladies and to Athénaïs’s temper.
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  But, after a few rods, the mare, being ill adapted by nature for racing, slackened her pace; Bénédict’s irascible mood passed away, giving place to shame and remorse; and Père Lhéry slept soundly.




  They followed one of the little grass-grown roads called in village parlance traînes; a road so narrow that the narrow carriage touched the branches of the trees on both sides, and that Athénaïs was able to pluck a large bunch of hawthorn by passing her arm, encased in a white glove, through the side window. There are no words to describe the freshness and charm of those little tortuous paths which wind capriciously in and out under the never-failing arbors of foliage, revealing at each turn fresh depths of shadow, ever greener and more mysterious. When the noonday sun burns even to its roots the tall, dense grass of the fields, when the insects buzz noisily and the quail amorously clucks in the furrows, coolness and silence seem to take refuge in the traînes. You may walk an hour there without hearing other sounds than the flight of a blackbird alarmed by your approach, or the leap of a little green frog, gleaming like an emerald, who was sleeping in his cabin of interlaced rushes. Even yonder ditch contains a whole world of inhabitants, a whole forest of plants; its limpid water flows noiselessly over the clay, casting off its impurities, and kisses gently the watercress, balsam and hepatica on the banks; the water-moss, the long grasses called water ribbons, the hairy, hanging aquatic mosses, quiver incessantly in its silent little eddies; the yellow wagtail runs along the sand with a mischievous yet timid air; the clematis and the honeysuckle shade it with leafy arbors where the nightingale hides his nest. In spring it is all flowers and fragrance; in autumn, purple sloes cover the twigs which turn white first of all in April; the red haw, of which the thrushes are so fond, replaces the hawthorn flower, and the bramble bushes, all covered with bits of fleece left by the sheep in passing through, are tinged with purple by small wild berries pleasant to the taste.




  Bénédict, allowing the placid steed’s reins to hang loosely, fell into a profound reverie. He was a young man of a strange temperament; those who were closest to him, in default of another of the same sort to whom to liken him, considered him as being altogether outside of the common run of mankind. The majority despised him as a man incapable of doing anything useful and substantial; and if they did not show in what slight esteem they held him, it was because they were forced to accord him the possession of true physical courage and enduring resentment. On the other hand, the Lhéry family, simple-hearted and kindly as they were, did not hesitate to accord him a place in the very highest rank in the matter of intellect and learning. Blind to his defects, those excellent people saw in their nephew simply a young man whose imagination was too fertile and his learning too extensive to allow him to enjoy repose of mind. But Bénédict, at the age of twenty-two, had not received what is called a practical education. At Paris, being possessed by love of art and of science in turn, he had become proficient in no specialty. He had worked hard, but he had stopped when practical application of what he had learned became necessary. He had become disgusted just at the moment when others reap the fruit of their labors. To him love of study ended where the necessity of adopting a profession began. Having once acquired the treasures of art and science, he was no longer spurred on by the selfish impulse to apply them to his own interests; and as he did not know how to be useful to himself, people said when they saw him without occupation: “What is he good for?




  His cousin had been destined for him from the beginning of time; that was the best retort which could be made to those envious persons who accused the Lhérys of allowing their hearts as well as their minds to be corrupted by wealth. It cannot be denied that their common sense, the common sense of the peasant, usually so straightforward and sure, had received a rude blow in the bosom of prosperity. They had ceased to esteem the simple and modest virtues, and, after vain efforts to destroy them in themselves, they had done their utmost to stifle the germs of those virtues in their children; but they had not ceased to love them with almost equal affection, and, while working at their ruin, they had believed that they were working for their happiness.




  Such a bringing-up had proved disastrous to both. Athénaïs, like soft and flexible wax, had acquired in a boarding-school at Orleans all the faults of provincial young ladies—vanity, ambition, envy and pettiness of spirit. However, goodness of heart was in her a sort of sacred heritage transmitted by her mother, and outside influences had been unable to destroy it. Thus there was much to hope for her from the lessons of experience and the future.




  The harm done was greater in the case of Bénédict. Instead of benumbing his generous impulses, education had developed them immeasurably, and had changed them into a deplorable feverish sort of irritation. That ardent temperament, that impressionable soul needed a course of tranquillizing ideas, of repressive treatment. Perhaps, too, labor in the fields and bodily fatigue would have employed to advantage the excess of force which fermented to no purpose in that vigorous organization. The enlightenment of civilization, which has developed so many precious qualities, has, perhaps, vitiated quite as many. It is a misfortune of the generations placed between those which knew nothing and those which will know just enough: they know too much.




  Lhéry and his wife could not understand the misfortunes of this situation. They refused even to imagine them, and having no conception of any other felicities than those which they could confer, they boasted artlessly of having the power to put Bénédict’s ennui to flight: according to them it could be done by a good farm, a pretty farmer-maid, and a dowry of two hundred thousand francs in cash with which to begin housekeeping. But Bénédict was insensible to these flattering marks of their affection. Money aroused in him profound contempt, the enthusiastic, exaggerated contempt of a generation of young men often too quick to change their principles and to bend a converted knee before the god of the universe. Bénédict felt that he was consumed by a secret ambition; but it was not that; it was the ambition of his age, of the things which flatter the self-esteem in a nobler way.




  He did not as yet know the special object of his vague and painful expectation. He had thought several times that he recognized it in the vivid caprices of his imagination. Those caprices had vanished without bringing him any lasting enjoyment. Now, he was constantly conscious of it as of a pitiless pain confined in his breast, and it had never tortured him so cruelly as when he least knew what use to make of it. Ennui, that horrible disease which is more prevalent at the present time than at any other period in the history of society, had attacked Bénédict’s destiny in its bloom; it stretched out like a black cloud over his whole future. It had already blighted the most priceless faculty of his age—hope.




  At Paris, solitude had disgusted him. Although he considered it far preferable to society, it was too dismal in his little student’s chamber, too dangerous for faculties so active as his. His health had suffered, and his kind-hearted relations, in dismay, had sent for him to return. He had been at home a month, and his complexion had already recovered the ruddy coloring of health; but his heart was more perturbed than ever. The poetic atmosphere of the fields, to which he was so susceptible, excited to delirium the intensity of the un-fathomed cravings which were consuming him. His home life, always so beneficent and soothing at first, whenever he made a trial of it, had already become more tedious than ever. He felt no inclination for Athénaïs. She was too far below the chimeras of his imagination, and the idea of settling down among the extravagant or puerile habits which were conjoined and contrasted in his family was hateful to him. His heart opened, it is true, to affection and gratitude; but those sentiments were to him a source of constant combats and remorse. He could not refrain from reflections pitiless and cruel in their irony, at sight of all the mean and trivial struggles amid which he lived, of that mixture of parsimony and extravagance which makes the ways of the parvenu so ridiculous. Monsieur and Madame Lhéry, paternal and tyrannical at the same time, gave excellent wine to their farm hands on Sunday; during the week they reproved them for putting a dash of vinegar in their water. They readily supplied their daughter with a fine piano, a lemonwood toilet set and richly-bound books; they scolded her for throwing an extra stick on the fire. At home they were poor and niggardly, in order to make their servants industrious and economical; abroad they were puffed up with pride, and would have considered the slightest doubt of their opulence an insult. Kind-hearted, charitable, easily moved to pity as they were, they had succeeded, by their folly, in making themselves detested by their neighbors, who were even more vain and foolish than they.




  These were failings which Bénédict could not endure. Youth is much more bitter and intolerant to old age than old age is to youth. But in the midst of his discouragement certain vague and confused impulses had shed a ray or two of hope upon his life. Louise, Madame or Mademoiselle Louise—she was called by both names indifferently—had taken up her abode at Grangeneuve about three weeks before. At first the difference in their ages had kept their acquaintance upon a tranquil, careless footing; certain preconceived ideas unfavorable to Louise, whom Bénédict had not seen for twelve years, speedily vanished in the pure and appealing fascination of intimate intercourse with her. Their tastes, their education, their sympathetic ideas had rapidly brought them together, and Louise, by virtue of her age, her misfortunes and her qualities, had acquired complete ascendancy over her young friend’s mind. But the joys of this intimacy were of short duration. Bénédict, always quick to pass the goal, always eager to deify his admirations, and to poison his pleasures by carrying them to excess, imagined that he was in love with Louise, that she was the one woman after his own heart, and that he could not live where she was not. It was the error of a day. The coldness with which Louise received his timid declarations angered more than it grieved him. In his resentment he inwardly accused her of pride and lack of heart. Then he recalled her misfortunes and admitted to himself that she was no less deserving of respect than of compassion. On two or three occasions he was conscious of a rekindling of the impetuous aspirations of a heart too passionate for friendship; but Louise was able to soothe him. She did not employ to that end the reason which goes astray while splitting hairs; her experience taught her to distrust compassion; she manifested none for him, and although her heart was by no means disposed to harshness, she resorted to it to effect the young man’s cure. The emotion which Bénédict had displayed during their interview that morning had been, as it were, his last attempt at rebellion. Now he repented of his folly, and, buried in his reflections, he felt, in his ever increasing disquietude, that the time had not come for him to love anybody or anything exclusively.




  Madame Lhéry broke the silence with a trivial remark.




  “You’ll stain your gloves with those flowers,” she said to her daughter. “Pray remember that madame said the other day before you: ‘ You can always recognize a woman of the common people in the provinces by her feet and hands.’ She didn’t think, the dear soul, that we might take that to ourselves.”




  “On the contrary, I think she said it expressly for us. Poor mamma, you know Madame de Raimbault very little if you think that she would regret having insulted us.”




  “Insulted us!” rejoined Madame Lhéry. “She meant to insult us? I’d like to see her do it! Yes, indeed I would! Do you suppose I’d stand an insult from anybody, I don’t care who?”




  “Still, we shall have to put up with more than one impertinence so long as we are her farmers. Farmers, always farmers! when we have an estate at least as good as madame la comtesse’s! Papa, I won’t let you alone till you’ve got rid of this wretched farm. I don’t like it, I can’t endure it.”




  Père Lhéry shook his head.




  “Three thousand francs profit every year is always a good thing to have,” he replied.




  “It would be better to earn three thousand francs less and recover our liberty, enjoy our wealth, free ourselves from the kind of tyranny that that harsh, arrogant woman exercises over us.”




  “Psha!” said Madame Lhéry, “ we almost never have dealings with her. Since that unfortunate event she comes to the province every five or six years only. This time she came only on account of her demoiselle’s wedding. Who knows that this won’t be the last time? It’s my belief that Mademoiselle Valentine will have the château and the farm for her dowry. Then what a kind mistress we should have!”




  “To be sure, Valentine is a dear girl,” said Athénaïs, proud to be able to speak in that familiar tone of a person whose rank she envied. “Oh! she’s not proud; she hasn’t forgotten that we played together when we were little. And then she has the good sense to understand that money is the only distinguishing mark, and that our money’s as honorable as hers.”




  “I should say so!” rejoined Madame Lhéry; “for she has only had the trouble of being born, while we have earned our money by hard work and at our peril. But still there’s nothing to say against her; she’s a good young lady and a pretty girl, da! Did you ever see her, Bénédict?”




  “Never, aunt”




  “And then I’m attached to that family,” continued Madame Lhéry. “The father was such a good man! There was a real man for you! and handsome! A general, on my word, all covered with gold and crosses, and he asked me to dance on fête-days just as if I was a duchess. Madame didn’t like that much—”




  “Nor I, either,” observed Père Lhéry, ingenuously.




  “That Père Lhéry,” retorted his wife, “ must always have his joke. But all the same, what I mean to say is that, except for madame, who’s a little high and mighty, it’s a fine family. Can anyone find a better woman than the grandmother?”




  “Ah!” said Athénaïs, “ she’s the best of all. She always has something pleasant to say to you; she never calls you anything but my heart, or my beauty, or my pretty puss.”




  “And that always pleases you!” said Bénédict, mockingly. “Well, well, add that to the three thousand francs profit, which will buy a good many gewgaws——”




  “Eh! that isn’t to be despised, is it, my boy?” said Pfere Lhéry. “Just tell her so; she’ll listen to you.”




  “No, no, I won’t listen to anything,” cried the girl. “I won’t let you alone tell you’ve left the farm. Your lease expires in six months; you mustn’t renew it, do you hear, papa?”




  “But what shall I do?” said the old man, shaken by the wheedling yet imperious tone adopted by his daughter. “Must I fold my arms, I’d like to know? I can’t amuse myself reading and singing, like you; ennui will kill me.”




  “But, papa, haven’t you your property to look out for?”




  “It all takes care of itself so nicely! there won’t be anything left for me to do. And another thing, where shall we live? You don’t want to live with the tenant farmers, do you?”




  “No, certainly not! you must build; we’ll have a house of our own; we’ll decorate it very differently from that nasty farm-house; you shall see how well I understand such things!”




  “Yes, no doubt, you understand all about eating up money,” retorted her father.




  Athénaïs began to sulk.




  “All right,” she said spitefully, “do as you please; perhaps you’ll be sorry you didn’t listen to me; but then it will be too late.”




  “What do you mean?” queried Bénédict.




  “I mean,” she replied, “that, when Madame de Raimbault finds out who the person is whom we have been boarding for three weeks, she will be furious with us, and will turn us out at the end of the lease with all sorts of lawyer’s tricks and spiteful treatment. Wouldn’t it be better to have the honors of war on our side and retire before we are driven back?”




  This reflection seemed to produce an impression on the Lhérys. They said nothing, and Bénédict, who was more and more disgusted with Athénaïs’s remarks, did not hesitate to put a bad construction on her last argument.




  “That is to say,” he rejoined, “you mean to blame your parents for making Madame Louise welcome?”




  Athénaïs started and glanced at Bénédict in amazement, her face inflamed by anger and chagrin. Then she turned pale and burst into tears.




  Bénédict understood her and took her hand.




  “Oh! this is frightful,” she cried in a voice broken by sobs, “ to interpret my words so! when I love Madame Louise like my own sister!”




  “Come, come, it’s a misunderstanding!” said Père Lhéry; “ kiss and make it up.”




  Bénédict kissed his cousin, whose cheeks at once recovered their usual lovely color.




  “Come, child, wipe away your tears,” said Mère Lhéry; “we’re almost there; don’t let people see you with red eyes; here’s somebody looking for you already.”




  In truth the strains of violin and bagpipe could be heard, and several young men lay in ambush on the road, awaiting the arrival of the young ladies, in order to be the first to ask them to dance.
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  They were young men of the same class as Bénédict, but had not his superior education, which they were inclined to look upon as a cause of reproach rather than as an advantage. Several of them were not without aspirations to the hand of Athénaïs.




  “A fine prize!” cried one who had mounted a hillock to watch for the carriages; “it’s Mademoiselle Lhéry, the beauty of the Black Valley.”




  “Gently, Simonneau! she belongs to me; I have been courting her for a year. By right of priority, if you please!”




  The one who spoke thus was a tall, sturdy fellow with a black eye, copper-colored skin and broad shoulders; he was the son of the richest cattle-dealer in the province.




  “That’s all very well, Pierre Blutty,” said the first speaker, “ but her intended is with her.”




  “What’s that! her intended?” cried all the rest.




  “To be sure; Cousin Bénédict.”




  “Ah! Bénédict, the lawyer, the fine talker, the scholar!”




  “Oh! Père Lhéry ‘ll give him gold crowns enough to make something good of him.”




  “He’s going to marry her?”




  “He’s going to marry her.”




  “Oh! but he hasn’t done it yet!”




  “The parents are set on it, the girl’s set on it; it would be devilish strange if the man should refuse.”




  “We mustn’t stand that, you fellows,” cried Georges Moret. “On my soul, we should have a fine neighbor, shouldn’t we? What mighty airs the spitter of Greek would put on! That fellow get the prettiest girl and the prettiest dowry? No, may God strike me dumb rather!”




  “The little one’s a flirt; the pale gawk”—that was the name they gave Bénédict—“isn’t handsome, neither is he a lady’s man. It’s our place to prevent this match. I say, comrades, the luckiest one of us will treat all the others on his wedding day. But first of all we must learn what to expect about Bénédict’s pretensions.”




  As he spoke, Pierre Blutty walked into the middle of the road, seized the horse’s bridle, and having forced the animal to halt, presented his respects and his invitation to the young woman. Bénédict was desirous to atone for his unjust treatment of her; moreover, although he was not anxious to dispute possession of her with numerous rivals, he was very glad to mortify them a little. So he leaned against the front of the carriage in such a way as to conceal Athénaïs from them.




  “Messieurs, my cousin thanks you with all her heart,” he said to them; “but you will allow me to have the first contra-dance. She has just promised me; you are a little late.”




  And, without waiting for a second invitation, he lashed the horse and drove into the village, raising clouds of dust.




  Athénaïs did not anticipate such pleasure. On the day before, and again that morning, Bénédict, as he did not wish to dance with her, had pretended that he had sprained his ankle, and could not walk without limping. When she saw him walking by her side, with a determined air, her heart leaped for joy; for, not only would it have been humiliating to the self-esteem of so pretty a girl not to open the dance with her fiancé, but Athénaïs really loved Bénédict. She instinctively realized all his superiority to herself, and as there is always a goodly share of vanity in love, she was flattered by the thought that she was destined to belong to a man who was better educated than any of those in her circle. So that she was really dazzling with bloom and animation; and her costume, which Bénédict had criticized so severely, seemed charming to less refined tastes. The women turned green with jealousy, and the men proclaimed Athénaïs Lhéry the queen of the ball.




  But toward evening that brilliant star paled before the purer and more radiant light of Mademoiselle de Raimbault.




  As he heard that name passing from mouth to mouth, Bénédict, impelled by curiosity, followed the crowds of admirers who thronged her path. In order to see her, he was compelled to mount a pedestal of unhewn stone, on which stood a cross held in great veneration in the village. That act of impiety—of thoughtlessness rather—caused everyone to look at him, and, as Mademoiselle de Raimbault’s eyes followed the same direction as those of the multitude, he had an unobstructed full-face view of her. He did not like her face. He had imagined a sallow, dark, passionate, mobile, Spanish type of woman, and he was unwilling to accept any other. Mademoiselle Valentine did not realize his ideal; she was fair, tall, rosy, placid, admirably beautiful in every respect. She had none of those defects with which Bénédict’s unhealthy brain had fallen in love at sight of those works of art wherein the brush, by making ugliness poetic, has made it more attractive than beauty itself. Moreover, Mademoiselle de Raimbault had a mild but true dignity of manner which was too imposing to attract at first sight. In the curve of her profile, in the fineness of her hair, in the graceful bend of her neck, in the breadth of her wide shoulders, there were a thousand reminders of the court of Louis XIV. One felt that nothing less than a long line of ancestors could have produced that combination of pure and noble features, all those almost regal graces, which revealed themselves one by one, like those of a swan basking in the sunshine with majestic languor.




  Bénédict descended from his post at the foot of the cross, and, despite the mutterings of the good women of the village, a score of other young men succeeded one another on that desirable elevation, which enabled them to see and be seen. An hour later, Bénédict found himself being led towards Mesdames de Raimbault. His uncle, who had been talking to them hat in hand, having noticed him at a little distance, had taken him by the arm and presented him to them.




  Valentine was sitting on the turf, between her mother, the Comtesse de Raimbault, and her grandmother, the Marquise de Raimbault. Bénédict did not know either of the three ladies, but he had so often heard them spoken of at the farm that he was prepared for the icy and contemptuous nod of the countess and the familiar and affable greeting of the marchioness. It was as if the latter intended, by effusive demonstrations, to make up for her daughter-in-law’s disdainful silence. But in that affectation of popular manners there were traces of a habit of patronizing that was truly feudal.




  “What! is that Bénédict?” she cried; “is that the little fellow I saw at his mother’s breast? Good-day, my lad! I am delighted to see you so tall and so well dressed. You look so like your mother that it’s enough to frighten one. By the way, do you know we’re old acquaintances? You’re the godson of my poor son, the general, who was killed at Waterloo. It was I who gave you your first frock; but you can hardly remember that. How long ago was it? You must be at least eighteen?”




  “I am twenty-two, madame,” Bénédict replied.




  “Sangodémi!” cried the marchioness; “twenty-two already! How time flies! I thought you were about my granddaughter’s age. You dont’t know my granddaughter do you? Here she is; look at her. We know how to get children too, you see! Valentine, say good-evening to Bénédict; he’s honest Lhéry’s nephew, and engaged to your little playmate Athénaïs. Speak to him, my child.”




  This apostrophe might be translated thus: “ Inheritress of my name, imitate me; make yourself popular, in order to carry your head safely through future revolutions, as I was shrewd enough to do in past revolutions.”—Nevertheless, Mademoiselle de Raimbault, whether by tact, breeding or sincerity, effaced by her glance and smile all the wrath that the marchioness’s impertinent affability had aroused in Bénédict’s breast. He had looked at her with bold and mocking eyes, for his wounded pride had banished for an instant the natural shyness of his years. But the expression of that lovely face was so gentle and serene, the tones of that voice so melodious and soothing, that the young man lowered his eyes and blushed like a girl.




  “Ah! monsieur,” she said, “I can say nothing to you more sincerely than that I love Athénaïs as if she were my sister. Have the kindness to bring her to me; I have been looking for her a long while, but cannot find her. I would like very much to embrace her.”




  Bénédict bowed low, and soon returned with his cousin. Athénaïs walked about amid the merry-making, arm-inarm with the nobly-born daughter of the Comtes de Raimbault. Although she pretended to consider it a perfectly natural thing, and although Valentine so understood it, it was impossible for her to conceal the joyful triumph of her pride in the presence of those other women, who envied her while exerting themselves to disparage her. Meanwhile the viol gave the signal for the bourrée. Athénaïs was engaged to dance it with the young man who had stopped her on the road. She begged Mademoiselle de Raimbault to be her vis-à-vis.




  “I will wait till I have an invitation,” Valentine replied, with a smile.




  “Well, Bénédict,” cried Athénaïs, eagerly, “go and invite mademoiselle.”




  The awestruck Bénédict consulted Valentine’s face with his eyes. He read in its sweet and innocent expression a wish to accept his invitation. Thereupon he stepped toward her. But the countess, her mother, abruptly seized her arm, saying to her in so loud a tone that Bénédict could hear her:




  “My child, I forbid you to dance the bourrée with anyone but Monsieur de Lansac.”




  Thereupon, Bénédict noticed for the first time a tall young man with an exceedingly handsome face, on whose arm the countess was leaning, and he remembered that that was the name of Mademoiselle de Raimbault’s fiancé.




  He soon understood the cause of her mother’s alarm. At a certain trill executed by the viol before beginning the bourrée, every dancer must, in accordance with immemorial custom, kiss his partner. The Comte de Lansac, being too well bred to take that liberty in public, compromised with the custom of Berri by kissing Valentine’s hand respectfully.




  He then tried a few steps forward and back; but realizing at once that he could not catch the rhythm of that dance, in which no stranger to the province can ever acquit himself with credit, he stopped and said to Valentine:




  “Now I have done my duty, I have established you here in accordance with your mother’s wish; but I will not spoil your pleasure by my awkwardness. You had a partner all ready just now, allow me to cede my rights to him.—Will you kindly take my place, monsieur?” he said, turning to Bénédict, in a tone of the utmost courtesy. “You will act my part much better than I.”




  And as Bénédict, torn between shyness and pride, hesitated to take that place, the most valuable privilege of which had been taken from him, Monsieur de Lansac graciously added:




  “You will be sufficiently repaid for the favor I ask you; perhaps, indeed, it is your place to thank me.”




  Bénédict did not require much urging; Valentine’s hand was placed with no sign of repugnance in his trembling one. The countess was satisfied with the diplomatic way in which her future son-in-law had arranged the affair. But suddenly the viol player, who was a sly, facetious fellow, like all true artists, interrupted the music of the bourrée and played again, with malicious emphasis, the imperative trill. The new dancer was thereby enjoined to kiss his partner. Bénédict turned pale and lost his self-possession. Père Lhéry, terrified by the wrath which he saw blazing in the countess’s eyes, rushed to the musician and implored him to go on. But the fellow would not listen, enjoyed his triumph amid a chorus of laughter and bravos, and persisted in not resuming the air until after the indispensable formality had been complied with. The other dancers lost patience. Madame de Raimbault prepared to take her daughter away. But Monsieur de Lansac, a man of sense and spirit, realizing the utter absurdity of the scene, went to Bénédict again and said with a slightly sarcastic politeness:




  “Well, monsieur, must I authorize you to assume a privilege of which I dared not take advantage? You make your triumph complete.”




  Bénédict pressed his trembling lips on the young countess’s soft cheeks. A thrill of pride and pleasure made his pulses throb for an instant; but he noticed that Valentine, although blushing, laughed like a school-girl at the incident. He remembered that she blushed but did not laugh when Monsieur de Lansac kissed her hand. He said to himself that that handsome nobleman, so courteous, so clever, and so sensible, must have won her heart; and he took no further pleasure in dancing with her, although she danced the bourrée marvellously well, with all the self-possession and unconstraint of a village damsel.




  But Athénaïs displayed even more charm and coquetry in that dance; her beauty was of a type which is more generally popular. Men of mediocre education love the charms that allure, the eyes that invite, the smile that encourages. The young farmer’s daughter found in her very innocence a source of mischievous and piquant self-assurance. In an instant she was surrounded, and, as it were, kidnapped by her country admirers. Bénédict followed her about the ball for some little time. Then, being displeased to see her leave her mother and mingle with a swarm of young giddy-pates about whom clouds of swains were hovering, he tried to make her understand by signs and glances that she was abandoning herself too freely to her natural forwardness. Athénaïs did not see, or did not choose to see. Bénédict lost his temper, shrugged his shoulders and left the fête. He found his uncle’s man at the inn; he had come on the little gray mare that Bénédict usually rode. He told him to drive Monsieur Lhéry and his family home in the carriage, and, mounting his horse, rode off alone toward Grangeneuve just at nightfall.




V




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Valentine, after thanking Bénédict with a graceful courtesy, left the dance, and, on returning to the countess, she understood from her pallor, the contraction of her lips and the sternness of her expression, that a storm was brewing against her in her mother’s revengeful heart. Monsieur de Lansac, who felt that he was responsible for his fiancée’s conduct, desired to spare her the first stinging reproaches, so he offered her his arm, and with her followed Madame de Raimbault at a short distance, while she dragged her mother-in-law away toward the place where the calèche was waiting. Valentine was trembling; she was afraid of the wrath that was gathering over her head. Monsieur de Lansac, with the dexterous grace characteristic of his ready wit, sought to divert her thoughts, and, affecting to look upon what had happened as the merest trifle, undertook to pacify the countess. Valentine, grateful for the delicate consideration which seemed always to encompass her, without a trace of self-conceit or absurdity, felt a perceptible increase of the sincere affection which her future husband inspired in her.
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