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WHENEVER love touches history, events of the past belong to the present.


Elegance rather than beauty was accounted the mark of merit in the circle of society to which Mme de belonged and in that circle Mme de herself was acknowledged to be of all women the most elegant. She set the fashion among those who knew her and, as the men said she was inimitable, sensible women sought to imitate her. They hoped that some glint of her lustre might shine on them, and that their ears might catch some echo of the adulation she received. Wherever her approval fell, distinction was conferred; she was original in all her ways; she made the commonplace seem rare, and she always did what nobody expected.


M. de was a rich man. He was proud of his wife and refused her nothing. He never questioned her about the money she spent, so she had no cause to fear his reproaches, yet from a sort of weakness, not unmixed with a desire to prove her cleverness, when he admired some object she had just bought or a dress she was wearing for the first time, she could not resist saying that it had cost her half of what she had actually paid for it. So Mme de hid from M. de the total amount of the bills that she was incurring. After this had been going on for a few years she found herself seriously in debt, which caused her at first anxiety, then anguish and finally despair. It was the more difficult for her to find the courage to tell her husband because she had been deceiving him for so long, and because he had always treated her with the greatest generosity. Unwilling to lose either his admiration or his confidence, she decided that the secret sale of some jewellery was the only way in which she could solve her problem.


It would be unwise, she thought, to get rid of an heirloom, or of a large number of jewels of inferior value, owing to the difficulty of accounting for their disappearance; so she decided, when she had gone through her jewel case, to sell a pair of earrings made of two superb diamonds, cut in the shape of hearts. It had been a splendid present which M. de had given her on the day after their marriage.


She called on her jeweller. He was a thoroughly reliable man; in the houses of many of his most important customers he was as much a friend as a jeweller. She swore him to secrecy, and spoke to him in such a way that he received the impression that M. de was aware of what his wife was doing. The jeweller assumed that M. de had some private money troubles, and wishing to help him without letting Mme de realise what he suspected, he tactfully asked:


“But, Mme, what will you say to M. de?”


“Oh,” she answered, “I shall tell him I’ve lost them.”


“You are so charming that I am sure people always believe whatever you say,” said the jeweller, and he bought the earrings.


Mme de paid her debts, and her beauty, free of care, shone brighter than ever.


At a ball a week later Mme de suddenly clasped her hands to her ears and cried out:


“Heavens, I’ve lost my earrings! They must have fallen off while I was dancing.”


Several people who had stopped dancing and were standing round said she had not been wearing them that evening.


“Yes, I was. I’m sure I had them,” she said, and still hiding her ears with her hands she ran to her husband.


“My earrings! My two hearts! I’ve lost them! They fell off. Look, look,” she cried, removing her hands.


“You were not wearing your earrings this evening,” replied M. de. “I am absolutely sure of it. I noticed it when we left, and as we were already very late I was careful not to mention it, for I was afraid you would send for them and make us still later.”


“You are wrong. I know you are,” she answered. “I hesitated whether to put on my hearts or my emeralds and it was my hearts that I chose.”


“Then you must have left them on your dressing table. I was hurrying you and you didn’t notice what you were doing,” said M. de and after a moment’s pause he went on, “Are you sure you weren’t holding them in your hand, meaning to put them on in the carriage, as you sometimes do?”


“In the carriage? They may have fallen in the carriage,” she said, “but I think it unlikely.”


She seemed terribly upset. M. de begged her to wait calmly, and in his anxiety to set her mind at rest sent for lanterns and went out himself to make a thorough search of the carriage. He then drove home, where he looked in the jewel case. When his search proved in vain he rang the bell, and woke up the servants. He questioned his wife’s maid.


“I can’t remember for certain,” she replied, “but I’ve never seen Madame go out in the evening without her earrings.”


Since the earrings were not in the house it followed that Mme de must have taken them with her. M. de could form no other conclusion. Worried and empty-handed he returned to the ball. There he found an atmosphere of distress, doubt and embarrassment. Nobody liked to dance, the band stopped playing and the evening came to an end.


On the following day there were paragraphs in the morning papers referring to the incident and giving the impression that it was a question of theft. The jeweller found himself in the unpleasant position of not being able to divulge the secret which had madehim the honest possessor of jewels that were now believed to have been stolen. After an hour’s cogitation he put the earrings in a case and called at the house of M. de, who received him immediately.


“I’m sure you’ve come to tempt me,” said M. de welcoming him.


“I wish I had, my dear sir,” replied the jeweller, “but not today. I’ve never been so put out as this morning and before bothering you, offending you perhaps, I must appeal to your discretion.”


“A secret?” asked M. de.


“A secret, and a question of conscience,” said the jeweller.


M. de looked him straight in the eyes.


“I will be discreet,” he answered. “I promise. Speak. I’m listening.”


The jeweller then told him how he had been visited by Mme de, how she had brought him the diamond hearts and how, not being able to believe that she was selling such valuable jewels without the knowledge of her husband, he had thought he was doing them both a service when he made the purchase. With these words he took the case out of his pocket, opened it and added:


“You will understand my feelings when I read in the papers this morning that it was suspected that these earrings had been stolen.”


Although M. de was sad to learn that for a long time his wife had been misleading him and that by concealing her debts she had done harm to his credit and his good name; although he was shocked by the cold-blooded deception that she had practised the evening before at the ball, by the silence with which she had accepted the rumours that were going round the town and by her hypocrisy in pretending to be unhappy, yet he gave no sign of what he was feeling but thanked the jeweller for having called. They exchanged a few masculine jokes about the unreliability of women, even the most reliable ones, after which M. de bought back the earrings.


“I’m sorry to have to sell them to you for the second time,” said the jeweller.


M. del aughed. “Don’t apologise,” he said, “I’m delighted to have got them back.”


M. de had a mistress, a beautiful Spanish lady with whom he was beginning to fall out of love. It happened that she was leaving on that very day for South America, and as Mme de had shown by selling her diamond hearts that she set small store by them, it seemed to him that he could not do better than give them to this beautiful lady, as though to reward her for going away before putting him to the trouble of breaking with her. She accepted them quite naturally as though there were nothing unusual in his making her such a valuable present, and this flattered M. de’s vanity. He took her to the station and saw her into her compartment. As he walked down the platform she leant out of the carriage window and as the train left he replied to her gestures of farewell by putting his gloves to his lips and waving them as though to shower her with kisses. Then he went home.


He found Mme de alone in her small sitting-room, where she was having tea and reading the evening papers.


“Don’t you think,” he asked, “that they are making much too much fuss about an incident which, regrettable though it is, can interest nobody but ourselves.”


“I agree with you,” she answered, “the press is very tiresome.”


“Do you suspect anyone?” he asked.


“No, nobody, nobody,” she replied, “and the more I think of it the more I am inclined to believe that you were right. But if only you had said to me when we were going out last night that I hadn’t got my earrings on, I shouldn’t have been so absent-minded. I was late and I must have had them in my hand to put them on in the carriage. And then I forgot about them. You were talking, weren’t you? And they must have fallen down while I was putting my gloves on, or they may have caught in my lace shawl, and perhaps they fell on the pavement when we got out and some passer-by picked them up. In any case it was my fault. It was stupid of me. It has been a bother and a worry for you. I’m so sorry; you must forgive me.”


“Forgive?” said M. de.


“Forgive,” she repeated.


“Say it again,” he said.


She thought he must be getting deaf, and cried:


“Forgive, forgive.”


M. de said he would think it over. They looked into one another’s eyes and a long silence fell between them. They remained so, motionless, hardly breathing, until they were interrupted by the entry of a footman bringing logs for the fire. There was a note of irritation in M. de’s voice as he said:


“Well, if you don’t suspect anybody, do put a stop to all this chatter, all these inquiries and rumours.”


“But how can I?” she asked.


“Are you quite certain that you lost the jewellery?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Then,” he replied, “you must say that you’ve found it again.”


Troubled by the consequences of her falsehood, and ready to say anything to stop people talking, Mme de wrote forthwith at her husband’s dictation a statement for publication in the press.


To people who congratulated her on having found her earrings she said, “I shan’t wear them in future except at home. I’m too frightened of losing them again.”


In the evenings she wore some other diamonds that she had inherited. Few people noticed the change and the incident was forgotten.


Shortly afterwards the lovely Spanish lady landed in South America. During the crossing she had wisely kept at a distance young men, of uncertain future, whose hearts had caught fire from the light in her dark eyes, and at the end of the journey there had been no candidate of sufficient importance to take the place in her life that had been occupied by M. de. Alone in a big city she began to fall in love with the memory of the man whom she had not loved when she might have, and sadly she scattered on the gaming table the golden coins that he had given her. At first she won large sums and then she spent night after night wrestling with Fortune. But Fortune, as she ever does, proved fickle. She came to her only every other night, then only once a week, then never. The lovely Spanish lady sought for her at every table and at every Casino. She lost every one of those golden coins without finding her, and in order to go on searching she had to sell the diamond earrings which M. de had given her.


They had hardly shone for an hour in the shop window of the principal jeweller of the city before they caught the eye of a rich European diplomat who had just been appointed Ambassador to a country that was a neighbour of his own. He bought them for their beauty and sailed the next day. He was a man who enjoyed all the advantages which wealth, rank and intelligence can confer, and his arrival at his new post created quite a stir of interest. At the first dinner party that one of his colleagues gave in his honour he found himself sitting next to Mme de. He admired her and found her entertaining. She knew how to interest men. He was fascinated and showed it. She, too, was attracted. There was nothing that gave her greater pleasure than the admiration of others. It was a pleasure of which she never tired. And the Ambassador gave her this pleasure from the first evening they met. Her vanity was aroused. He had eyes for no other woman.


The fact was recognised by everybody. As they belonged to the same coterie of the same society they saw each other frequently at dinners, balls and receptions, and each time they met, without ever offending convention or giving cause for scandal by the length of their conversation, they would have a few words together, moving away from the throng as though they had to talk about something of immediate importance.


Every morning the Ambassador sent Mme de a short letter and he called on her every afternoon. Although she was very pleased by these attentions she remained for some time uncertain as to her own feelings towards him. But when one evening he excused himself from calling she was more keenly disappointed than she would admit even to herself. It came to her as a revelation. Henceforth, whenever Mme de felt herself in danger of yielding to this persistent courtship, she would say she was ill, would shut up her house and go to the country, or pay a short visit with her husband to some sunny seaside resort. This behaviour, whether due to fantasy or virtue, served only to increase the Ambassador’s passion, all the more so because during these absences she wrote him letters which without being love-letters were full of love. These letters which brought him violets, blossoms of mimosa and grains of sand proved that she was thinking of him on her walks and that he was never far from her mind during those days of exile.


It amused M. de to tease his wife about this friendship. When he spoke of the Ambassador he referred to him as “your suitor”, which made her smile. Believing her to be incapable either of doing wrong or of feeling passion, he watched her playing what he believed to be a game of flirtation, a cruel game but not one to cause jealousy. The Ambassador was in ecstasy when he read these letters. He would shut his eyes between each sentence and kiss the paper on which they were written.


During the long summer, M. de invited the Ambassador to stay with him several times in the country. They shot together in the autumn and on the days when they were not shooting Mme de would ride with the Ambassador in the forest.


And so in the following winter Mme de against her will had to give up hiding from herself the truth about her own feelings. She had just arrived at a place by the sea. This time M. de had not come with her. Darkness had already fallen but, she could not have said why, she wanted to go out alone. Wrapped in a heavy cloak, with some muslin round her head and her arms buried to the elbows in a fur muff, she sat by a low wall which overhung the beach and gazed on the waves and the horizon, which was lit up at regular intervals by the beam of a lighthouse. Suddenly she felt that she no longer had any importance; she asked herself what she was doing in the world, and why she was living; she felt that she was lost in infinite space; she sought for the meaning of life and could find no answer in her mind, only the face of one person. Her heart grew heavy with the double weight of that presence and of that absence. She felt a violent desire to be given confidence in her own existence and she felt that nobody could give it to her but the man without whom she now knew that life would be unendurable. She hurried to the hotel, rang for her maid to pack her things and caught a train the same night.


Mme de’s return was unexpected. M. de was not at home. She wrote to the Ambassador. He came to her house at once and she threw herself into his arms. It was December, exactly a year since their first meeting and that evening at seven o’clock the Ambassador’s lips, cold from wind and snow, pressed the soft lips which Mme
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