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      In the heat of the sweltering July afternoon, the room, with its shutters carefully closed, was filled with a profound calm. Only slender shafts of light filtered through the cracks in the old woodwork of the three windows; and amidst the shadows, it was a very soft light, bathing the objects in a diffuse and tender glow. It was relatively cool inside, in contrast to the oppressive heat felt outside, where the sun beat down on the facade.

      

      Standing before the cabinet, opposite the windows, Dr. Pascal was searching for a note he had come to retrieve. Wide open, this immense carved oak cabinet, with its strong and beautiful ironwork, dating from the last century, revealed on its shelves, deep within its sides, an extraordinary mass of papers, files, and manuscripts, piled high and overflowing in a jumble. For more than thirty years, the doctor had been throwing every page he wrote into it, from brief notes to the complete texts of his major works on heredity. Consequently, finding what he needed was not always easy. Full of patience, he searched, and he smiled when he finally found it.

      

      For a moment longer, he remained near the wardrobe, reading the note, under a golden ray that fell from the middle window. He himself, in this dawn light, appeared, with his snowy beard and hair, of a vigorous solidity although he was approaching sixty, his face so fresh, his features so fine, his eyes still limpid, of such a youthful appearance, that one would have taken him, squeezed into his brown velvet jacket, for a young man with powdered curls.

      

      "Here, Clotilde," he finally said, "you will copy this note. Ramond would never decipher my damned handwriting."

      

      And he came and placed the paper near the young girl, who was working standing up in front of a high desk, in the embrasure of the right-hand window.

      

      "Very well, master!" she replied.

      

      She hadn't even turned around, completely absorbed in the pastel she was currently working on with broad strokes. Near her, in a vase, a hollyhock stem bloomed, a singular violet streaked with yellow. But one could clearly see the profile of her small, round head, with its short, blond hair—an exquisite and serious profile, a straight forehead creased with concentration, sky-blue eyes, a delicate nose, a firm chin. Above all, the nape of her neck possessed an adorable youthfulness, a milky freshness beneath the golden highlights of her wild curls. In her long black blouse, she was very tall, with a slender waist, a delicate bosom, and a supple body, possessing that elongated grace of the divine figures of the Renaissance. Despite being twenty-five, she remained childlike and looked barely eighteen.

      

      "And," the doctor continued, "you will tidy up the cupboard a bit. We can't find anything in there anymore."

      

      "Good, master!" she repeated without raising her head. "In a little while!"

      

      Pascal had returned to his desk at the far end of the room, by the left-hand window. It was a simple black wooden table, also cluttered with papers and brochures of all kinds. And silence fell again, that great, half-dark peace, in the oppressive heat outside. The vast room, about ten meters long and six meters wide, contained no other furniture besides the wardrobe, only two bookcases crammed with books. Antique chairs and armchairs lay scattered about; while, as decoration, along the walls, covered with old Empire-style wallpaper with rosettes, were nailed pastels of flowers in strange, barely discernible colors. The woodwork of the three double doors, the entrance door on the landing, and the other two, the doctor's room and the girl's room, at the two ends of the room, dated from Louis  XV , as did the cornice of the smoke-stained ceiling.

      

      An hour passed, without a sound, without a breath. Then, as Pascal, distracted from his work, had just broken the strip of a newspaper forgotten on his table, Le Temps , he gave a slight exclamation.

      

      — Look! Your father has been appointed director of L'Époque , the highly successful republican newspaper, where the papers from the Tuileries are published!

      

      This news must have been unexpected for him, because he laughed a hearty laugh, both satisfied and saddened; and, in a low voice, he continued:

      

      — My word! We could invent things, they would be less beautiful… Life is extraordinary… There is a very interesting article here.

      

      Clotilde hadn't answered, as if a hundred leagues away from what her uncle was saying. And he didn't speak again; he took scissors, after reading the article, cut it out, and glued it ona sheet of paper, on which he annotated it in his large, irregular handwriting. Then he returned to the cupboard to file this new note away. But he had to take a chair; the top shelf was so high that he couldn't reach it, despite his great height.

      

      On this raised shelf, a whole series of enormous files were neatly arranged, methodically classified. They contained various documents: handwritten sheets, stamped paper documents, newspaper clippings, all gathered in folders of heavy blue paper, each bearing a name written in large type. One could sense that these documents were kept up-to-date with care, constantly reviewed and carefully put back in their place; for, of the entire cabinet, this corner alone was in order.

      

      When Pascal, having climbed onto the chair, found the file he was looking for—one of the most stuffed folders, on which the name "Saccard" was written—he added the new note, then put everything back in its proper place in the alphabet. For a moment longer, he forgot himself, complacently straightening a collapsing pile. And, as he finally jumped up from the chair:

      

      — Do you hear? Clotilde, when you tidy up, don't touch the files up there.

      

      "Very well, master!" she replied for the third time, obediently.

      

      He had started laughing again, with his naturally cheerful air.

      

      — It's forbidden!

      

      — I know, master!

      

      And he closed the cupboard with a vigorous turn of the key, then threw the key into the bottom of a drawer in his work table. The young woman was familiar enough with his research to bring some order to his manuscripts; and he readily employed her as a secretary as well, having her copy his notes when a colleague and aA friend, like Doctor Ramond, asked her to provide him with a document. But she was not a scholar; he simply forbade her to read what he considered useless for her to know.

      

      However, the profound attention in which he felt she was absorbed eventually surprised him.

      

      — Why are you keeping your lips tightly shut? Are you so fascinated by copying these flowers?

      

      This was yet another task he often entrusted to her: drawings, watercolors, pastels, which he then incorporated as plates into his books. For the past five years, he had been conducting fascinating experiments on a collection of hollyhocks, creating a whole series of new colors through artificial pollination. She brought to these kinds of copies an extraordinary meticulousness, an accuracy of drawing and color; so much so that he was always amazed by such honesty, telling her she had "a good, round, clear, and solid little head."

      

      But this time, as he approached to look over his shoulder, he let out a cry of comic fury.

      

      — Ah! Go to hell! You're off into the unknown!… Will you tear this up right now!

      

      She had straightened up, blood on her cheeks, her eyes blazing with the passion for her work, her slender fingers stained with pastel, red and blue that she had crushed.

      

      — Oh! Master!

      

      And in this "master," so tender, with such caressing submission, this term of complete abandonment by which she called him so as not to use the words uncle or godfather, which she found stupid, passed for the first time a flame of revolt, the claim of a being who pulls himself together and asserts himself.

      

      For almost two hours, she had been putting off copyingexact and wise hollyhocks, and she had just thrown, onto another sheet, a whole cluster of imaginary flowers, dream flowers, extravagant and superb. It was like that sometimes, with her, sudden leaps, a need to escape into wild fantasies, in the midst of the most precise reproduction. Immediately she would be satisfied, always falling back into this extraordinary flowering, with such fervor, such fantasy that she never repeated herself, creating roses with bleeding hearts, weeping tears of sulfur, lilies like crystal urns, flowers even without any known form, widening rays of stars, letting corollas float like clouds. That day, on the sheet slashed with broad strokes of black pencil, it was a rain of pale stars, a whole cascade of infinitely soft petals; while, in a corner, an unnamed blossoming, a bud with chaste veils, was opening.

      

      "Another one you're going to nail here!" the doctor resumed, pointing to the wall, where similarly strange pastels were already lined up. "But what could they possibly represent, I ask you?"

      

      She remained very serious, stepping back to get a better look at her work.

      

      — I don't know, it's beautiful.

      

      At that moment, Martine entered, the only servant, who had become the true mistress of the house, having been in the doctor's service for almost thirty years. Although she was over sixty, she too retained a youthful air, active and silent, in her eternal black dress and white headdress, which made her resemble a nun, with her small, pale and serene face, where her ash-colored eyes seemed to have faded.

      

      She didn't speak, went and sat down on the floor in front of an armchair, whose old tapestry allowed the horsehair to show through.by a tear; and, taking a needle and a skein of wool from her pocket, she began to mend it. For three days, she had been waiting for an hour to make this repair that haunted her.

      

      — While you're at it, Martine, exclaimed Pascal playfully, taking Clotilde's rebellious head in both hands, sew up that head of yours too, it's leaking.

      

      Martine raised her pale eyes and looked at her master with her usual expression of adoration.

      

      — Why is this gentleman telling me this?

      

      — Because, my good girl, I truly believe that it was you who, with all your devotion, stuffed ideas from the other world into that good little round, clear and solid head.

      

      The two women exchanged an intelligent look.

      

      — Oh sir, religion has never harmed anyone… And, when you don’t share the same ideas, it’s better not to talk about it, of course.

      

      An awkward silence fell. It was the only point of contention that sometimes caused friction between these three people, so close yet living such a narrow life. Martine was only twenty-nine, a year older than the doctor, when she came to live with him, back when he was starting out as a doctor in Plassans, in a small, bright house in the new town. And thirteen years later, when Saccard, a brother of Pascal, sent her his seven-year-old daughter Clotilde from Paris after the death of his wife and as he was about to remarry, it was she who raised the child, taking her to church, passing on to her some of the devout flame that had always burned within her, while the doctor, with his broad mind, let them indulge in their joy of faith, for he felt he had no right to deny anyone the happiness of faith. He then simply watched overthe young girl's education, to give her precise and sound ideas in all things. For almost eighteen years they had lived like this, the three of them, retired to La Souleiade, a property located in a suburb of the city, a quarter of an hour from Saint-Saturnin, the cathedral, life had flowed happily, occupied with great hidden works, a little troubled however by a growing unease, the increasingly violent clash of their beliefs.

      

      Pascal walked for a moment, looking somber. Then, like a man who didn't mince words:

      

      — You see, darling, all this fantasy of mystery has spoiled your pretty brain… Your good God didn’t need you, I should have kept you all to myself, and you would have been better off.

      

      But Clotilde, trembling, her clear eyes boldly fixed on his, stood up to him.

      

      — It is you, master, who would be better off, if you did not shut yourself away in your eyes of flesh… There is something else, why do you not want to see?

      

      And Martine came to her aid, in her own language.

      

      "It's quite true, sir, that you, who are a saint, as I tell everyone, should accompany us to church… Surely, God will save you. But the thought that you might not go straight to heaven makes my whole body tremble."

      

      He had stopped, and there they both were before him, in full rebellion, they who were usually so docile, at his feet, with the tenderness of women won over by his cheerfulness and kindness. He was already about to open his mouth, about to reply harshly, when the futility of the discussion became clear to him.

      

      — Here! Leave me alone. I'd better go to work… And, above all, don't disturb me!

      

      With a light step, he reached his room, where he had set upa sort of laboratory, and he locked himself in. Entry was strictly forbidden. It was there that he carried out special preparations, which he told no one about. Almost immediately, the steady, slow sound of a pestle in a mortar could be heard.

      

      "Come on," said Clotilde, smiling, "there he is at his devilish kitchen, as Grandma says."

      

      And she calmly resumed copying the hollyhock stem. She captured the drawing with mathematical precision, finding the right tone for the purple petals, streaked with yellow, down to the most delicate discoloration of the shades.

      

      “Ah!” murmured Martine after a moment, back on the floor mending the armchair, “what a misfortune that such a saintly man should lose his soul so willingly!… For, I must say, I’ve known him for thirty years, and he’s never once caused anyone any pain. A true heart of gold, who would tear his mouth out… And kind to boot, and always healthy, and always cheerful, a real blessing!… It’s murder that he refuses to make peace with God. Isn’t it, Mademoiselle? We’ll have to force him.”

      

      Clotilde, surprised to hear him say so much at once, gave her word, looking serious.

      

      — Absolutely, Martine, I swear. We'll force him.

      

      Silence returned when the ringing of the bell, fixed below by the front door, was heard. It had been placed there to alert people in this house, which was too large for the three people who lived in it. The maid seemed surprised and muttered something in a low voice: who could come in such heat? She got up, opened the door, leaned over the banister, then reappeared, saying:

      

      — This is Mrs. Félicité.

      

      Quickly, old Madame Rougon entered. Despite her eighty years, she had just climbed the stairs with the lightness of a young girl; and she remained the same thin, shrill, dark-haired cicada of her former days. Very elegant now, dressed in black silk, she could still be mistaken, from behind, thanks to her slender waist, for some lover, some ambitious woman rushing to her passion. From the front, in her withered face, her eyes retained their flame, and she smiled a pretty smile when she chose to.

      

      "What, it's you, Grandma!" cried Clotilde, walking towards her. "But you're going to be roasted in this terrible sun!"

      

      Félicité, who was kissing her on the forehead, began to laugh.

      

      — Oh! The sun, it's my friend!

      

      Then, trotting along with quick little steps, she went to turn the espagnolette of one of the shutters.

      

      — Open up a little! It's so sad, living like this in the dark… At my place, I let the sun in.

      

      Through the half-open door, a jet of ardent light, a stream of dancing embers penetrated. And one could see, under the sky of a blue-violet of fire, the vast burned countryside, as if asleep and dead in this annihilation of the furnace; while, on the right, above the pink roofs, rose the bell tower of Saint-Saturnin, a golden tower, with edges of whitened bone, in the blinding light.

      

      "Yes," continued Félicité, "I will probably go to Les Tulettes later, and I wanted to know if you had Charles, so that I could take him there with me… He's not here, I see. It will be for another day."

      

      But, while she was using this as a pretext for her visit, herHer eyes darted around the room. Besides, she didn't insist, immediately talking about her son Pascal, upon hearing the rhythmic noise of the pestle which had not ceased in the next room.

      

      — Ah! He's still in his devilish kitchen!… Don't disturb him, I have nothing to say to him.

      

      Martine, who had returned to her armchair, nodded her head, to declare that she had no desire to disturb her master; and there was another silence, while Clotilde wiped her pastel-stained fingers with a cloth, and Félicité resumed her walk with small steps, looking as if she were investigating.

      

      For nearly two years, old Madame Rougon had been a widow. Her husband, who had become so obese that he could no longer move, had succumbed to indigestion on September 3, 1870, the night he learned of the Sedan disaster. The collapse of the regime, of which he had boasted of being one of the founders, seemed to have struck him down. Consequently, Félicité pretended to no longer concern herself with politics, now living like a queen who had abdicated her throne. Everyone knew that the Rougons had saved Plassans from anarchy in 1851 by ensuring the triumph of the coup d'état of December 2nd, and that, a few years later, they had recaptured it from the Legitimist and Republican candidates, only to give it to a Bonapartist deputy. Until the war, the empire had remained all-powerful there, so acclaimed that it had obtained an overwhelming majority in the plebiscite. But since the disasters, the city was becoming republican; the Saint-Marc district had fallen back into its muted royalist intrigues, while the old quarter and the new town had sent a liberal representative to the Chamber, certainly tinged with Orleanism, quite ready to side with the Republic, should it triumph. And that was Why did Félicité, being a very intelligent woman, lose interest and consent to being nothing more than the dethroned queen of a fallen regime?

      

      But there still remained a lofty position there, surrounded by a whole melancholy poetry. For eighteen years, she had reigned. The legend of her two salons—the yellow salon where the coup d'état had been plotted, the green salon, later, the neutral ground where the conquest of Plassans had been completed—was embellished by the receding years of bygone eras. She was, moreover, very wealthy. Then, she was considered very dignified in her downfall, without a regret or a complaint, carrying, at eighty years old, such a long succession of furious appetites, abominable maneuvers, and excessive indulgences that she became august. Her only joy now was to enjoy in peace her great fortune and her past royalty, and she had but one passion left: to defend her history, rejecting anything that, in the course of time, might tarnish it. Her pride, which lived on the double exploit that the inhabitants still spoke of, watched with jealous care, resolved to leave standing only the beautiful documents, this legend which made her greeted like a fallen majesty, when she crossed the city.

      

      She had gone as far as the bedroom door, she listened to the sound of the pestle. Then, her brow furrowed with worry, she returned to Clotilde.

      

      "What on earth is he up to, my God! You know he's doing himself a great deal of harm with his new drug. I was told that just the other day he almost killed one of his patients."

      

      — Oh! Grandmother! cried the young girl.

      

      But she had made her move.

      

      — Yes, absolutely! The old women have plenty more to say… Go and ask them, deep in the suburb.They will tell you that he grinds dead bones in newborn blood.

      

      This time, while Martine herself was protesting, Clotilde became angry, hurt in her tenderness.

      

      — Oh! Grandmother, don't repeat these abominations!… Master, who has such a big heart, who only thinks of the happiness of all!

      

      So, when she saw them both getting indignant, Félicité, realizing that she was rushing things too much, became very affectionate again.

      

      “But, my little cat, it’s not me saying these awful things. I’m just repeating the nonsense that’s being spread around, so you understand that Pascal is wrong to ignore public opinion… He thinks he’s found a new remedy, nothing better! And I’ll even admit that he’ll cure everyone, as he hopes. Only, why put on this mysterious air, why not talk about it openly, why above all try it only on that riffraff from the old quarter and the countryside, instead of attempting brilliant cures among the respectable people of the city, cures that would do him credit?… No, you see, my little cat, your uncle has never been able to do anything like everyone else.”

      

      She adopted a pained tone, lowering her voice to lay bare this secret wound in her heart.

      

      — Thank God! There's no shortage of men of worth in our family; my other sons have given me ample satisfaction! Haven't they? Your uncle Eugène rose quite high, a minister for twelve years, practically an emperor! And your father himself moved quite a few million, was involved in some rather grand projects that rebuilt Paris! I'm not even mentioning your brother Maxime, so rich, so distinguished, nor your cousins, Octave Mouret, one of the pioneers of the new trade, and our dear abbotMouret, a saint, that one!… Well! Why does Pascal, who could have followed in all their footsteps, stubbornly live in his hole, like a half-crazy old eccentric?

      

      And, the young girl having rebelled again, she closed her mouth with a caressing gesture of her hand.

      

      “No, no! Let me finish… I know perfectly well that Pascal isn’t an idiot, that he’s done remarkable work, that his submissions to the Academy of Medicine have even earned him a reputation among scholars… But can that count, compared to what I dreamed of for him? Yes! All the city’s fine clientele, a large fortune, the decoration, in short, honors, a position worthy of the family… Ah! You see, my little darling, that’s what I’m complaining about: he’s not, he didn’t want to be, part of the family. My word! I used to tell him, when he was a child: ‘But where did you come from? You don’t belong to us!’ I sacrificed everything for the family; I’d be chopped to pieces so that the family would be great and glorious forever!”

      

      She straightened her small stature, becoming very tall, in the single passion of pleasure and pride that had filled her life. But she resumed her walk, when she had a sudden shock, noticing on the ground the copy of Le Temps , which the doctor had thrown away, after cutting out the article, to add to Saccard's file; and the sight of the window, open in the middle of the sheet, undoubtedly informed her, for, at once, she stopped walking, she let herself fall onto a chair, as if she finally knew what she had come to learn.

      

      "Your father has been appointed director of L'Époque ," she resumed abruptly.

      

      "Yes," said Clotilde calmly, "my teacher told me, it was in the newspaper."

      

      With an attentive and worried look, Félicité watched her, becauseSaccard's appointment, this rallying to the Republic, was a momentous event. After the fall of the Empire, he had dared to return to France, despite his conviction as director of the Banque Universelle, whose colossal collapse had preceded that of the regime. New influences, an extraordinary intrigue, must have restored him to his former glory. Not only had he been pardoned, but he was once again involved in considerable business, launched into high-level journalism, reclaiming his share of all the bribes. And memories resurfaced of the old quarrels between him and his brother, Eugène Rougon, whom he had so often compromised, and whom, in an ironic twist of fate, he might now protect, now that the former minister of the Empire was merely a member of parliament, resigned to the sole role of defending his fallen master, with the same stubbornness his mother displayed in defending her family. She still obediently obeyed the orders of her eldest son, the eagle, even though struck down; but Saccard, whatever he did, was also dear to her heart, because of his indomitable need for success; and she was also proud of Maxime, Clotilde's brother, who had re-established himself, after the war, in his hotel on the Avenue du Bois-de-Boulogne, where he squandered the fortune left to him by his wife, having become prudent, with the wisdom of a man afflicted to his very core, outwitting the threatening paralysis.

      

      “Editor of the Times ,” she repeated, “your father has truly attained a ministerial position… And I forgot to tell you, I wrote to your brother again, trying to persuade him to come and see us. It would distract him, do him good. And then there’s that child, poor Charles…”

      

      She didn't insist; it was another wound that bled her pride: a son Maxime had had at seventeen with a servant, and who was now, aged onefifteen years old, of weak mind, lived in Plassans, passing from one to another, dependent on everyone.

      

      She waited a moment longer, hoping for a thought from Clotilde, a transition that would allow her to get to where she wanted to go. When she saw that the young girl was losing interest, busy arranging papers on her desk, she made up her mind, after glancing at Martine, who continued mending the armchair, as if mute and deaf.

      

      — So, your uncle cut out the article from Le Temps  ?

      

      Very calm, Clotilde smiled.

      

      — Yes, the master put it in the files. Oh! The notes he buries in there! Births, deaths, the smallest incidents of life, everything goes in. And there's also the family tree, you know, our famous family tree, which he keeps up to date!

      

      The eyes of old Madame Rougon had blazed. She stared fixedly at the young girl.

      

      — Do you know these files?

      

      — Oh no, Grandmother! My teacher never talks to me about them, and he forbids me to touch them.

      

      But she didn't believe her.

      

      — Come on! You have them right here, you must have read them.

      

      Very simply, with her quiet uprightness, Clotilde replied, smiling again.

      

      — No! When my teacher forbids me to do something, it's because he has his reasons, and I don't do it.

      

      "Well, my child," cried Félicité violently, giving in to her passion, "you whom Pascal likes well, and whom he might listen to, you should beg him to burn all that, for if he were to die and the dreadful things in there were found, we would all be dishonored!"

      

      Ah! Those abominable files, she saw them at night, in her nightmares, displaying the stories in letters of fireThe true physiological flaws of the family, all that dark side of its glory that she would have preferred to bury forever, along with the ancestors already dead! She knew how the doctor had conceived the idea of ​​gathering these documents, right from the start of his major studies on heredity, how he had been led to take his own family as an example, struck by the typical cases he observed there, which supported the laws he had discovered. Wasn't it a perfectly natural field of observation, right at his fingertips, which he knew intimately? And, with the handsome, carefree bearing of a scholar, he had been accumulating the most intimate details about his family for thirty years, collecting and classifying everything, drawing up this Rougon-Macquart family tree, of which the voluminous files were merely the commentary, crammed with evidence.

      

      — Ah! yes, continued old Madame Rougon ardently, to the fire, to the fire, all this paperwork that would soil us!

      

      At that moment, as the maid was getting up to leave, seeing the direction the conversation was taking, she stopped it with a swift gesture.

      

      — No, no! Martine, stay! You're not unwanted, since you're family now.

      

      Then, in a hissing voice:

      

      — A collection of falsehoods, gossip, all the lies our enemies once hurled against us, enraged by our triumph!… Just think about that, my child. So many horrors about all of us, about your father, your mother, your brother, about me!

      

      — Horrible things, Grandma, but how do you know?

      

      She was flustered for a moment.

      

      — Oh! I suspected as much!… What family hasn't had misfortunes that can be misinterpreted? For example, our mother to us all, that dear and venerable AuntDide, your great-grandmother, hasn't she been at the Asylum for the Insane at Les Tulettes for twenty-one years? If God granted her the grace of living to the age of one hundred and four, he struck her cruelly by taking away her reason. Certainly, there's no shame in that; only, what exasperates me, what mustn't be said, is that we're all mad afterward… And, look! about your great-uncle Macquart, deplorable rumors have been spread about him too! Macquart was at fault in the past, I'm not defending him. But today, doesn't he live quite wisely on his little property at Les Tulettes, a stone's throw from our poor mother, whom he watches over like a good son?… Well, listen! One last example. Your brother Maxime made a grave mistake when he fathered poor little Charles with a servant, and besides, it's certain the sad child isn't very bright. Never mind! Would it please you if we told you your nephew is a degenerate, that he's reproducing, three generations back, his great-great-grandmother, the dear woman we sometimes take him to, and with whom he enjoys such company?… No! There's no such thing as a family anymore if we start scrutinizing everything, this one's nerves, that one's muscles. It's enough to make you lose your will to live!

      

      Clotilde had listened attentively, standing in her long black blouse. She had become serious again, her arms hanging limply, her eyes on the ground. A silence fell, then she said slowly:

      

      — That's science, Grandma.

      

      "Science!" exclaimed Félicité, stamping her feet again. "It's lovely, their science, going against everything sacred in the world! When they've destroyed everything, they'll have made great progress! They kill respect, they kill family, they kill God..."

      

      "Oh! Don't say that, madam!" he interrupted. Martine, whose narrow devotion was bleeding so deeply, was heartbroken. Don't say that this gentleman is killing God!

      

      “Yes, my poor girl, he kills him… And, you see, it’s a crime, from a religious point of view, to let him damn himself like that. You don’t love him, I swear! No, you two don’t love him, you who have the good fortune to believe, since you do nothing to bring him back to the right path… Ah! If I were you, I’d rather break that wardrobe open with an axe, I’d make a mighty bonfire with all the insults to God it contains!”

      

      She planted herself in front of the immense wardrobe, measuring it with her fiery gaze, as if to storm it, ransack it, annihilate it, despite the withered thinness of her eighty years. Then, with a gesture of ironic disdain:

      

      — If only he could know everything, with his knowledge!

      

      Clotilde remained absorbed, her eyes lost in thought. She continued in a low voice, forgetting the other two, speaking to herself:

      

      — It's true, he can't know everything… There's always something else out there… That's what bothers me, that's what makes us quarrel sometimes; because I can't, like him, set the mystery aside: I worry about it, to the point of being tormented… Out there, everything that wills and acts in the shudder of the shadows, all the unknown forces…

      

      His voice had gradually slowed down, falling to an indistinct whisper.

      

      Then Martine, who had been looking gloomy for a while, spoke in turn.

      

      "If it were true, mademoiselle, that this gentleman would damn himself with all these vile papers! Tell me, would we let him do it?... Me, you see, if he told me to throw myself off the terrace, I would close my eyes and"I would throw myself into it, because I know he's always right. But, for his salvation, oh! if I could, I would work for it in spite of him. By any means necessary, yes! I would force him; it is too cruel for me to think that he will not be in heaven with us.

      

      "That's very good, my daughter," Félicité agreed. "At least you love your master in an intelligent way."

      

      Between the two of them, Clotilde still seemed undecided. For her, belief didn't conform to the strict rules of dogma; religious feeling wasn't embodied in the hope of paradise, a place of delights where one would be reunited with loved ones. It was simply, within her, a need for something beyond, a certainty that the vast world doesn't end with sensation, that there is a whole other unknown world, which must be taken into account. But her elderly grandmother, this devoted servant, shook her in her anxious tenderness for her uncle. Didn't they love him more, in a more enlightened and upright way, they who wanted him spotless, free from his scholarly eccentricities, pure enough to be among the chosen? Phrases from devotional books came back to her: the continual battle waged against the spirit of evil, the glory of conversions won through hard-fought struggle. If she were to undertake this holy task, if, despite himself, she were to save him! And an exaltation gradually took hold of his mind, which was readily inclined towards adventurous undertakings.

      

      "Certainly," she finally said, "I would be very happy if he didn't bother piling up these scraps of paper, and if he came with us to church."

      

      Seeing her about to give in, Madame Rougon cried out that action had to be taken, and Martine herself used all her real authority. They had drawn closer, they were indoctrinating the young girl, lowering their voices, as if for aA conspiracy, from which would spring a miraculous blessing, a divine joy that would perfume the entire house. What a triumph, if the doctor were reconciled with God! And what sweetness afterwards, to live together in the heavenly communion of the same faith!

      

      "Finally, what should I do?" asked Clotilde, defeated, conquered.

      

      But at that moment, in the silence, the doctor's pestle resumed its steady rhythm, louder than before. And Félicité, victorious, who was about to speak, turned her head anxiously, looked for a moment at the door of the next room. Then, in a low voice:

      

      — Do you know where the key to the cupboard is?

      

      Clotilde did not reply, but made a simple gesture to express her complete repugnance at betraying her master in this way.

      

      — How childish you are! I swear I won't take anything, I won't even disturb anything… But, isn't that right? Since we're alone, and Pascal never reappears before dinner, we could make sure of what's in there… Oh! Just a glance, I swear!

      

      The young girl, motionless, still refused to consent.

      

      — And besides, maybe I'm wrong, there are probably none of the bad things I told you about here.

      

      That was decisive; she ran to get the key from the drawer and opened the wide wardrobe herself.

      

      — Look! Grandma, the files are up there.

      

      Martine, without a word, had gone to stand at the bedroom door, her ear pricked, listening to the hammering, while Félicité, rooted to the spot by emotion, stared at the files. Finally, there they were, those terrible files, whose nightmare poisoned her life! She saw them, she was going to touch them, take them away! And shehe stood up, in a passionate extension of his short legs.

      

      "It's too high, my little cat," she said. "Help me, give them to me!"

      

      — Oh! No, not that, Grandma!… Take a chair.

      

      Félicité grabbed a chair and nimbly climbed onto it. But it was still too small. With extraordinary effort, she pulled herself up, managing to grow taller, until her fingertips touched the thick blue paper folders; and her fingers moved about, clenched, scratching like claws. Suddenly, there was a crash: it was a geological specimen, a fragment of marble, which had been on a lower shelf, and which she had just knocked over.

      

      Immediately, the pestle stopped, and Martine said in a muffled voice:

      

      — Beware, here he is!

      

      But Félicité, in despair, didn't hear, wouldn't let go, when Pascal burst in. He had thought it was some kind of misfortune, a fall, and he stood stunned by what he saw: his mother on the chair, her arm still raised, while Martine had moved aside, and Clotilde, standing very pale, waited, her eyes unwavering. When he understood, he himself turned as white as a sheet. A terrible anger rose within him.

      

      The old Madame Rougon, moreover, was not at all disturbed. As soon as she saw the opportunity lost, she jumped from the chair, making no allusion to the nasty task in which he surprised her.

      

      "Hey, it's you! I didn't mean to bother you… I came to give Clotilde a kiss. But I've been chatting for almost two hours now, and I'm off in a hurry. They're waiting for me at home; they must have forgotten what's become of me… Goodbye, see you Sunday!"

      

      She left, completely at ease, after smiling at her son, who had remained silent before her, respectful. It was an attitude he had long adopted to avoid an explanation he sensed would be cruel and which he had always dreaded. He knew her, he wanted to forgive her everything, in his broad, scholarly tolerance that took into account heredity, environment, and circumstances. Besides, wasn't she his mother? And that would have been enough; for, amidst the terrible blows his research dealt to the family, he retained a deep tenderness of heart for his loved ones.

      

      When his mother was no longer there, his anger erupted, falling upon Clotilde. He had turned his eyes away from Martine, he kept them fixed on the young girl, whose gaze still did not lower, in a bravery that accepted responsibility for his action.

      

      "You! You!" he said finally.

      

      He had seized her arm, squeezing it so hard she cried out. But she continued to look him straight in the eye, refusing to yield, with the indomitable will of her own personality, her own thoughts. She was beautiful and infuriating, so slender, so graceful, dressed in her black blouse; and her exquisite blond youth, her straight forehead, her delicate nose, her firm chin, took on a warrior-like charm in her defiance.

      

      — You whom I created, you who are my student, my friend, my other thought, to whom I gave a little of my heart and brain! Ah! yes, I should have kept you entirely for myself, not let your stupid good God take the best of you from me!

      

      "Oh! sir, you are blaspheming!" cried Martine, who had moved closer to redirect some of her anger onto her.

      

      But he didn't even see her. Only Clotilde existed. And he was as if transfigured, lifted up by such passion,that, beneath his white hair, in his white beard, his handsome face blazed with youth, with an immense, wounded, and exasperated tenderness. For a moment longer, they gazed at each other like that, without yielding, their eyes locked.

      

      — You! you! he repeated, in his trembling voice.

      

      — Yes, me!… Why then, master, should I not love you as much as you love me? And why, if I believe you to be in danger, should I not try to save you? You are very concerned about what I think, you want to force me to think like you!

      

      She had never stood up to him like that before.

      

      — But you're just a little girl, you don't know anything!

      

      — No, I am a soul, and you know no more about that than I do!

      

      He released her arm, made a sweeping, vague gesture towards the sky, and an extraordinary silence fell, filled with the weight of serious matters, with the pointless discussion he didn't want to start. With a rough push, he went to open the shutter of the middle window; for the sun was setting, and the room was filling with shadow. Then he returned.

      

      But she, needing air and open space, had gone to that open window. The scorching rain of embers had ceased; there was now, falling from above, only the last shiver of the overheated, paling sky; and, from the still-burning earth, warm scents rose, along with the relieved breath of evening. At the foot of the terrace, there was first the railway line, the first outbuildings of the station, whose structures could be seen; then, crossing the vast arid plain, a line of trees marked the course of the Viorne River, beyond which rose the hills of Sainte-Marthe, terraces of reddish earth planted with olive trees, supported by dry-stone walls, and crowned by woods.dark pines: a wide, desolate amphitheater, sun-baked, the color of old baked brick, unfurling above, against the sky, this fringe of black greenery. To the left, the gorges of the Seille opened, heaps of yellow stones, collapsed in the middle of blood-colored earth, dominated by an immense bar of rocks, like a giant fortress wall; while, towards the right, at the very entrance of the valley where the Viorne flowed, the town of Plassans tiered its roofs of discolored and pink tiles, its huddled jumble of an old city, pierced by the tops of ancient elms, and over which reigned the high tower of Saint-Saturnin, solitary and serene, at this hour, in the limpid gold of the sunset.

      

      — Oh my God! said Clotilde slowly, how proud one must be to believe that one can take everything in one's hand and know everything!

      

      Pascal had just climbed onto the chair to make sure that none of the files were missing. Then he picked up the fragment of marble, put it back on the shelf; and, when he had closed the cabinet, with a firm hand, he put the key in his pocket.

      

      — Yes, he continued, try to know everything, and above all, don't lose your head over what you don't know, what you will probably never know!

      

      Martine, once again, had drawn closer to Clotilde, to support her, to show that they were both on the same side. And now the doctor saw her too, sensed that they were both united in the same will to conquer. After years of muted attempts, it was finally open warfare, the scholar seeing his own people turn against his ideas and threaten them with destruction. There is no worse torment than to have betrayal at home, around you, to be hunted down, dispossessed, annihilated, by those you love and who love you!

      

      Suddenly, this awful idea appeared to him.

      

      — But you both love me!

      

      He saw their eyes darken with tears, and he was overcome with profound sadness at the peaceful end of a beautiful day. All his cheerfulness, all his kindness, which stemmed from his passion for life, were shaken.

      

      — Ah! my darling, and you, my poor girl, you are doing this for my happiness, aren't you? But, alas! how unhappy we are going to be!
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      The next morning, Clotilde woke up at six o'clock. She had gone to bed angry with Pascal; they were sulking. And her first feeling was one of unease, a dull sorrow, an immediate need to reconcile, so as not to carry the heavy weight she felt on her heart.

      

      Quickly, leaping out of bed, she went to half-open the shutters of the two windows. Already high, the sun entered, slicing the room with two golden bars. Into this sleepy room, still damp with the sweet scent of youth, the clear morning brought little breaths of fresh gaiety; while, having returned to sit on the edge of the mattress, the young girl remained for a moment pensive, simply dressed in her narrow chemise, which seemed to make her look even slimmer, with her long, slender legs, her slender, strong torso, with its rounded throat, round neck, and supple, round arms; and her nape, her adorable shoulders, were pure milk, a polished white silk of infinite softness. For a long time, during the awkward years of twelve to eighteen, she had seemed too tall, gangly, climbing trees like a boy. Then, from the sexless urchin, emerged this delicate creature of charm and love.

      

      Her eyes glazed over, she continued to stare at the walls of the room. Although the Souleiade dated from the century Lastly, it had to be refurnished during the First Empire, for the wall hanging there was an old printed Indian fabric depicting sphinx busts within scrolling oak wreaths. Once a vibrant red, this Indian fabric had faded to a pale pink, a vague shade of orange. The curtains for the two windows and the bed were still there, but they had needed cleaning, which had paled them even further. And it was truly exquisite, this faded purple, this dawn-like hue, so delicately soft. As for the bed, hung with the same fabric, it was so dilapidated that it had been replaced by another bed, taken from a neighboring room—another Empire-style bed, low and very wide, made of solid mahogany, adorned with brass fittings, whose four corner columns also bore sphinx busts, identical to those on the wall hanging. Moreover, the rest of the furniture was perfectly matched: a wardrobe with solid doors and columns, a chest of drawers with a white marble top encircled by a gallery, a tall, monumental cheval glass, a chaise longue with stiffened legs, and chairs with straight, lyre-shaped backs. But a bedspread, made from an old Louis  XV silk skirt , brightened the majestic bed, occupying the center of the wall opposite the windows; a whole pile of cushions made the hard chaise longue soft; and there were two shelves and a table also covered with old silks brocaded with flowers, discovered at the back of a cupboard.

      

      Clotilde finally put on her stockings, slipped into a white piqué dressing gown; and, picking up her gray canvas mules with her toes, she hurried into her dressing room, a back room that opened onto the other side of the house. She had it simply covered in ecru ticking with blue stripes; and it contained only varnished fir furniture, a dressing table, two wardrobes, and chairs. Yet one sensed there a natural and refined coquettishness, very feminine.It had grown within her, along with her beauty. Alongside the stubborn, tomboyish side she sometimes remained, she had become submissive, tender, and longing to be loved. The truth was that she had grown up freely, having only ever learned to read and write, and then having given herself a fairly broad education by helping her uncle. But there had been no predetermined plan between them; she had simply become passionate about natural history, which had revealed everything about men and women to her. And she preserved her virginal modesty, like a fruit untouched by any hand, no doubt thanks to her unacknowledged and reverent longing for love, that profound womanly feeling that made her reserve the gift of her entire being, her annihilation, in the man she would love.

      

      She put her hair up, washed herself thoroughly; then, giving in to her impatience, she went back to open her bedroom door quietly and risked tiptoeing silently across the vast study. The shutters were still closed, but she could see well enough not to bump into the furniture. When she reached the other end, before the doctor's bedroom door, she bent down, holding her breath. Was he up already? What could he be doing? She could clearly hear him walking with small steps, no doubt getting dressed. She never went into that room, where he liked to hide certain tasks, and which remained closed like a tabernacle. An anxiety had seized her, the fear of being found there by him if he pushed open the door; and this was a great turmoil, a rebellion of her pride and a desire to show her submission. For a moment, her need for reconciliation became so strong that she was about to strike. Then, as the sound of footsteps drew closer, she fled frantically.

      

      Until eight o'clock, Clotilde bustled about in a Growing impatience. Every minute, she glanced at the clock on her bedroom mantelpiece, an Empire-style clock of gilt bronze, a landmark against which smiling Cupid contemplated sleeping Time. It was usually at eight o'clock that she went downstairs to have the first breakfast, with the doctor, in the dining room. And, while waiting, she devoted herself to meticulous grooming, did her hair, put on her shoes, and slipped into a dress of white linen with red polka dots. Then, having another fifteen minutes to kill, she indulged an old desire: she sat down to sew a little lace, an imitation of Chantilly cream, onto her work blouse, that black blouse which she was beginning to find too boyish, not womanly enough. But, as eight o'clock struck, she abandoned her work and hurried downstairs.

      

      "You'll have lunch all alone," said Martine calmly, in the dining room.

      

      - How so ?

      

      — Yes, the gentleman called me, and I passed him his egg through the crack in the door. There it is again, still in its mortar and filter. We won't see it before noon.

      

      Clotilde remained frozen, her cheeks pale. She drank her milk standing up, took her roll, and followed the maid to the back of the kitchen. On the ground floor, besides the dining room and this kitchen, there was only one abandoned sitting room, where the potato supply was kept. Formerly, when the doctor received patients at his home, he held his consultations there; but for years now, the desk and armchair had been brought up to his bedroom. And there was only one other small room opening onto the kitchen, the old maid's room, very clean, with a walnut chest of drawers and a monk's bed, draped with white curtains.

      

      "Do you think he's started making his liqueur again?" asked Clotilde.

      

      — Good heavens! It can only be that. You know very well that he loses his appetite and drink when it strikes him.

      

      Then, all the girl's frustration was exhaled in a low moan.

      

      — Oh! My God! My God!

      

      And, while Martine went upstairs to make her room, she took a parasol from the coat rack in the vestibule, went outside to eat her bread roll, desperate, not knowing what to do with her time, until noon.

      

      It had been nearly seventeen years since Dr. Pascal, resolved to leave his house in the new town, had bought La Souleiade for about twenty thousand francs. His desire was to withdraw from the city, and also to give more space and more joy to the little girl his brother had just sent him from Paris. This La Souleiade, on the outskirts of town, on a plateau overlooking the plain, was once a considerable estate, its vast lands reduced to less than two hectares through successive sales, not to mention that the construction of the railway had taken over the last arable fields. The house itself had been half destroyed by fire; only one of the two buildings remained, a square wing, hipped as they say in Provence, with five windows on the facade, covered in large pink tiles. And the doctor, who had bought it fully furnished, had simply had the walls of the enclosure repaired and completed, so he could have peace and quiet at home.

      

      Ordinarily, Clotilde loved this solitude passionately, this narrow kingdom she could explore in ten minutes, yet which still retained vestiges of its former grandeur. But that morning, she brought a simmering anger to it. For a moment, she stepped onto the terrace, to theAt two ends of it stood ancient cypress trees, two enormous dark canopies, visible from three leagues away. The slope then descended to the railway line; dry-stone walls supported the red earth where the last vines had perished; and on these sorts of giant steps, only stunted rows of olive and almond trees with spindly foliage still grew. The heat was already oppressive; it watched small lizards fleeing across the uneven flagstones, between the shaggy clumps of caper bushes.

      

      Then, as if irritated by the vast horizon, she crossed the orchard and the vegetable garden, which Martine stubbornly tended despite her age, only bringing in a man twice a week for the heavy work; and she climbed, to the right, into a pine grove, a small pine wood, all that remained of the magnificent pines that had once covered the plateau. But, once again, she felt uneasy there: the dry needles crunched under her feet, a resinous suffocation fell from the branches. And she hurried along the boundary wall, passed the front gate, which opened onto the Fenouillères road, five minutes from the first houses of Plassans, and finally emerged onto the threshing floor, an immense threshing floor with a radius of twenty meters, which would have been enough to prove the former importance of the estate. Ah! This ancient area, paved with round pebbles, as in the time of the Romans, this sort of vast esplanade which a short, dry grass, like gold, seemed to cover with a carpet of thick wool! What good times she had once had there, running, rolling, lying for hours on her back, when the stars were born, in the depths of the boundless sky!

      

      She had reopened her parasol and crossed the area with slowed steps. Now she was on the left side of the terrace; she had completed her circuit of the property.So she went back behind the house, under the clump of enormous plane trees that cast a thick shadow on that side. There, the two windows of the doctor's room opened. And she looked up, for she had only drawn nearer in the sudden hope of finally seeing him. But the windows remained closed; she was hurt by this, as if by a cruel cruelty. Only then did she realize that she was still holding her roll, forgetting to eat it; and she went under the trees and bit into it impatiently with her beautiful youthful teeth.

      

      It was a delightful retreat, this ancient quincunx of plane trees, a remnant of the Souleiade's past splendor. Beneath these giants, with their monstrous trunks, it was barely light, a greenish, exquisitely cool day, on the scorching summer days. A French garden once stood there, of which only the boxwood borders remained—boxwood that undoubtedly thrived in the shade, for it had grown vigorously, as tall as shrubs. And the charm of this shady corner was a fountain, a simple lead pipe sealed in a column shaft, from which flowed perpetually, even during the worst droughts, a trickle of water the thickness of a little finger, which, further on, fed a large, mossy basin, whose green stones were cleaned only every three or four years. When all the wells in the neighborhood ran dry, the Souleiade kept its spring, from which the great plane trees were surely the centuries-old offspring. Night and day, for centuries, this thin stream of water, even and continuous, sang its same pure song, with a crystalline vibration.

      

      Clotilde, after wandering among the boxwood hedges that reached her shoulders, went back inside to fetch some embroidery and returned to sit down at a stone table beside the fountain. A few garden chairs had been placed there, and people sat down at them.The coffee. And from then on, she pretended not to raise her head, as if absorbed in her work. Yet, from time to time, she seemed to glance between the tree trunks toward the burning distance, the blinding expanse like a blazing fire, where the sun scorched. But, in reality, her gaze slid behind her long eyelashes, up to the doctor's windows. Nothing appeared there, not a shadow. And a sadness, a resentment, grew within her, this abandonment in which he left her, this disdain with which he seemed to hold her, after their quarrel of the day before. She who had risen with such a strong desire to make peace immediately! He, then, was in no hurry, did he not love her, since he could live in anger? And little by little, she grew somber, she returned to thoughts of struggle, resolved once again to yield nothing.

      

      Around eleven o'clock, before putting her lunch on the fire, Martine came to join her, with the eternal stocking that she knitted even while walking, when the house did not occupy her.

      

      — You know he's still locked up there, like a wolf, making his strange kitchen?

      

      Clotilde shrugged, without taking her eyes off her embroidery.

      

      — And, miss, if I were to repeat what is being said! Madame Félicité was right yesterday to say that there is really something to be ashamed of… I was told, right here in front of me, that he had killed old Boutin, you remember, that poor old man who fell ill and died on a road.

      

      There was a silence. Then, seeing the young girl grow even more somber, the servant resumed, while quickening the movement of her fingers:

      

      — I don't understand anything about it, but what he's doing makes me furious… And you, miss, do you approve of this kind of cooking?

      

      Suddenly, Clotilde raised her head, giving in to the flood of passion that swept her away.

      

      — Listen, I don't want to know more than you, but I think he's in serious trouble… He doesn't love us…

      

      — Oh yes, miss, he loves us!

      

      — No, no, not the way we love him!… If he loved us, he would be here with us, instead of losing his soul, his happiness and ours up there, trying to save everyone!

      

      And the two women looked at each other for a moment, their eyes burning with tenderness, in their jealous anger. They went back to their work, they spoke no more, bathed in shadow.

      

      Upstairs in his room, Doctor Pascal worked with the serenity of perfect joy. He had practiced medicine for barely twelve years, from his return from Paris until the day he came to retire to La Souleiade. Satisfied with the hundred or so thousand francs he had earned and wisely invested, he devoted himself almost entirely to his favorite studies, maintaining a small circle of friends, never refusing to visit a patient, and never sending a bill. When he was paid, he tossed the money into a drawer of his writing desk; he considered it pocket money for his experiments and whims, separate from his income, the amount of which was sufficient for him. And he scoffed at the unsavory reputation his manner had earned him; he was only happy in the midst of his research, on the subjects that fascinated him. It was a surprise to many that this scholar, whose flashes of genius were marred by an overactive imagination, had remained in Plassans, this remote town that seemed to offer him none of the necessary tools. But heHe explained very well the advantages he had discovered there: first, a retreat of great peace and quiet; second, an unexpected field of continuous investigation, from the point of view of the facts of heredity, his favorite study, in this corner of the provinces where he knew every family, where he could follow phenomena kept secret for two or three generations. Furthermore, he lived near the sea; he had gone there almost every fine season to study life, the infinite teeming where it is born and spreads, in the depths of the vast waters. And finally, there was, at the Plassans hospital, a dissection room, which he was almost the only one to frequent, a large, bright, and quiet room, in which, for more than twenty years, all unclaimed bodies had passed under his scalpel. He was very modest, and for a long time shy and withdrawn; it had been enough for him to maintain correspondence with his former professors and a few new friends, regarding the remarkable memoirs he sometimes sent to the Academy of Medicine. He lacked any militant ambition.

      

      What had initially led Dr. Pascal to focus specifically on the laws of heredity was his work on gestation. As always, chance had played its part, providing him with a whole series of corpses of pregnant women who had died during a cholera epidemic. Later, he monitored the deaths, completing the series, filling in the gaps, to understand the formation of the embryo, then the development of the fetus, day by day of its intrauterine life; and thus he compiled a catalog of the clearest and most definitive observations. From that moment on, the problem of conception, the foundation of everything, confronted him in its vexing mystery. Why and how does a new being come into being? What were the laws of life, this torrentof beings who made the world? He didn't limit himself to corpses; he extended his dissections to living humanity, struck by certain constant facts among his patients, focusing especially on his own family, which had become his primary field of experimentation, so precise and complete were the cases presented. From then on, as the facts accumulated and were classified in his notes, he attempted a general theory of heredity, one that might suffice to explain them all.

      

      A difficult problem, and one whose solution he had been revising for years. He had started from the principle of invention and the principle of imitation: heredity, or the reproduction of beings under the influence of similarity, and innateness, or the reproduction of beings under the influence of diversity. For heredity, he had admitted only four cases: direct heredity, the representation of the father and mother in the physical and moral nature of the child; indirect heredity, the representation of collateral relatives, uncles and aunts, cousins; reciprocal heredity, the representation of ancestors, one or more generations removed; and finally, heredity of influence, the representation of previous partners, for example, the first male who, as it were, impregnated the female for her future conception, even when he was no longer the father. As for innateness, it was the new being, or one who appears as such, in whom the physical and moral characteristics of the parents are conflated, without anything of them seeming to remain. And, from then on, taking up the two terms, heredity and innateness, he had subdivided them in turn, dividing heredity into two cases: the election of the father or the mother in the child, the choice, the individual predominance, or else the mixture of one and the other, and a mixture that could take three forms, either by fusion, or by dissemination, or by blending, going from the least good state to the most perfect; while, forIn innateness, there was only one possible case: combination, that chemical combination which allows two substances brought together to form a new substance, entirely different from those from which it originates. This was the summary of a considerable body of observations, not only in anthropology, but also in zoology, pomology, and horticulture. Then, the difficulty began, when, faced with these multiple facts brought to light by analysis, it came to synthesizing them, to formulating the theory that would explain them all. There, he felt himself on the shifting ground of hypothesis, which each new discovery transforms; and, while he could not help but offer a solution, due to the human mind's need to conclude, he was nevertheless open-minded enough to leave the problem open. He had thus gone from Darwin's gemmules, from his pangenesis, to Haeckel's perigenesis, by way of Galton's stirpes. Then, he had an intuition of the theory that Weismann would later champion: he settled on the idea of ​​an extremely fine and complex substance, germinal plasma, a portion of which always remains in reserve in each new being, so that it may be transmitted, unchanging and immutable, from generation to generation. This seemed to explain everything; but what an infinity of mystery still remained, this world of resemblances transmitted by the sperm and the ovum, where the human eye can distinguish absolutely nothing, even under the highest magnification of the microscope! And he fully expected that his theory would one day become obsolete; he considered it only a temporary explanation, satisfactory for the current state of the question, in this perpetual inquiry into life, whose very source, its emergence, seems destined to forever elude us.

      

      Ah! This heredity, what a subject for him to meditate on!Endlessly! Wasn't the unexpected, the prodigious thing that the resemblance from parents to children wasn't complete, mathematical? For his family, he had initially drawn up a logically deduced family tree, where the shares of influence, from generation to generation, were distributed half and half, the father's share and the mother's share. But living reality, almost every time, belied the theory. Heredity, instead of being resemblance, was only the effort toward resemblance, thwarted by circumstances and environment. And he had arrived at what he called the hypothesis of cell abortion. Life is nothing but movement, and heredity being the communicated movement, the cells, in their multiplication of one another, pushed, crushed, and settled into place, each deploying its hereditary effort; So that if, during this struggle, weaker cells succumbed, the final result would be considerable disturbances, entirely different organs. Wasn't this the source of innateness, this constant invention of nature to which he was repelled? Wasn't he, in fact, so different from his parents only as a consequence of similar accidents, or perhaps through the effect of latent heredity, in which he had once believed? For every family tree has roots that plunge back into humanity to the first man; one cannot begin with a single ancestor, one can always resemble an older, unknown ancestor. Yet, he doubted atavism; his opinion, despite a singular example from his own family, was that resemblance, after two or three generations, must fade due to accidents, interventions, and the thousand possible combinations. Thus, there was a perpetual becoming, a constant transformation in this communicated effort, this transmitted power, this upheaval that breathes life into matter.And which is all of life. And many questions arose. Was there physical and intellectual progress throughout the ages? Did the brain, in contact with the growing sciences, expand? Could one hope, in the long run, for a greater sum of reason and happiness? Then there were specific problems, one in particular whose mystery had long irritated him: how could it be that a boy, a girl, in conception, could one never scientifically predict sex, or at least explain it? He had written, on this subject, a very curious memoir, crammed with facts, but ultimately concluding with the absolute ignorance to which the most tenacious research had left him. No doubt, heredity only fascinated him so much because it remained obscure, vast, and unfathomable, like all nascent sciences, where imagination reigns supreme. Finally, a long study he had done on the heredity of phthisis had just reawakened in him the wavering faith of the healing physician, launching him into the noble and mad hope of regenerating humanity.

      

      In short, Dr. Pascal had only one belief: the belief in life. Life was the sole manifestation of God. Life was God, the great mover, the soul of the universe. And life had no other instrument than heredity; heredity made the world. So, if we could have known it, captured it, and controlled it, we could have made the world as we pleased. In him, who had witnessed illness, suffering, and death firsthand, a militant compassion, that of a doctor, was awakened. Ah! To be sick no more, to suffer no more, to die as little as possible! His dream culminated in the thought that we could hasten universal happiness, the future city of perfection and bliss, by intervening, by ensuring health for all. When everyone was healthy, strong, and intelligent, there would no longer be any suffering.that a superior people, infinitely wise and happy. In India, wasn't it possible, in seven generations, to transform a sudra into a brahmin, thus experimentally elevating the lowliest of wretches to the most perfected human type? And, since, in his study on tuberculosis, he had concluded that it was not hereditary, but that every child of a consumptive brought with them a degenerated constitution in which tuberculosis developed with rare ease, he now thought only of enriching this constitution, impoverished by heredity, to give it the strength to resist parasites, or rather the destructive ferments he suspected were present in the organism, long before the theory of microbes. Giving strength—that was the whole problem; and giving strength also meant giving willpower, expanding the brain by strengthening the other organs.

      

      Around this time, the doctor, reading an old fifteenth-century medical book, was struck by a remedy known as the "doctrine of signatures." To cure a diseased organ, it was enough to take the same healthy organ from a sheep or ox, boil it, and then have the patient drink the resulting broth. The theory was to repair with like, and in liver diseases especially, the old book said, cures were countless. This sparked the doctor's imagination. Why not try it? Since he wanted to regenerate weakened individuals with hereditary deficiencies, who lacked nervous tissue, he simply had to provide them with normal, healthy nervous tissue. However, the broth method seemed childish to him, so he devised a method of pounding sheep brains and cerebellum in a mortar, moistening them with distilled water, then decanting and filtering the resulting liquid. He then experimented on his patients with this liqueur mixed with Malaga wine, without obtaining any appreciable results. Suddenly, as he became discouraged, he had a One day, while giving a woman suffering from hepatic colic an injection of morphine with Pravaz's small syringe, he had an idea: what if he tried hypodermic injections with his own liquid? And immediately upon returning home, he experimented on himself, injecting himself in the kidneys, which he repeated morning and evening. The first doses, only one gram, had no effect. But, having doubled and tripled the dose, he was delighted one morning, upon waking, to find his legs like those of a twenty-year-old again. He continued in this way up to five grams, and he breathed more deeply, working with a lucidity and ease he had lost for years. A complete sense of well-being and joy of living flooded through him. From then on, when he had a syringe made in Paris that could hold five grams, he was astonished by the positive results he obtained with his patients, whom he had back on their feet in a few days, as if in a new, vibrant, active flow of life. His method was still very much empirical and barbaric; he foresaw all sorts of dangers, especially fearing he might cause embolisms if the liquid wasn't perfectly pure. He also suspected that the energy of his convalescents came partly from the fever he induced. But he was only a pioneer; the method would be perfected later. Wasn't it already a miracle to make ataxic patients walk, to revive consumptives, even to restore hours of lucidity to the insane? And, faced with this discovery of twentieth-century alchemy, immense hope dawned. He believed he had discovered the universal panacea, the elixir of life destined to combat human weakness, the sole true cause of all ills, a veritable and scientific fountain of youth that, by bestowing strength, health, and willpower, would create a completely new and superior humanity.

      

      That morning, in his room—a north-facing room, somewhat darkened by the nearby plane trees, furnished simply with his iron bed, a mahogany writing desk, and a large writing table containing a mortar and a microscope—he was meticulously finishing the preparation of a vial of his liqueur. After crushing sheep nerve matter in distilled water, he had decanted and filtered it. And he had finally obtained a small bottle of a cloudy, opalescent liquid, iridescent with bluish reflections, which he gazed at for a long time in the light, as if he held the life-giving, regenerative blood of the world.

      

      But light knocks on the door and an urgent voice pulled him from his dream.

      

      — Well! What is it, sir? It's a quarter past twelve, don't you want to have lunch?

      

      Downstairs, lunch awaited in the large, cool dining room. The shutters had been left closed, only one had been slightly opened. It was a cheerful room, with pearl-gray wood paneling accented with blue trim. The table, the sideboard, the chairs must once have complemented the Empire-style furniture that furnished the bedrooms; and against the light background, the old mahogany stood out boldly, a deep red. A polished copper pendant light, always gleaming, shone like the sun; while on the four walls, four large pastel bouquets bloomed: wallflowers, carnations, hyacinths, and roses.

      

      Radiant, Doctor Pascal entered.

      

      — Ah! Damn! I forgot, I wanted to finish… Here's some, brand new and very pure this time, enough to work miracles!

      

      And he showed off the vial, which he had downed in his enthusiasm. But he noticed Clotilde, standing straight and silent,her expression was serious. The dull resentment of waiting had just restored her to all her hostility, and she who had burned to throw herself into his arms in the morning remained motionless, as if cooled and removed from him.

      

      "Well!" he resumed, without losing any of his cheerfulness, "we're still sulking. That's what's naughty!... So, you don't admire my sorcerer's potion, which raises the dead?"

      

      He sat down at the table, and the young girl, sitting opposite him, finally had to answer.

      

      "You know very well, master, that I admire everything about you… Only, my desire is that others admire you as well. And then there's the death of poor old Boutin…"

      

      — Oh! he cried, not letting her finish, an epileptic who succumbed in a congestive attack!… Look! Since you are in a bad mood, let's not talk about it anymore: you would make me sad, and it would spoil my day.

      

      There were soft-boiled eggs, cutlets, and cream. A long silence followed, during which, despite her pout, she ate heartily, having a robust appetite that she made no attempt to hide. Finally, he resumed, laughing:

      

      — What reassures me is that your stomach is good… Martine, give the young lady some bread.

      

      As usual, she served them, watched them eat, with her quiet familiarity. Often, she even chatted with them.

      

      "Sir," she said, "when she had cut some bread, the butcher brought his bill, do we have to pay it?"

      

      He raised his head and gazed at it in surprise.

      

      — Why are you asking me that? Normally, you don't pay without consulting me?

      

      It was indeed Martine who managed the purse. The sums were deposited with Mr. Grandguillot, a notary in Plassans,They produced a round sum of six thousand francs in annual income. Every quarter, the fifteen hundred francs remained in the hands of the maid, and she used them to best serve the household interests, buying and paying for everything with the utmost economy, for she was miserly, a fact for which she was constantly teased. Clotilde, very frugal, didn't have a purse of her own. As for the doctor, he used the three or four thousand francs he still earned a year for his experiments and pocket money, throwing it into the bottom of a drawer in his secretary; so there was a small treasure there, gold and banknotes, the exact amount of which he never knew.

      

      "No doubt, sir, I'll pay," replied the maid, "but only when I'm the one who took the goods; and this time, the bill is so high because of all the brains the butcher supplied you with…"

      

      The doctor interrupted him abruptly.

      

      "Oh, come on! So, are you going to turn against me too? No, no! That would be too much! Yesterday, you both caused me a lot of grief, and I was angry. But this has to stop; I don't want this house to become a living hell... Two women against me, and the only ones who care about me at all! You know, I'd rather just walk out the door right now!"

      

      He didn't get angry; he laughed, although one could sense, in the trembling of his voice, the anxiety in his heart. And he added, with his cheerful, good-natured air:

      

      — If you are worried about making ends meet, my daughter, tell the butcher to send me my bill separately… And don’t worry, we’re not asking you to contribute anything, your money can stay put.

      

      It was an allusion to Martine's small personal fortune. In thirty years, with four hundred francs in wages,She had earned twelve thousand francs, from which she had only taken what was strictly necessary for her upkeep; and, fattened, almost tripled by the interest, the sum of her savings was now around thirty thousand francs, which she had not wanted to invest with Mr. Grandguillot, out of a whim, a desire to keep her money separate. It was elsewhere, in solid annuities.

      

      "Money that's lying dormant is honest money," she said gravely. "But sir is right, I'll tell the butcher to send a separate bill, since all these brains are for sir's kitchen, not mine."

      

      This explanation had brought a smile to Clotilde's face, who was usually amused by jokes about Martine's avarice; and lunch ended on a more cheerful note. The doctor wanted to have coffee under the plane trees, saying he needed some fresh air after having been cooped up all morning. So the coffee was served on the stone table near the fountain. And how pleasant it was there, in the shade, in the soothing coolness of the water, while all around, the pine forest, the clearing, the entire property was baking in the two o'clock sun!

      

      Pascal had obligingly brought the vial of nerve substance, which he was looking at, placed on the table.

      

      "So, miss," he continued with a gruff, joking air, "you don't believe in my resurrection elixir, but you believe in miracles!"

      

      "Master," replied Clotilde, "I believe we don't know everything."

      

      He made a gesture of impatience.

      

      — But you'll have to know everything… Understand, you stubborn little thing, that no scientifically proven exception to the immutable laws governing the universe has ever been observed. Only human intelligence, to this day, is Having intervened, I challenge you to find a real will, any intention whatsoever, outside of life… And that is all there is to it, there is, in the world, no other will than this force which pushes everything towards life, towards an ever more developed and superior life.

      

      He had stood up, with a broad gesture, and such faith lifted him up that the young girl looked at him, surprised to find him so young, under his white hair.

      

      — Do you want me to tell you my creed , since you accuse me of not wanting yours? I believe that the future of humanity lies in the progress of reason through science. I believe that the pursuit of truth through science is the divine ideal that humankind should strive for. I believe that everything is illusion and vanity, except for the treasure of truths slowly acquired and which will never be lost again. I believe that the sum of these truths, ever increasing, will eventually give humankind incalculable power, and serenity, if not happiness… Yes, I believe in the ultimate triumph of life.

      

      And his gesture, widened even further, circled the vast horizon, as if to call upon this countryside in flames, where the sap of all existences boiled.

      

      — But the continuous miracle, my child, is life… So open your eyes, look!

      

      She nodded.

      

      “I open them, and I don’t see everything… It’s you, master, who’s stubborn, when you refuse to admit that there’s an unknown realm out there that you’ll never enter. Oh! I know, you’re too intelligent to ignore that. Only, you refuse to take it into account; you set the unknown aside because it would hinder your research… You may tell me to set aside the mystery, to start from the known and conquer the unknown, but I can’t! The mystery immediately calls to me and troubles me.”

      

      He listened to her, smiling, happy to see her come alive, and he stroked the curls of her blond hair with his hand.

      

      — Yes, yes, I know, you're like everyone else, you can't live without illusions and lies… Anyway, go on, we'll get along all the same. Take care, that's half of wisdom and happiness.

      

      Then, changing the subject:

      

      — Come now, you're still going to accompany me and help me on my miracle tour… It's Thursday, my visiting day. When the heat has subsided a bit, we'll go out together.

      

      She refused at first, to appear unyielding; and finally she consented, seeing the pain she was causing him. Usually, she accompanied him. They stayed for a long time under the plane trees, until the doctor went upstairs to dress. When he came back down, neatly dressed in a frock coat and wearing a wide-brimmed silk hat, he spoke of harnessing Bonhomme, the horse who, for a quarter of a century, had carried him on his rounds. But the poor old beast was going blind, and out of gratitude for his service and affection for him, he was no longer bothered much. That evening, he was fast asleep, his eyes vacant, his legs crippled with rheumatism. So the doctor and the young woman went to see him in the stable and gave him a big kiss on both nostrils, telling him to rest on a bale of good straw, which the maid brought. And they decided they would go on foot.

      

      Clotilde, still wearing her white linen dress with red polka dots, had simply tied a wide straw hat, adorned with a sprig of lilac, over her hair; and she was charming, with her large eyes, her face of milk and rose, in the shadow of the wide brim. When she went out like that, on Pascal's arm, she, slender, graceful, and so young,Radiant, his face lit by the whiteness of his beard, still vigorous enough to lift it as he crossed streams, people smiled as they passed, turning to follow them with their eyes, so handsome and joyful were they. That day, as they emerged from the Fenouillères road, at the gate of Plassans, a group of gossipy women stopped talking in their tracks. They looked like one of those ancient kings seen in paintings, one of those powerful and gentle kings who never age, their hand resting on the shoulder of a child as beautiful as the day, whose radiant and submissive youth sustains them.

      

      They were turning onto Cours Sauvaire, to reach Rue de la Banne, when a tall, dark-haired boy, around thirty years old, stopped them.

      

      — Ah! Master, you have forgotten me. I am still waiting for your note on consumption.

      

      It was Doctor Ramond, who had been practicing in Plassans for two years and was building up a fine clientele there. With a superb head, radiating a smiling virility, he was adored by women, and fortunately, he had a great deal of intelligence and wisdom.

      

      — Hey! Ramond, hello!… Not at all, my dear friend, I haven't forgotten you. It's that little girl to whom I gave the note to copy yesterday, and who hasn't done anything with it yet.

      

      The two young people shook hands, with an air of cordial intimacy.

      

      — Hello, Miss Clotilde.

      

      — Hello, Mr. Ramond.

      

      During a bout of mucous fever, fortunately mild, that the young girl had suffered the previous year, Dr. Pascal had become so alarmed that he doubted his own abilities; and he had demanded that his young colleague help and reassure him. It was in this way that a familiarity, a kind of camaraderie, developed between the three of them.

      

      "You'll get your grade tomorrow morning, I promise," she added, laughing.

      

      But Ramond accompanied them for a few minutes, to the end of Rue de la Banne, at the entrance to the old quarter, where they were going. And in the way he leaned over, smiling at Clotilde, there was a quiet love, slowly growing, patiently awaiting the appointed time for the most sensible of resolutions. Moreover, he listened with deference to Doctor Pascal, whose work he greatly admired.

      

      “Look! My dear friend, I’m going to see Guiraude, you know, that woman whose husband, a tanner, died of tuberculosis five years ago. He had two children left: Sophie, a daughter who will soon be sixteen, whom I was fortunate enough to send to live with one of her aunts in the countryside near here, four years before her father’s death; and a son, Valentin, who has just turned twenty-one, and whom his mother insisted on keeping with her, out of stubborn tenderness, despite the terrible consequences I had warned her about. Well! See if I’m right in claiming that tuberculosis isn’t hereditary, but that parents with tuberculosis only bequeath a weakened constitution, in which the disease develops at the slightest sign of infection. Today, Valentin, who lived in close contact with his father, has tuberculosis, while Sophie, raised in full sunlight, is in superb health.”

      

      He was triumphant, he added, laughing:

      

      — That doesn't mean I can't save Valentin, because he's visibly reviving, he's getting fatter, ever since I started giving him injections… Ah! Ramond, you'll come around, you'll come around, to my injections!

      

      The young doctor shook hands with both of them.

      

      — But I'm not saying no. You know very well that I'm always with you.

      

      When they were alone, they quickened their pace and immediately turned onto Canquoin Street, one of the narrowest and darkest streets in the old quarter. Under the blazing sun, the air was livid, with a cellar-like coolness. It was there, on the ground floor, that Guiraude lived with her son, Valentin. She came to open the door, thin, exhausted, herself suffering from a slow decomposition of blood. From morning till night, she cracked almonds with the head of a sheep bone on a large paving stone, held between her knees; and this single task sustained them, her son having had to give up all other work. Guiraude smiled that day, however, when she saw the doctor, for Valentin had just eaten a chop with great appetite, a veritable indulgence he hadn't allowed himself for months. He, frail, with sparse hair and beard, high, rosy cheekbones against a waxen complexion, had also risen promptly, to show he was still spry. Clotilde was deeply moved by the welcome given to Pascal, as to a savior, a long-awaited messiah. These poor people shook his hands, would have kissed his feet, gazed at him with eyes shining with gratitude. He could do anything, he was God, he raised the dead! He himself gave an encouraging laugh, at this cure that seemed to be progressing so well. No doubt the patient wasn't cured, perhaps it was just a temporary boost, for he sensed he was mostly agitated and feverish. But was it nothing to gain a few days? He pricked him again while Clotilde, standing by the window, had her back turned; and, when they left, she saw him leave twenty francs on the table. Often, this happened to him, paying his patients instead of being paid for them.

      

      They made three more visits to the old quarter, then went to a lady's house in the new town; and, as they found themselves back in the street:

      

      "You don't know," he said, "if you were a brave girl, before going to Lafouasse's, we would go all the way to Séguiranne, to see Sophie at her aunt's. That would make me happy."

      

      It was barely three kilometers; it would be a delightful walk in this wonderful weather. And she cheerfully agreed, no longer pouting, snuggling close to him, happy to be on his arm. It was five o'clock, and the slanting sun filled the countryside with a vast expanse of gold. But as soon as they left Plassans, they had to cross a corner of the vast plain, parched and bare, to the right of the Viorne River. The recently built canal, whose irrigation waters were meant to transform the parched land, did not yet reach this area; and the reddish, yellowish soils stretched to infinity under the bleak, oppressive sun, planted only with spindly almond trees and dwarf olive trees, constantly pruned and trimmed, their branches twisting and twisting in attitudes of suffering and rebellion. In the distance, on the bare hillsides, only the pale patches of country houses could be seen, bisected by the black line of the obligatory cypress. However, the vast, treeless expanse, with its broad folds of desolate land, its colors stark and distinct, retained beautiful classical curves, a severe grandeur. And on the road, there was twenty centimeters of dust, a snowy dust that the slightest breeze stirred into large plumes of smoke, and which powdered the fig trees and brambles white on both sides.

      

      Clotilde, who was having fun like a child hearing all the dust crunch under her little feet, wanted to shelter Pascal with her parasol.

      

      — You have the sun in your eyes. So stand to the left.

      

      But he eventually seized the parasol, to carry it himself.

      

      — It's you who isn't holding it properly, and it's tiring you out… Besides, we're almost there.

      

      In the scorched plain, an island of foliage was already visible, a vast cluster of trees. This was Séguiranne, the estate where Sophie had grown up, at her aunt Dieudonné's, the farmer's wife. At the slightest spring, the smallest stream, this land of flames burst into powerful vegetation, and thick shade spread out, creating avenues of depth and delightful coolness. The plane trees, the chestnut trees, the elms grew vigorously. They extended into an avenue of magnificent holm oaks.

      

      As they approached the farm, a woman haymaking in a meadow dropped her pitchfork and came running. It was Sophie, who had recognized the doctor and the young woman, whom she called Clotilde. She adored them, and then stood there, quite flustered, gazing at them, unable to express the kind words that overflowed in her heart. She resembled her brother Valentin, with his small stature, high cheekbones, and pale hair; but in the countryside, far from the influence of her father's home, she seemed to have filled out, poised on her strong legs, with full cheeks and abundant hair. And she had very beautiful eyes, shining with health and gratitude. Aunt Dieudonné, who was also haymaking, came forward in turn, calling out from afar, joking with a touch of Provençal roughness.

      

      — Ah! Mr. Pascal, we don't need you here! There's no one sick!

      

      The doctor, who had simply come to witness this fine display of health, replied in the same tone:

      

      — I certainly hope so. Nevertheless, here's a little girl who owes us both a great deal of gratitude!

      

      — That's the pure truth! And she knows it, Mr. Pascal, she says every day that, without you, she would be like her poor brother Valentin right now.

      

      — Bah! We'll save him too. He's better, Valentin. I just saw him.

      

      Sophie grasped the doctor's hands, large tears welling in her eyes. She could only stammer:

      

      — Oh! Mr. Pascal!

      

      How they loved him! And Clotilde felt her tenderness for him grow with all these scattered affections. They stayed there for a moment, talking, in the healthy shade of the holm oaks. Then they returned to Plassans, having one more visit to make.

      

      It was at the corner of two roads, in a dingy little tavern, white with dust. A steam mill had just been installed opposite, using the old buildings of Paradou, an estate dating back to the last century. And Lafouasse, the tavern keeper, still managed to do a little business, thanks to the mill workers and the farmers who brought their wheat. On Sundays, he still had some customers, the few inhabitants of Artaud, a neighboring hamlet. But misfortune had struck him; he had been dragging himself around for three years, complaining of pains, which the doctor had finally diagnosed as the beginnings of ataxia; and yet he stubbornly refused to hire a maid, he clung to the furniture, still serving his clients. So, back on his feet after a dozen injections, he was already proclaiming his recovery everywhere.

      

      He was standing right at his door, tall and strong, his face flushed, beneath the blaze of his red hair.

      

      — I was expecting you, Mr. Pascal. You know that yesterday I managed to bottle two casks of wine, and without any effort!
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