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That
morning Jean, with a seed-bag of blue linen tied round his waist,
held its mouth open with his left hand, while with his right, at
every three steps, he drew forth a handful of corn, and flung it
broadcast. The rich soil clung to his heavy shoes, which left holes
in the ground, as his body lurched regularly from side to side; and
each time he threw you saw, amid the ever-flying yellow seed, the
gleam of two red stripes on the sleeve of the old regimental jacket
he was wearing out. He strode forward in solitary state; and behind
him, to bury the grain, there slowly came a harrow, to which were
harnessed two horses, driven by a waggoner, who cracked his whip
over
their ears in long, regular sweeps.



  
The
patch of ground, scarcely an acre and a quarter in extent, was of
such little importance that Monsieur Hourdequin, the master of La
Borderie, had not cared to send the drill-plough, which was in use
elsewhere. Jean, then journeying due north over the field, had the
farm-buildings exactly in front of him, a mile and a quarter off.
On
reaching the end of the furrow, he raised his eyes with a vacant
look
as he paused for a moment to take breath.



  
Before
him were the low farm walls, and a patch of old slate, isolated on
the outskirts of the plain of La Beauce, which stretched towards
Chartres. Under a dull, late October sky lay ten leagues of arable
land, where, at that time of year, great ploughed squares of bare,
rich, yellow soil alternated with green expanses of lucern and
clover; there was here not a slope, not a tree; the plain extended
into the dim distance, curving down beyond the horizon, which was
level as at sea. Westward, a small wood just edged the sky with a
band of russet. In the centre a road—the road from Châteaudun to
Orleans—of chalk-like whiteness, stretched four leagues straight
ahead, displaying as it went a geometrical row of telegraph-posts.
Nothing else but three or four wooden mills on log foundations,
with
their sails at rest; some villages forming islets of stone; and a
distant steeple emerging from a depression in the landscape, the
church itself being hidden among the gentle undulations of the
wheat-fields.



  
Jean
turned and lurched back again due south, his left hand holding the
seed-bag, and his right slashing the air with an unbroken sheet of
grain. He now had in front of him, quite near, and cutting
trench-like through the plain, the narrow valley of the Aigre,
beyond
which the district of La Beauce resumed its unconfined course on to
Orleans. Meadows and shady places could only be inferred from a
range
of tall poplars, the yellowish tops of which rose out of the dell,
looking, as they just cleared the edge, like short bushes. Of the
little village of Rognes, built upon the declivity, a few roofs
only
were in view, near the church, which raised on high its grey stone
steeple, the dwelling-place of ancient families of ravens. And
eastward, beyond the valley of the Loir,—where Cloyes, the chief
town of the
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nestled at two leagues' distance,—the far-off hills of Le Perche
were visible, tinged with violet in the slate-grey light. There the
old Dunois, now become the
  

    

arrondissement
  
  
 of
Châteaudun, lay between Le Perche and La Beauce, on the very
frontier of the latter, at a spot which has obtained the name of
Beauce the "Lousy," the soil there being less fertile. When
Jean got to the end of the field, he stopped again, and glanced
down
along the stream of the Aigre, rippling bright and clear through
the
meadows, side by side with the road to Cloyes, which on that
Saturday
was furrowed by the carts of peasants going to market; then he
turned
up again.



  
And
still, with the same step, with the same gesture, he set out north
and returned south, wrapped in a living dust-cloud of seed; while,
behind him the whip cracked and the harrow buried the germs, at the
same quiet, contemplative rate. Heavy rains had retarded the autumn
sowing; the season's manuring had been done in August, and the
deep-lying fallows, duly cleared of weeds, had long been ready for
a
fresh yield of corn, after the clover and oats of the triennial
rotation. Now the farmers were urged on by fear of coming frost,
which threatened after the storms. The weather had suddenly turned
cold and gloomy: there was no breath of wind, and but a dull light
was distributed over all this ocean of land. Seed was being sown on
all sides; there was a sower to the left, three hundred yards away;
another farther off to the right; others, and yet others, lost to
sight in the receding vista of the level fields. They formed little
black silhouettes, mere strokes which became slimmer and slimmer,
till they vanished in the distance. All made the same gesture, as
they strewed the seed, which the mind's eye still saw encircling
them, as with a wave of life. It was like a quiver passing over the
plain, even into the dim distance, where the scattered sowers could
no longer be seen.



  
Jean
was coming down for the last time when he perceived, approaching
from
Rognes, a large red and white cow, the halter of which was held by
a
young girl, almost a child. The little peasant-girl and the animal
were coming along the path which skirted the valley at the top of
the
plateau; and, with his back turned to them, he had gone up and
finished the field, when a sound of running, mingled with stifled
cries, made him look round, just as he was untying his seed-bag to
depart. It was the cow running away, galloping over a field of
lucern, and followed by the girl, who was exhausting her strength
in
trying to keep it back. Fearing an accident, he shouted:



  
"Leave
go; why don't thee?"



  
But
she did nothing of the kind, only panting and abusing her cow in
angry, frightened tones.



  
"Coliche!
Would you, then, Coliche? Ah, you foul brute! Ah, you cursed
beast!"



  
So
far, running and leaping to the full extent of her little legs, she
had managed to follow. But she stumbled, fell once, then rose only
to
fall again farther on; and from that point, the animal growing
frantic, she was dragged along. Then she began to shriek, while her
body left a furrow in the lucern.



  
"Leave
go, in God's name!" Jean continued shouting. "Leave go, why
don't thee?"



  
He
shouted thus mechanically, out of fright; for he also had started
running, grasping, at length, the situation. The rope had evidently
got entangled round her waist, and was being more closely twined at
each fresh effort. Fortunately he took a short cut across a
ploughed
field, and made for the cow with such speed that the frightened and
perplexed animal stopped dead. Jean was already undoing the rope,
and
seating the girl upon the grass.



  
"Thou
hast broken nothing?" he asked.



  
No;
she had not so much as swooned. She stood up, felt herself all
over,
and coolly lifted her petticoats up to her thighs, to look at her
knees, which smarted. Meanwhile, she was still so breathless that
she
could not speak.



  
"See,
it's there it hurts me," she said at last. "All the same,
I'm alive and kicking; there's nothing the matter. Oh! I was
frightened. Over on the road there I was a regular jelly!"



  
And,
examining the circle of red on her strained wrist, she moistened it
with spittle and applied her lips to it; then, comforted and
restored, she added with a deep sigh:



  
"She's
not vicious, Coliche. Only since yesterday she has plagued us to
death, because she's in heat. I'm taking her to the bull at La
Borderie."



  
"At
La Borderie?" repeated Jean. "That's capital; I'm going
back there; I'll go with thee."



  
He
still used the second person singular, treating her as a little
urchin, so slight was she for her fourteen years of age. She,
raising
her chin, looked seriously at the big, ruddy, crop-haired,
full-faced, regular-featured young fellow, whose twenty-nine years
made him in her eyes an old man.



  
"Hullo!
I know you. You are Corporal, the carpenter who stopped as
farm-hand
with Monsieur Hourdequin."



  
Hearing
the nickname, which the peasants had given him, the young fellow
smiled; and he contemplated her in turn, surprised to find her
almost
a woman so soon, with her little bust firm and taking shape, her
oval
face, her deep, black eyes; and full lips, fresh and rosy as
ripening
fruit. She was clad in a grey skirt and black woollen bodice; on
her
head there was a round cap; and she had a very dark skin, scorched
and burnished by the sun.



  
"Why,
thou'rt old Mouche's youngest!" cried he. "I didn't call
thee to mind. Isn't that so? Thy sister was keeping company with
Buteau last spring, when he worked with me at La Borderie?"



  
She
replied simply:



  
"Yes,
I'm Françoise. My sister Lise went with cousin Buteau, and is now
six months with child. He's bolted; he's down Orgères way, at the
farm of La Chamade."



  
"That's
it," concluded Jean; "I have seen them together."



  
And
they remained an instant mute, face to face; he smiling at having
one
evening surprised the two lovers behind a mill, she still sucking
her
bruised wrist, as if the moisture of her lips allayed its smarting;
whilst, in an adjoining field, the cow quietly plucked tufts of
lucern. The waggoner and the harrow had gone off by a roundabout
way,
to reach the road. Two ravens, which kept wheeling round and round
the steeple, were heard to caw. The three notes of the angelus rang
through the still air.



  
"Hullo!
Twelve o'clock already!" cried Jean. "Let's make haste!"



  
Then,
noticing La Coliche in the field: "Eh, but thy cow is doing
damage! Suppose any one saw her! Wait a bit, I'll make it lively
for
her!"



  
"Nay,
let be," said Françoise, stopping him. "The plot is ours.
Our folk own the whole bank as far as Rognes. We reach from here up
to yonder; the next to that is uncle Fouan's; then comes aunt
Grande's."



  
While
indicating the patches she had led the cow back into the path. And
not till then, when she again held her, fearlessly, by the rope,
did
she think of thanking the young fellow.



  
"Anyhow,
I owe you a pretty debt of gratitude! Thanks, you know, thanks,
very
much!"



  
They
had started walking along the narrow road which skirted the valley
before cutting through the fields. The final peal of the angelus
had
just died away, the ravens alone kept on cawing. They trudged on
behind the cow tugging at her rope, neither of the two conversing,
for they had relapsed into the silence of rustics who travel for
leagues, side by side, without exchanging a word. On their right
their glance fell on a drill-plough, the horses of which turned
close
by them; the ploughman bade them good-day, and they answered him in
the same sober tone. Down on their left, along the road to Cloyes,
carts continued to file by, the market not opening till one
o'clock.
These vehicles jolted heavily along on their two wheels, like
jumping
insects, so diminished in the distance as to leave merely the white
specks of the women's caps distinguishable.



  
"There's
uncle Fouan and aunt Rose over there, on their way to the
notary's,"
said Françoise, gazing at a conveyance the size of a nutshell,
which
sped along nearly a mile off.



  
She
had a sailor's eye, the long sight of those bred in the country,
trained in details, and capable of identifying man or beast even
when
they were but little moving specks afar off.



  
"Oh,
yes; I've been told so," resumed Jean. "So it's settled
that the old man divides his property among his daughter and two
sons?"



  
"It's
settled. They've all agreed to meet to-day at Monsieur
Baillehache's."



  
She
again watched the cart in its course, and then resumed:



  
"We
don't care one way or the other; it won't make us any fatter or
thinner. Only, on account of Buteau, sister thinks he'll marry her,
perhaps, when he gets his share. He says one can't start
housekeeping
on nothing."



  
Jean
laughed.



  
"Me
and Buteau were pals, hang him! Oh, he don't think twice about
telling girls lies! And he must have 'em, by hook or by crook; he
gets at 'em by foul means, if they won't by fair."



  
"He's
a pig, that's flat!" declared Françoise, peremptorily. "People
have no business to play dirty tricks like that, putting their
cousins in the family-way and then leaving 'em in the
lurch."



  
But
suddenly, in a fit of rage, she exclaimed:



  
"You
wait, Coliche! I'll make you dance! There she is at it again; she's
mad, the brute, when she gets that way."



  
She
had violently jerked the cow back. At that spot the road left the
edge of the plateau, and the cart disappeared from view, while they
both continued their walk on the level, now having in front of
them,
and on either side, only the endless expanse of arable land.
Between
the fallows and the artificial meadows the path ran flat and
bushless, terminating at the farm, which you might have thought
within reach of the hand, but which kept receding under the
ashen-grey sky. They had relapsed into silence again, no longer
opening their mouths, as if impressed by the contemplative
gloominess
of La Beauce, so sad and yet so fruitful.



  
When
they arrived, the large square yard of La Borderie, shut in on
three
sides by cow-sheds, sheep-cots, and barns, was deserted. But there
immediately appeared upon the kitchen door-step a short, bold,
pretty-looking young woman.



  
"How's
this, Jean, you're not eating this morning?"



  
"I'm
just going to, Madame Jacqueline."



  
Since
the daughter of Cognet, the Rognes road-labourer,—
  

    
La
Cognette
  
  
, as they
called her when she washed up the farm dishes at twelve years of
age—had been raised to the honours of servant-mistress, she
despotically required that every one should treat her as a
lady.



  
"Oh,
it is you, Françoise," she resumed. "You've come for the
bull. Well, you must wait. The neatherd is at Cloyes with Monsieur
Hourdequin. But he'll be back; he ought to be here now."



  
And
as Jean was making for the kitchen, she took him round the waist
and
fondled him smilingly, regardless of spectators, hungering, as it
were, for love, and not satisfied with having the master.



  
Françoise,
left alone, waited patiently, sitting on a stone bench in front of
the manure-pit, which took up a third of the yard. She was
listlessly
watching a group of fowls, pecking and warming their feet in the
broad low layer of manure, which in the cold air began to steam
with
a slight bluish vapour. At the end of half-an-hour, when Jean
re-appeared, finishing a slice of bread and butter, she had not
stirred. He sat down near her, and as the cow fidgeted, lashed its
tail and lowed, he finally said:



  
"It's
tiresome he doesn't come back."



  
The
girl shrugged her shoulders, as though to say that she was in no
hurry. Then, after a fresh silence:



  
"So,
Corporal, they call you Jean, and nothing else?"



  
"Why,
no; Jean Macquart."



  
"And
you don't belong to our part of the country?"



  
"No,
I'm a Provençal, from Plassans, a town over yonder."



  
She
had raised her eyes to examine him, surprised that any one could
come
from so far off.



  
"After
Solferino," continued he, "eighteen months since, I came
back from Italy with my discharge, and a fellow-soldier brought me
here. Then, d'ye see, my old trade of carpenter no longer suited
me,
and, what with one thing and another, I stopped at the
farm."



  
"Ah!"
said she, simply, without taking her big, black eyes off him, "it's
curious, all the same."



  
At
that moment, as La Coliche gave a prolonged, despairing low of
desire, a hoarse murmur came from the cow-house, the door of which
was shut.



  
"Hullo!"
cried Jean, "that brute of a Cæsar has heard her. Hark! he's
talking inside there. Oh, he knows his business. You can't bring
one
of 'em into the yard but he smells her out, and knows what he's
wanted for."



  
Then,
breaking off:



  
"I
say, the neatherd must have stopped with Monsieur Hourdequin. If
thee
liked, I would bring thee the bull, and thee needn't come back
again.
We could manage it all right by ourselves."



  
"Not
half a bad idea," said Françoise, getting up.



  
As
he opened the door of the cow-house, he paused to ask:



  
"Must
thy animal be tied up?"



  
"Tied
up? No, no! not worth while. She is quite ready; she won't so much
as
stir."



  
When
the door was opened you saw, in two rows on either side of the
central path, the thirty farm cows, some lying in the litter,
others
crunching the beets in their manger; and, from the corner where he
stood, one of the bulls, a black Dutch, spotted with white,
stretched
out his head in anticipation of his task.



  
As
soon as he was untied, he slowly emerged. Then stopping short, as
though surprised by the fresh air and sunlight, he remained
motionless for a minute, bracing himself up, his sinewy tail
swinging, his neck inflated, his muzzle outstretched to sniff. La
Coliche, without stirring, turned towards him her large, fixed
eyes,
and lowed more softly. Then he advanced, pressed against her, and
laid his head on her hind-quarters, abruptly and roughly; with his
tongue, which was hanging out, he put her tail aside, and licked
her
as far as the thighs; she letting him do as he pleased, and keeping
quite still, save for a slight quivering of her skin. Jean and
Françoise waited gravely, their arms hanging beside them.



  
When
Cæsar was ready, he got upon La Coliche with a jerk, and with such
weighty force as to shake the ground. She had not given way, and he
compressed her flanks with his two feet. But she, a strapping
animal
from the Cotentin, was so tall, so broad for him, who was of a
smaller breed, that he could not reach. He was conscious of it, and
made a vain effort to raise himself and to bring her nearer.



  
"He
is too small," said Françoise.



  
"Yes,
a little," said Jean. "But that don't matter; he'll do it
all the same."



  
She
shook her head in doubt; and, as Cæsar still fumbled about, and
seemed to be getting exhausted, she came to a resolution.



  
"No,
he must be helped," she said. "If he goes wrong, it'll be
waste of time."



  
Calmly
and carefully, as if bent on a serious piece of work, she had drawn
near. Her intentness made the pupils of her eyes retreat, left her
red lips half open, and kept her features motionless. Raising her
arm
with a sweep she aided the animal in his efforts, and he, gathering
up his strength, speedily accomplished his purpose. It was done.
Firmly, with the impassive fertility of land which is sown with
seed
the cow had unflinchingly received the fruitful stream of the male.
Indeed, she had not even trembled at the shock; and he had already
dropped again to the ground, shaking the earth once more.



  
Françoise
having withdrawn her hand, remained with her arm in the air.
Finally
she lowered it, saying:



  
"That's
all right."



  
"Yes,
and neatly done," replied Jean, with an air of conviction,
mingled with a good workman's satisfaction at seeing work well and
expeditiously performed.



  
It
did not occur to him to indulge in any of the spicy remarks with
which the farm-servants used to chaff the girls who brought their
cows for this purpose. The child seemed to consider it all so
simple
and necessary that there was, indeed, nothing to laugh at fairly.
It
was Nature.



  
However,
Jacqueline had been standing at the door again for an instant or
so,
and with a chuckle which was habitual to her, she cried
jestingly:



  
"Eh!
poke your nose everywhere! So you hold the candle now!"



  
Jean
having burst into a horse-laugh, Françoise suddenly flushed all
over, quite confused; and to hide her embarrassment—while Cæsar
returned of his own accord into the cow-house, and La Coliche
munched
a stalk of oats which had grown in the manure-pit—she dived into
her pockets, fumbled about, eventually produced her handkerchief,
untied the corner of it, in which she had wrapped up the two-franc
fee, and said:



  
"Here!
There's the money! And good day to you!"



  
She
set out with her cow, and Jean took his bag again and followed her,
telling Jacqueline that he was going to the Poteau field, according
to the instructions issued by Monsieur Hourdequin, for the
day.



  
"Good!"
she replied. "The harrow ought to be there."



  
Then
as the young man came up with the girl, and they went off in single
file down the narrow path, she called out to them again, in her
coarse, bantering voice:



  
"No
danger, eh? If you lose yourselves together the chit knows her way
about."



  
Behind
them the farmyard was again deserted. Neither had laughed this
time.
They walked on slowly, and the only sound was that of their shoes
striking against the stones. All that Jean noticed of Françoise was
the nape of her child-like neck, over which curled some short black
hair under her round cap. At last, after going some fifty
paces:



  
"She
does wrong to chaff others about the men," said Françoise,
sedately. "I might have answered her——"



  
And
turning towards the young fellow with a mischievous upward
glance:



  
"It's
true, isn't it, that she is false to Monsieur Hourdequin, just as
if
she were already his wife? You know as much about that, maybe, as
most people."



  
His
eyes fell, and he looked sheepish. "Lord! she does as she likes;
it's her affair," he answered.



  
Françoise
had turned her back and was pursuing her road.



  
"That's
true enough. I was only in fun, because you're old enough to be my
father, and because it's of no consequence one way or the other.
But
there's one thing, since Buteau played that dirty trick on my
sister,
I've taken an oath that I'd rather be cut in two than have a
lover."



  
Jean
bent his head, and they spoke no more. The little Poteau field lay
at
the bottom of the path, half way to Rognes. When the young fellow
got
there he stopped. The harrow was waiting for him, and a sack of
seed
had been emptied out into a furrow. He filled his bag,
saying:



  
"Good-bye,
then!"



  
"Good-bye,"
replied Françoise. "Thanks again!"



  
But,
in sudden apprehension, he drew himself up and called out:



  
"I
say! suppose La Coliche began again; shall I go with you all the
way?"



  
She
was already some distance off, but she turned round, and through
the
deep stillness of the country air came the sound of her calm,
steady
voice:



  
"No,
no! There's no need, it's all right! She's got quite as much as she
can carry!"



  
Jean,
with his seed-bag at his waist, had started down the piece of
plough
land, with his ceaseless gesture of throwing the grain; he raised
his
eyes and looked at Françoise diminishing in height among the
fields,
looking quite small behind her lazy cow, which was swinging heavily
from side to side. When he turned up again, he ceased to see her;
but, as he came back, there she was again, but smaller still, so
slim
as to seem like some new kind of dandelion, with her slight figure
and her white cap. Thrice she dwindled thus; then, when he once
more
looked for her, she had apparently turned down by the
church.



  
Two
o'clock struck. The sky remained grey, dull, and cold, as if the
sun
were buried under spadefuls of ashes for weary months, till the
spring-time returned. The dreariness of the clouds was relieved by
one lighter patch towards Orleans, as if the sun were shining
somewhere in that direction, leagues away; and against that
glimmering patch the steeple of Rognes stood out, the village
itself
sloping down from view into the fold made by the valley of the
Aigre.
But on the north, towards Chartres, the level line of the horizon
clearly separated the leaden uniformity of the waste sky from the
endless vista of La Beauce, like an ink-stroke across a monochrome
sketch. Since the mid-day meal, the number of sowers seemed to have
increased. Now each patch of the little farm-lands had one to
itself;
they multiplied and teemed like black laborious ants roused to
activity by some heavy piece of work, and straining every nerve
over
a mighty task, giant-like in size as compared with their
littleness.
And still you might descry, even in the most remote, the one
persistent never-varying gesture; still did the pertinacious
insect-like sowers wrestle with the vast earth, and become
eventually
the victors over space and life.



  
Till
night-fall Jean sowed. After the Poteau field there were the
Rigoles
and the Quatre-Chemins. To and fro, to and fro, he paced the
fields,
with long, rhythmical steps, till the corn in his bag came to an
end;
while, in his wake, the seed strewed all the soil.
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The
house of Maître Baillehache, notary at Cloyes, was situated in the
Rue Grouaise, on the left hand going to Châteaudun. A little white,
one-storey house it was, at the corner of which a bracket was
riveted
for the rope of the single lantern which lighted this broad, paved
street, deserted during the week, but on Saturday nights crowded
with
a living tide of peasants coming to market. From afar might be seen
the gleam of the two professional escutcheons against the
chalk-like
wall of the low buildings; and, behind, a narrow garden stretched
down to the Loir.



  
On
that Saturday, in the room which served as an office, and which
looked out upon the street to the right of the entrance hall, the
youngest clerk, a pale, wizened boy of fifteen, had drawn up one of
the muslin curtains to see the people pass. The other two
clerks—one
old, corpulent, and very dirty; one younger, scraggy, and a
hopeless
victim to liver complaint—were writing at a double desk of ebonised
deal, there being no other furniture except seven or eight chairs
and
a cast-iron stove, which was never lit till December, even if it
snowed a month before. Rows of pigeon-holes decorated the walls,
with
greenish pasteboard boxes, broken at the corners and full to
repletion with bundles of yellow papers, and the room was pervaded
with an unwholesome smell of ink gone bad and dust-eaten
documents.



  
However,
seated side by side, two peasants, man and wife, were waiting in
deep
respect, like statues of Patience. So many papers, and, more than
all, the gentlemen who wrote so fast, with their pens all
scratching
away at once, sobered them by evoking vague visions of law-suits
and
money. The woman, aged thirty-four, very dark, with a countenance
which would have been pleasant but for a large nose, had her horny,
toil-worn hands crossed over her black cloth, velvet-edged body,
and
was scanning every corner with her keen eyes, evidently musing on
the
many title-deeds which reposed here. In the meanwhile the man, five
years older, red-haired and stolid, in black trousers and a long,
bran-new blue linen blouse, held his round felt hat on his knees,
with not a spark of intelligence illuminating his broad,
clean-shaven, terra-cotta-like face, which was perforated with two
large eyes of porcelain blue, having a fixed stare that reminded
one
of a somnolent ox.



  
A
door opened, and Maître Baillehache, who had just breakfasted with
his brother-in-law, farmer Hourdequin, made his appearance; ruddy
and
fresh-complexioned despite his fifty-five years, with thick lips
and
crow's feet, which gave him a perpetually amused expression. He
carried a double eye-glass, and had a lunatic habit of always
pulling
at his long, grizzled whiskers.



  
"Ah!
it's you, Delhomme," said he. "So, old Fouan has consented
to divide the property?"



  
The
reply came from the woman.



  
"Yes,
sure, Monsieur Baillehache. We have all made an appointment, so
that
we may come to an agreement, and that you may tell us how we are to
proceed."



  
"Good,
good, Fanny; we'll see about it. It's hardly more than one o'clock,
we must wait for the others."



  
The
notary stopped an instant to chat, asking about the price of corn,
which had fallen during the last two months, and showing Delhomme
the
friendly consideration due to a farmer who owned fifty acres of
land,
and kept a servant and three cows. Then he returned to his inner
room.



  
The
clerks had not raised their heads, but were scratching away with
their pens more vigorously than ever; and, once more, the Delhommes
waited motionless. Fanny had been a lucky girl to marry a
respectable, rich lover without even getting into the family-way
beforehand, she whose only expectations had been some seven or
eight
acres of land from old Fouan. Her husband, however, had not
repented
of his bargain, for he could not anywhere have found a more active
or
intelligent housekeeper. Hence he followed her lead in everything,
being of a narrow mind, but so steady and straightforward as to be
frequently selected as an umpire by the Rognes people.



  
At
that moment the little clerk, who was looking out into the street,
stifled a laugh behind his hand, and murmured to his old,
corpulent,
and very dirty neighbour: "Here's Hyacinthe the saint
coming!"



  
Fanny
bent down quickly to whisper to her husband: "Now, leave
everything to me. I am fond enough of papa and mamma, but I won't
have them rob us; and keep a sharp eye on Buteau and that rascal
Hyacinthe."



  
She
referred to her two brothers, having seen one of them approach as
she
looked out of the window: Hyacinthe, the elder, whom the whole
neighbourhood knew as an idler and a drunkard, and who, at the
close
of his military service, after going through the Algerian
campaigns,
had taken to a vagabond life, refusing all regular work, and
subsisting by poaching and pillage, as if he were still
extortioner-in-ordinary among a terrified people of
Bedouins.



  
A
tall, strapping fellow came in, rejoicing in the brawny strength of
his forty years; he had curly hair, and a pointed, long, unkempt
beard, with the face of a saint laid waste, a saint sodden with
strong drink, addicted to forcing girls, and to robbing folks on
the
highway. He had already got tipsy at Cloyes since the morning, and
wore muddy trousers, a filthily-stained blouse, and a ragged cap
stuck on the back of his neck. He was smoking a damp, black,
pestilential halfpenny cigar. Yet, in the depths of his fine liquid
eyes lurked a spirit of fun free from ill-feeling, the
open-heartedness of good-natured blackguardism.



  
"So
father and mother haven't turned up yet?" he asked.



  
When
the thin, jaundiced clerk responded testily by a shake of the head,
he stared for an instant at the wall, while his cigar smouldered in
his hand. He had not so much as glanced at his sister and his
brother-in-law, who, themselves, did not appear to have seen him
enter. Then, without a word, he left the room, and went to hang
about
on the pavement.



  
"Hyacinthe!
Hyacinthe!" droned the little clerk, turning streetwards, and
seeming to find infinite amusement in this name, which brought many
a
funny tale back to his memory.



  
Hardly
five minutes had passed before the Fouans made their tardy
appearance, two old folk of slow, prudential gait. The father, once
very robust, now seventy years of age, had shrivelled and dwindled
down under such hard work, such a keen land-hunger, that his form
was
bowed as if in a wild impulse to return to that earth which he had
coveted and possessed. Nevertheless, in all save the legs, he was
still hale and well-knit, with spruce little white mutton-chop
whiskers, and the long family nose, which lent an air of keenness
to
his thin, leathery, deeply-wrinkled face. In his wake, following
him
as closely as his shadow, came his wife; shorter and stouter,
swollen
as if by an incipient dropsy, with a drab-coloured face perforated
with round eyes, and a round mouth pursed up into an infinity of
avaricious wrinkles. A household drudge, endowed with the docile,
hard-working stupidity of a beast of burden, she had always stood
in
awe of the despotic authority of her husband.



  
"Ah,
so it's you!" cried Fanny, getting up. Delhomme, also, had risen
from his chair. Behind the old people, Hyacinthe had just lounged
in
again without a word. Compressing the cigar end to put it out, he
thrust the pestiferous stump into a pocket of his blouse.



  
"So
we're here," said Fouan. "There's only Buteau missing.
Never in time, never like other people, the beast!"



  
"I
saw him in the market," asserted Hyacinthe in a husky voice due
to drink. "He's coming."



  
Buteau,
the younger son, owed his nickname to his pigheadedness, being
always
up in arms in obstinate defence of his own ideas, which were never
those of anybody else. Even when an urchin, he had not been able to
get on with his parents; and, later on, having drawn a lucky number
in the conscription, he had run away from home to go into service,
first at La Borderie, subsequently at La Chamade.



  
While
his father was still grumbling, he skipped cheerfully into the
room.
In him, the large Fouan nose was flattened out, while the lower
part
of his face, the maxillaries, projected like the powerful jaws of a
carnivorous beast. His temples retreated, all the upper part of his
head was contracted, and, behind the boon-companion twinkle of his
grey eyes, there lurked deceit and violence. He had inherited the
brutish desires and tenacious grip of his father, aggravated by the
narrow meanness of his mother. In every quarrel, whenever the two
old
people heaped reproaches upon his head, he replied: "You
shouldn't have made me so!"



  
"Look
here, it's five leagues from La Chamade to Cloyes," replied he
to their complaints; "and besides, hang it all, I'm here at the
same time as you. Oh, at me again, are you?"



  
They
all disputed, shouted in shrill, high-pitched voices, and argued
over
their private matters exactly as if they had been at home. The
clerks, disturbed, looked at them askance, till the tumult brought
in
the notary, who re-opened the door of his private office.



  
"You
are all assembled? Then come in!"



  
This
private office looked on to the garden, a narrow strip of ground
running down to the Loir, the leafless poplars along which were
visible in the distance. On the mantelpiece, between some packets
of
papers, there was a black marble clock; the furniture simply
comprised the mahogany writing-table, a set of pasteboard boxes,
and
some chairs. Monsieur Baillehache at once installed himself at his
writing-table, like a judge on the bench, while the peasants who
had
entered in a file hesitated and squinted at the chairs, feeling
embarrassed as to where and how they were to sit down.



  
"Come,
seat yourselves!" said the notary.



  
Then
Fouan and Rose were pushed forward by the rest on to the two front
chairs; Fanny and Delhomme got behind, also side by side; Buteau
established himself in an isolated corner against the wall; while
Hyacinthe alone remained standing, in front of the window, blocking
out the light with his broad shoulders. The notary, out of
patience,
addressed him familiarly.



  
"Sit
down, do, Hyacinthe!"



  
He
had to broach the subject himself.



  
"So,
Fouan, you have made up your mind to divide your property before
your
death, between your two sons and your daughter?"



  
The
old man made no reply. The rest were as if frozen to stone; there
was
deep silence.



  
On
his part, the notary, accustomed to such sluggishness, did not
hurry
himself. His office had been in his family two hundred and fifty
years. Baillehache, son, had succeeded Baillehache, father, at
Cloyes, the line being of ancient Beauceron extraction, and they
had
contracted from their rustic connection that ponderous
reflectiveness, that artful circumspection, which protract the most
trivial debates with long pauses and irrelevant talk. Having taken
up
a penknife the notary began paring his nails.



  
"Haven't
you? It would appear that you have made up your mind," he
repeated at length, looking hard at the old man.



  
The
latter turned, looked round at everybody, and then said,
hesitatingly:



  
"Yes;
that may be so, Monsieur Baillehache. I spoke to you about it at
harvest-time. You told me to think it over; and I have thought it
over, and I can see that it will have to come to that."



  
He
explained the why and wherefore, in faltering phrases, interspersed
with constant digressions. But there was one thing which he said
nothing about, but which was obvious from the repressed emotion
which
choked his utterance—and that was the infinite distress, the
smothered rancour, the rending asunder, as it were, of his whole
frame, which he felt in parting with the property so eagerly
coveted
before his father's death, cultivated later on with the violent
avidity of lust, and then added to, bit by bit, at the cost of the
most sordid avarice. Such-and-such a plot represented months of
bread
and cheese, tireless winters, summers of scorching toil, with no
other sustenance than a few gulps of water. He had loved the soil
as
it were a woman who kills, and for whose sake men are slain. No
spouse, nor child, nor any human being; but the soil! However,
being
now stricken in years, he must hand his mistress over to his sons,
as
  

    

his
  
  
 father,
maddened by his own impotence, had handed her over to him.



  
"You
see, Monsieur Baillehache, one has to look at things as they are.
My
legs are not what they used to be; my arms are hardly better; and,
of
course, the land suffers accordingly. Things might still have gone
on
if one could have come to an understanding with one's
children."



  
He
glanced at Buteau and Hyacinthe, who made no sign, however; their
eyes were looking into vacancy, as though they were a hundred miles
away from him and his words.



  
"Well,
am I to be expected to take strange people under our roof, to pick
and steal? No, servants now-a-days cost too much; they eat one out
of
house and home. As for me, I am used up. This year, look you, I
have
hardly had the strength to cultivate a quarter of the
nineteen
  

    

setiers
  
  


    

      

        
[2]
      
    
  
  

I possess; just enough to provide corn for ourselves and fodder for
the two cows. So, you understand, it's breaking my heart to see
good
land spoiled by lying idle. I had rather let everything go than
look
on at such sinful waste."



  
His
voice faltered; his gestures were those of resigned anguish. Near
him
listened his submissive wife, crushed by more than half a century
of
obedience and toil.



  
"The
other day," he continued, "Rose, while making her cheeses,
fell into them head first. It wears me out only to jog to market.
And
then, we can't take the land away with us when we go. It must be
given up—given up. After all, we have done enough work, and we want
to die in peace. Don't we, Rose?"



  
"That's
true enough; true as we sit here," said the old woman.



  
There
fell a new and prolonged silence. The notary finished trimming his
nails, and at last he put the knife back on his desk,
saying:



  
"Yes,
those are very good reasons; one is frequently forced to resolve on
a
deed of gift. I should add that it saves expense, for the legacy
duties are heavier than those on the transference of
property."



  
Buteau,
despite his affectation of indifference, could not help
exclaiming:



  
"Then
it's true, Monsieur Baillehache?"



  
"Most
certainly. You will save some hundreds of francs."



  
There
was a flutter among the others; even Delhomme's countenance
brightened, while the parents also shared in the general
satisfaction. The moment they knew it was cheaper, the thing was as
good as done.



  
"It
remains for me to make the usual observations," continued the
notary. "Many thoughtful persons condemn such transfers of
property, and regard them as immoral, in that they tend to sever
family ties. Deplorable instances might, in fact, be mentioned,
children having sometimes behaved very badly, when their parents
had
stripped themselves of all."



  
The
two sons and the daughter listened to him, open-mouthed, with
trembling eyelids and quivering cheeks.



  
"Let
papa keep everything himself, if those are his ideas," brusquely
interrupted the very susceptible Fanny.



  
"We
have always been dutiful," said Buteau.



  
"And
we're not afraid of work," added Hyacinthe.



  
With
a wave of his hand Maître Baillehache restored calm.



  
"Pray,
let me finish! I know you are good children, and honest workers;
and,
in your case, there is not the slightest danger of your parents
ever
repenting of their resolution."



  
He
spoke without a tinge of irony, repeating the conciliatory phrases
which five-and-twenty years of professional practice had made
smooth
upon his tongue. However, the mother, although seeming not to
understand, glanced with her small eyes from her daughter to her
two
sons. She had brought them up, without any show of fondness, amid
the
chill parsimony which reproaches the little ones with diminishing
the
household savings. She had a grudge against the younger son for
having run away from home just when he was capable of earning
wages;
the daughter she had never been able to get on with, encountering
in
her a strain too like her own, a robust activity made haughty and
unyielding by the intermingled intelligence of the father; and her
gaze only softened as it rested upon the elder son, the ruffian who
took neither after her nor after her husband—the ill weed sprung
none knew whence, and, perhaps, excused and favoured on that
account.



  
Fouan
also had looked at his children, one after the other, with an
uneasy
mistrust of the uses they might make of his property. The laziness
of
the drunkard was not so keen an anguish to him as the covetous
yearning of the two others for possession. However, he bent his
trembling head. What was the good of kicking against the
pricks?



  
"The
partition being thus resolved upon," resumed the notary, "the
question becomes one of terms. Are you agreed upon the allowance
which is to be paid?"



  
Everybody
suddenly relapsed into mute rigidity. Their sun-burnt faces assumed
a
stony look, an air of impenetrable gravity, like that of
diplomatists
entering on the appraisement of an empire. Then they threw out
tentative glances one to another, but nobody spoke. At last the
father once more explained matters.



  
"No,
Monsieur Baillehache, we have not entered on the subject; we were
waiting till we met all together, here. But it's quite simple,
isn't
it? I have nineteen setiers, or, as people now say, nine hectares
and
a half (about twenty-three acres). So that, if I rented them out,
it
would come to nine hundred and fifty francs, at a hundred francs
per
hectare (two and a half acres)."



  
Buteau,
the least patient, leapt from his chair.



  
"What!
A hundred francs per hectare! Do you take us for fools,
papa?"



  
And
a preliminary discussion began on the question of figures. There
was
a setier of vineyard; that, certainly, would let for fifty francs.
But would that price ever be got for the twelve setiers of
plough-land, still less for the six setiers of natural meadow-land,
the fields along the Aigre, the hay of which was worth nothing? The
plough-land itself was hardly of good quality, especially at the
end
which edged the plateau, for the arable layer got thinner and
thinner
as it neared the valley.



  
"Come,
come, papa," said Fanny, reproachfully, "you mustn't take
an unfair advantage of us."



  
"It's
worth a hundred francs a hectare," repeated the old man
stubbornly, slapping his thigh. "I could let it out to-morrow at
a hundred francs if I wanted to. And what's it worth to you, now?
Just let's hear what it's worth to you?"



  
"It's
worth sixty francs," said Buteau, but Fouan, greatly put out,
sustained his price, and launched into fervent eulogy of his
land—such fine land as it was, yielding wheat of itself—when
Delhomme, silent till then, declared in his blunt, honest way:
"It's
worth eighty francs, not a copper more, and not a copper
less."



  
The
old man immediately calmed down.



  
"All
right, say eighty. I don't mind making a sacrifice for my
children."



  
Rose,
twitching at a corner of his blouse, expressed in one word the
outraged instincts of her mean nature—"No!"



  
Hyacinthe
held himself aloof. Land had been no object to him since the five
years he had spent in Algeria. He had but one aim: to get his share
at once, whatever it might be, and to turn it into money.
Accordingly, he went on swinging to and fro with an air of amused
superiority.



  
"I
said eighty," cried Fouan, "and eighty it is. I have always
been a man of my word; I swear it. Nine hectares and a half, look
you, come to seven hundred and sixty francs, or, in round numbers,
eight hundred. Well, the allowance shall be eight hundred francs,
that's fair enough?"



  
Buteau
burst into a violent fit of laughter, while Fanny protested by a
shake of the head, as if dumbfounded. Monsieur Baillehache, who,
since the discussion began, had been looking vacantly into the
garden, again turned to his clients and seemed to listen, tugging
in
his lunatic way at his whiskers, and dreamily digesting the
excellent
meal he had just made.



  
This
time the old man was right, it was fair. But the children, heated
and
possessed by the one idea of concluding the bargain on the lowest
possible terms, grew absolutely ferocious, and haggled and cursed
with the bad faith of yokels buying a pig.



  
"Eight
hundred francs!" sneered Buteau. "Seems you want to live
like gentle folks——Oh, indeed! Eight hundred francs, when you
might live on four! Why not say at once that you want to gorge till
you burst?"



  
Fouan
had not yet lost his temper, considering the higgling natural, and
simply facing the expected storm, himself excited, but making
straight for the goal he had in view.



  
"Stop
a bit! that's not all. Till the day of our death we keep the house
and garden, of course. Then, as we shall no longer get anything
from
the crops, or have our two cows, we want every year a cask of wine
and a hundred faggots; and every week eight quarts of milk, a dozen
eggs, and three cheeses."



  
"Oh,
papa!" groaned Fanny in piteous consternation. "Oh, papa!"



  
As
for Buteau, he had done with discussion. He had sprung to his feet,
and was striding brusquely to and fro; he had even jammed his cap
on
his head as if he were about to go. Hyacinthe also had likewise got
up from his chair, disquieted by the idea that this fuss might
prevent the partition after all. Delhomme alone remained impassive,
with his finger laid against his nose, in an attitude of deep
thought
and extreme boredom.



  
At
this point Maître Baillehache felt it necessary to help matters
forward a little. Rousing himself up, and fidgeting more
energetically with his whiskers:



  
"You
know, my friends," said he, "that wine, faggots, cheese,
and eggs are customary."



  
But
he was cut short by a volley of bitter phrases.



  
"Eggs
with chickens inside, perhaps!"



  
"We
don't drink our wine, do we? We sell it!"



  
"It's
jolly convenient not to do a blasted thing and be made warm and
comfortable, while your children are toiling and moiling!"



  
The
notary, who had heard the same thing often enough before, continued
unmoved:



  
"All
that is no argument. Come, come, Hyacinthe, sit down, will you?
You're keeping out the light; you're a perfect nuisance! So that's
settled, isn't it, all of you? You will pay the dues in kind,
because
otherwise you would become a by-word. We have, therefore, only to
discuss the amount of the allowance."



  
Delhomme
at length indicated that he had something to say. Everybody having
resumed his place, he began slowly, amid general attention:



  
"Excuse
me; what the father asks seems fair: he might be allowed eight
hundred francs on the ground that he could let the property for
eight
hundred francs—only we don't reckon like that on our side. He is
not letting us the land, but giving it to us, and what we have to
calculate is: how much do he and his wife require to live on? That
is
all. How much do they require to live on?"



  
"That
is, certainly," chimed in the notary, "the usual basis of
calculation."



  
Another
endless dispute set in. The two old folks' lives were dissected,
exposed, and discussed, need by need. Bread, vegetables, and meat
were weighed out; clothing appraised, linen and woollen, to the
utmost farthing; even such trivial luxuries as the father's
tobacco—cut down, after interminable recriminations, from two sous
a day to one—were not beneath notice. When people were beyond work,
they ought to reduce their expenditure. The mother, again; could
she
not do without her black coffee? It was like their twelve-year-old
dog, who ate, and ate, and made no return; he ought to have had a
bullet put through his head long ago! The calculation was no sooner
finished than it was begun all over again, on the chance of finding
some other item to suppress: two shirts or six handkerchiefs in the
year. And thus, by cutting closer and closer, by pinching and
scraping in the paltriest matters, they got down to five hundred
and
fifty odd francs, which left the children in a state of
uncontrollable agitation, for they had set their hearts upon not
giving more than five hundred.



  
Fanny,
however, was growing tired. She was not a bad sort, having more of
the milk of human kindness than the men, and not yet having had her
heart or her skin hardened by rough life in the open air.
Accordingly
she spoke of making an end of it, and resigned herself to some
concessions. Hyacinthe, for his part, shrugged his shoulders, in a
most liberal, not to say maudlin mood; ready to offer, out of his
own
share, any little balance which, be it remarked, he would never
have
paid.



  
"Come,"
asked the daughter, "shall we let it go at five hundred and
fifty?"



  
"Right
you are!" answered he. "The old 'uns must have a little
pleasant time!"



  
The
mother turned to her elder son with a smiling and yet almost
tearful
look of affection, while the father continued his contention with
the
younger. He had only given way step by step, disputing every
reduction, and making a stubborn stand on certain items. But,
beneath
his ostensibly cool pertinacity, his wrath rose high within him as
he
confronted the mad desire of his own flesh and blood to fatten on
his
flesh, and to drain his blood dry while he was yet alive. He forgot
that he had thus fed upon his own father. His hands had begun to
tremble; and he growled out:



  
"Ah,
the rascals! To think that one has brought 'em up, and then they
turn
round and take the bread out of one's mouth! On my word, I'm sick
of
it. I'd rather be already rotting under ground. So there's no
getting
you to behave decently; you won't give more than five hundred and
fifty?"



  
He
was about to accept the sum, when his wife again twitched his
blouse
and whispered:



  
"No,
no!"



  
"And
that's not all," resumed Buteau, after a little hesitation. "How
about the money you have saved up? If you've any money of your own
you don't want ours, do you?"



  
He
looked steadily at his father, having reserved this shot for the
last. The old man had grown very pale.



  
"What
money?" he asked.



  
"Why,
the money invested; the money you hold bonds for."



  
Buteau,
who only suspected the hoard, wanted to make sure. One evening, he
had thought he saw his father take a little roll of papers from
behind a looking-glass. The next day and the days following he had
been on the watch, but nothing had turned up; the empty cavity
alone
remained.



  
Fouan's
pallor now suddenly changed to a deep red as his torrent of wrath
at
length burst forth. He rose up, and shouted with a furious
gesture:



  
"Great
heaven! You go rummaging in my pockets now. I haven't a sou, a
copper
invested; you've cost too much for that, you brute. But, in any
case,
is it any business of yours? Am I not the master, the
father?"



  
He
seemed to grow taller in the re-assertion of his authority. For
years
everybody, wife and children alike, had quailed before him, under
his
rude despotism as chief of the family. If they fancied all that at
an
end, they made a mistake.



  
"Oh,
papa!" began Buteau, with an attempt at a snigger.



  
"Hold
your tongue, in God's name!" resumed the old man, with his hand
still uplifted. "Hold your tongue, or I strike!"



  
The
younger son stammered, and shrank into himself on his chair. He had
felt the blow approaching and had raised his elbow to ward it off,
seized once more with the terrors of infancy.



  
"And
you, Hyacinthe, leave off smirking! And you, Fanny, look me in the
face, if you dare! True as the sun's shining, I'll make it lively
for
some of you; see if I don't!"



  
He
stood, threateningly, over them all. The mother shivered, as if
apprehensive of stray buffets. The children neither stirred nor
breathed, they were conquered and submissive.



  
"Understand,
the allowance shall be six hundred francs; or else I shall sell my
land and invest in an annuity. Yes, an annuity! All shall be spent,
and you sha'n't come into a copper. Will you give the six hundred
francs?"



  
"Why,
papa," murmured Fanny, "we will give whatever you ask."



  
"Six
hundred francs. Right!" said Delhomme.



  
"What
suits the rest, suits me," declared Hyacinthe.



  
Buteau,
setting his teeth viciously, gave the consent of silence. Fouan
still
held them in check, with the stern look of one accustomed to
obedience. Finally, he sat down again, saying: "Good! Then we
are agreed."



  
Maître
Baillehache had begun to doze again, unconcernedly awaiting the
issue
of the quarrel. Now, opening his eyes, he brought the interview to
a
peaceful close.



  
"Well,
then, as you're agreed, that's enough! Now I know the terms, I will
draw up the deed. For your part, get the surveying done, portion
out
the lots, and tell the surveyor to forward me a note containing the
description of the lots. Then, when you've drawn your numbers, all
we
shall have to do will be to write the number drawn against each
name,
and sign."



  
He
had risen from his arm-chair to see them out. But they, hesitating,
and reflecting, would not stir. Was it really over? Was nothing
forgotten? Had they not made a bad bargain, which there was yet
time,
perhaps, to cancel?



  
Four
o'clock struck; they had been there nearly three hours.



  
"Aren't
you going?" said the notary to them at last. "There are
others waiting."



  
He
precipitated their decision by hustling them into the next room,
where, indeed, a number of patient rustics were sitting still and
rigid upon their chairs, while the small clerk watched a dog-fight
out of the window, and the two others still drove their pens,
sulkily
and scratchily, over stamped paper.



  
Once
outside, the family stood for a moment stock-still in the middle of
the street.



  
"If
you like," declared the father, "the measuring shall take
place on the day after to-morrow—Monday."



  
They
nodded assent, and went down the Rue Grouaise in scattered
file.



  
Then,
old Fouan and Rose, having turned down the Rue du Temple, towards
the
church, Fanny and Delhomme went off through the Rue Grande. Buteau
had stopped on the Place Saint-Lubin, wondering if his father had a
hidden hoard or not; and Hyacinthe, left by himself, relighted his
cigar-end, and went into the Jolly Ploughman café.
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The
Fouans house was the first in Rognes, on the high-road from Cloyes
to
Bazoches-le-Doyen, which passes through the village. On Monday, the
old man was going out at seven o'clock in the morning to keep the
appointment in front of the church, when, in the next doorway, he
perceived his sister, "La Grande," who was already astir,
despite her eighty years.



  
These
Fouans had propagated and grown there for centuries, like some
sturdy
luxuriant vegetation. Serfs in the old times of the
Rognes-Bouquevals—of whom not a trace survived save the few
half-buried stones of a ruined château—they had been emancipated,
it appeared, under Philip the Fair; becoming thenceforward
landowners
of an acre or so, which they had bought from the lord of the manor
when in difficulties, and paid for with tears and blood at ten
times
the value. Then had set in the long struggle of four hundred years
to
defend and enlarge the property, in a frenzy of passion transmitted
from father to son: odd corners were lost and bought back, the
ownership was unremittingly called into question, the inheritances
were subject to such a list of dues that they almost ate their own
heads off; but in spite of all, both arable and plough-lands grew,
bit by bit, in the ever-prevailing, stubborn craving for
possession.
Generations passed away, the lives of many men enriched the soil;
but
when the Revolution of '89 set its seal upon his rights, the Fouan
of
the time, Joseph Casimir, possessed about twenty-six acres, wrested
in the course of four centuries from the old seignorial
manor.



  
In
'93, this Joseph Casimir was twenty-seven years of age, and on the
day when what remained of the manor was declared national property
and sold in lots by auction, he yearned to acquire a few acres of
it.
The Rognes-Bouquevals, ruined and in debt, after letting the last
tower of the château crumble into dust, had long since given up to
their creditors the right of receiving the revenues of La Borderie,
three quarters of which property lay fallow. In particular,
adjacent
to one of Fouan's bits of land there was a large field, on which he
looked with the fierce covetousness of his race. But the harvest
had
been poor, and in the old pipkin behind his oven he had barely a
hundred crowns saved up. Moreover, although it had momentarily
occurred to him to borrow off a Cloyes money-lender, a distrustful
prudence had stood in the way: he was afraid to touch these lands
of
the nobility; who knew whether they would not be claimed again
later
on? So it happened that, divided between desire and apprehension,
he
had the agony of seeing La Borderie bought at auction, field by
field, and for a tenth of its value, by Isidore Hourdequin, a
townsman of Châteaudun, formerly employed in the collection of
excise duties.



  
Joseph
Casimir Fouan, in his old age, had divided his twenty-six acres
equally among his eldest child, Marianne, and his two sons, Louis
and
Michel; a younger daughter Laure, brought up to dressmaking and
employed at Châteaudun, being indemnified in hard cash. But
marriage
destroyed this equality. While Marianne Fouan, surnamed "La
Grande," wedded a neighbour, Antoine Péchard, with about
twenty-two acres; Michael Fouan, surnamed "Mouche,"
encumbered himself with a sweetheart who only expected from her
father two and a half acres of vineyard. On the other hand, Louis
Fouan, joined in matrimony to Rose Maliverne, the heiress to
fifteen
acres, had acquired that total of twenty-three acres or so, which,
in
his turn, he was about to divide among his three children.



 







  
La
Grande was respected and dreaded in the family, not for her
advanced
age, but for her fortune. Still very upright, tall, thin, wiry, and
large-boned, she had the fleshless head of a bird of prey set on a
long, shrivelled, blood-coloured neck. In her, the family nose
curved
into a formidable beak; she had round fixed eyes, with not a trace
of
hair under the yellow silk handkerchief she always wore, though she
possessed her full complement of teeth, and jaws that might have
masticated flints. She never went out without her thornwood stick,
which she held on high as she walked, only making use of it to
strike
animals and human beings. Left a widow at an early age, she had
turned her one daughter out of doors, because the wretch had
insisted, against her mother's will, on marrying a poor youth,
Vincent Bouteroue; and even when this daughter and her husband had
died of want, leaving behind them a grand-daughter and a grandson,
Palmyre and Hilarion, aged respectively thirty-two and twenty-four,
she had refused her forgiveness and let them starve to death,
allowing no one so much as to remind her of their existence. Since
her goodman's death she presided in person over the cultivation of
her land; she had three cows, a pig, and a farm-hand, all fed out
of
a common trough; and she was obeyed by those about her with the
most
abject submission.



  
Fouan,
seeing her on her threshold, had drawn near out of respect. She was
ten years older than he, and he regarded her sternness, her
avarice,
her obstinate resolution to possess and to live, with an admiring
deference, shared by the whole village.



  
"I
was just wanting to tell you about it, La Grande," said he. "I
have made up my mind, and am going up yonder to see about the
division."



  
She
made no reply, but tightened her grasp upon the stick which she was
flourishing.



  
"The
other night I wanted to ask your advice again, but I knocked and no
one answered."



  
Then
she broke out in shrill tones:



  
"Idiot!
Advice, indeed! I gave you advice. The fool, the poltroon you must
be
to give your property up as long as you can get about. They might
have bled
  

    
 me
  
  

to death, but, under the knife, I would still have refused. To see
what belongs to one in the hands of others, to turn one's self out
of
doors for the benefit of rascally children.—No! No! No!"



  
"But,"
put in Fouan, "if you're incapable of farming, and the land
suffers accordingly."



  
"Well,
let it suffer. Rather than lose half an acre of it, I would go and
watch the thistles grow every morning."



  
She
drew herself up grimly, in her featherless, old vulture-like way,
and, drumming on his shoulder with her stick, as if to impress her
words upon him more deeply, she resumed:



  
"Listen,
and mark me. When you have nothing and they have everything, your
children will refuse you a mouthful of bread. You'll end with a
beggar's wallet, like a road-tramp. And when that happens, don't
come
knocking at my door, for I give you fair warning, it'll be the
worse
for you. Would you like to know what I shall do, eh? Would
you?"



  
He
waited submissively, as behoved a younger brother; and she returned
indoors, banging the door behind her and screaming:



  
"I
shall do that! Die in a ditch!"



  
Fouan
stood for an instant motionless before the closed door. Then, with
a
gesture of resigned decision, he went up the path leading to the
Place de l'Eglise. On that very spot stood the old family residence
of the Fouans, which, in the division of property, had fallen to
his
brother Michel, called Mouche; his own house, lower down along the
road, had come to him from his wife Rose. Mouche, who had long been
a
widower, lived alone with his two daughters, Lise and Françoise,
embittered by disappointments, still humiliated by his lowly
marriage, and accusing his brother and sister, after forty years,
of
having cheated him when the allotments were drawn for. He was for
ever telling the tale how the worst lot had been left for him at
the
bottom of the hat; and, in the course of time, this seemed to have
become true, for he proved so excellent at excuses and such a
sluggard at work that his share lost half its value in his hands.
"The man makes the land," as folks say in La Beauce.



  
That
morning Mouche also was on the watch at his door when his brother
came round the corner of the square. The division roused his
spleen,
reviving old grudges, although he had nothing to expect from it.
However, to demonstrate his utter indifference, he, too, turned his
back and shut the door with a slam.



  
Fouan
had suddenly caught sight of Delhomme and Hyacinthe, who were
waiting
twenty yards apart from each other. He made for the former, while
the
latter made for him. The three, without speaking, scanned the path
which skirted the edge of the plateau.



  
"There
he is," said Hyacinthe, at last. "He" was Grosbois,
the local surveyor, a peasant from Magnolles, a little village near
Cloyes. His knowledge of reading and writing had ruined him. When
summoned from Orgères to Beaugency, on surveying business, he used
to leave to his wife the management of his property, and he had
contracted during his constant pilgrimages such drunken habits that
he was now never sober. Very stout, very sturdy for his sixty
years,
he had a broad red face budding all over into purple pimples; and,
despite the early hour, he was, on the day in question, in a state
of
abominable intoxication, the result of a merry-making held the
night
before by some Montigny vine-growers in honour of a divided
inheritance. But that mattered nothing: the tipsier he was, the
clearer his brain. He never measured incorrectly, and never added
up
incorrectly. He was held in deference and honour, advisedly, for he
had the reputation of being extremely spiteful.



  
"All
here, eh?" said he. "Then come along."



  
A
dirty, bedraggled urchin of twelve was in attendance, carrying the
chain under his arm and the stand and the staves over his shoulder,
while with his free hand he swung the square, which was in an old
burst cardboard case.



  
They
all set out without waiting for Buteau, whom they had just descried
in the distance, standing still before the largest field of the
holding. That field, some five acres in extent, was immediately
adjacent to the one along which La Coliche had dragged Françoise a
few days before. Buteau, thinking it useless to proceed further,
had
stopped there in a brown study. When the others arrived, they saw
him
stoop down, take up a handful of earth, and gradually filter it
through his fingers, as though to estimate its weight and
flavour.



  
"There,"
resumed Grosbois, taking a greasy memorandum-book from his pocket:
"I
have already drawn up an accurate little plan of each lot, as you
asked me to do, Fouan. It now devolves upon us to divide the whole
into three portions; and that, my children, we will do together,
eh?
Just tell me how you intend it to be done."



  
The
day had worn on. A ripping wind was driving continuous masses of
thick clouds across the pale sky; and La Beauce lay sullen and
gloomy, lashed by the keen air. Yet not one of them seemed
conscious
of that breeze from the offing, which inflated their blouses and
threatened to carry off their hats. Not one of the five, in holiday
attire, as befitted the gravity of the occasion, spoke a word. As
they stood on the confines of the field, amid the boundless
expanse,
their lineaments had a dreamy, frozen fixedness, the musing
expression of mariners who live alone in large open spaces. La
Beauce, flat and fertile, easily tilled but demanding continuous
effort, has made the Beauceron calm and reflective, without passion
save for the land itself.



  
"It'll
all have to be divided into three," said Buteau at length.



  
Grosbois
shook his head, and a discussion set in. An apostle of progress, by
virtue of his connection with large farms, he occasionally went so
far as to set himself up against his smaller clients, by condemning
extreme subdivision. Would not the labour and cost of transport
from
place to place become a ruinous thing, when there were only odds
and
ends of land left that might be covered by a handkerchief? Was it
farming at all, with paltry garden-plots on which it was impossible
either to improve the system of crops or to introduce machinery?
No:
the only sensible thing to do was to make a mutual arrangement, not
to adopt the murderous course of chopping a field up like so much
pastry. If one of them would be content with the plough-land,
another
might manage with the meadows; the portions could eventually be
equalised, and the distribution decided by lot.



  
Buteau,
with the natural liveliness of youth, adopted a jocose tone. "And,
with only some meadow-land, what shall I have to eat? Grass, I
suppose? No, no; I want some of everything, hay for cow and horse,
corn and grape for myself."



  
Fouan,
who was listening, nodded assent. For generations, such had been
the
mode of partition; and fresh acquisitions, by marriage or
otherwise,
had subsequently swollen the plots anew.



  
Delhomme,
passing rich with his fifty acres or so, had broader views; but he
was in a conciliatory mood, and had indeed only come, in his wife's
interest, to see that she was not cheated in the measurements. As
for
Hyacinthe, he had gone off in pursuit of a flight of larks, with
his
hands crammed full of pebbles. Whenever one of the birds,
distressed
by the wind, stopped still a couple of seconds in mid-air with
quivering wings, he felled it to the ground with the skill of a
savage. Three fell, and he thrust them bleeding into his
pocket.



  
"Come,
stop your talk, and let's have it cut up into three!" said the
lively Buteau, addressing the surveyor familiarly; "and not into
six, mind, for you seem to me this morning to have both Chartres
and
Orleans in your eye at once."



  
Grosbois,
feeling hurt, drew himself up with much dignity.



  
"When
you've had as much to drink as I have, young shaver, see whether
you
can keep your eyes open at all. Which of you clever people would
like
to take the square instead of me?"



  
As
no one ventured to take up the challenge, he called out harshly and
triumphantly to the boy, who was rapt with admiration of
Hyacinthe's
pebble-shooting. The square duly installed on its stand, the stakes
were being set up, when a new dispute arose over the method of
dividing the field. The surveyor, supported by Fouan and Delhomme,
wanted to divide the five acres into three strips parallel with the
Aigre valley; while Buteau insisted on the strips being taken
perpendicular to the valley, on the plea that the arable layer got
thinner and thinner as it neared the slope. In this way every one
would have his share of the worse end; whereas, in the other case,
the third lot would be altogether of inferior quality.



  
But
Fouan grew heated; swore that the depth was the same everywhere,
and
reminded them that the former partition between himself, Mouche,
and
La Grande had been made in the direction he indicated; in proof of
which, Mouche's five acres lay adjacent to the third of the
proposed
lots. Delhomme, on his side, made a decisive remark: even admitting
that the one lot was inferior, the owner would be benefited as soon
as the authorities decided to open the road that was to skirt the
field at that point.



  
"Oh,
yes; I daresay!" cried Buteau. "The celebrated road from
Rognes to Châteaudun, by way of La Borderie! And a jolly long time
you'll have to wait for it!"



  
His
importunity being, nevertheless, disregarded, he entered a protest
from between his clenched teeth.



  
Hyacinthe
himself had drawn near, and they were all absorbed in watching
Grosbois trace out the lines of division. They kept a sharp eye on
him, as if they suspected him of trying by unfair means to make one
share half-an-inch bigger than the others. Three times did Delhomme
put his eye to the slit in the square, to make quite sure that the
line fairly intersected the stave. Hyacinthe swore at the "d——d
youngster" because he did not hold the chain right. But Buteau,
in particular, followed the process step by step, counting the
feet,
and going over the calculations again in his own way with trembling
lips. With this consuming desire to possess, with the joy he felt
at
getting at last a grip of the land, his bitterness and sullen rage
at
not being able to keep the whole grew and grew. Those five acres,
all
of one piece, made such a fine field. He had insisted on the
division, so that no one might have what he couldn't get; and yet
the
wholesale destruction drove him distracted. He again tried to find
frivolous causes of quarrel.



  
Fouan,
standing in a listless attitude, had been looking on at the
dismemberment of his property without a word.



  
"It's
finished!" said Grosbois. "And look at it how you will, you
won't find a pound difference between the lots."



  
There
were still, on the plateau, ten acres of plough-land divided into a
dozen plots, none of which were much more than an acre in size.
Indeed, one was only about a rood, and the surveyor having
inquired,
with a sneer, whether that also was to be sub-divided, a fresh
dispute arose.



  
Buteau,
with his instinctive gesture, had stooped down and taken up a
handful
of earth, which he raised to his face as if to try its flavour. A
complacent wrinkling of his nose seemed to pronounce it better than
all the rest; and, after gently filtering it through his fingers,
he
said that if they left the lot to him it was all right, otherwise
he
insisted on a division. Delhomme and Hyacinthe angrily refused, and
likewise wanted their share. Yes, yes! A third of a rood each; that
was the only fair way. By sub-dividing every plot, they were sure
that none of the three could have anything which the other two
lacked.



  
"Come
on to the vineyard," said Fouan, and as they turned towards the
church, he threw a last glance over the vast plain, pausing for an
instant to look at the distant buildings of La Borderie. Then, with
a
cry of inconsolable regret, alluding to the old lost opportunity of
buying up the national property:



  
"Ah!"
said he, "if father had only chosen, Grosbois, you would now be
measuring all that!"



  
The
two sons and the son-in-law turned sharply round, and there was a
new
halt and a lingering look at the seven hundred and fifty acres of
the
farm spread out before them.



  
"Ugh!"
grunted Buteau, as he set off again: "Much good it does us, that
story! It's always our fate to be the prey of the
townsfolk."



  
Ten
o'clock struck. The main part of the work was over. But they
hastened
their steps, for the wind had fallen, and a heavy dark cloud had
just
discharged itself of a premonitory shower. The various Rognes
vineyards were situated beyond the church, on the hill-side which
sloped down to the Aigre. In former times, the château had stood
there with its grounds; and it was barely more than a century since
the peasantry, encouraged by the success of the Montigny vineyards,
near Cloyes, had decided to plant vines on this declivity, though
it
was specially adapted for the purpose by its Southern aspect and
the
steepness of its slope. The wine it yielded was thin but of a
pleasantly acid taste, and resembled the minor Orléanais vintages.
Each owner only secured a few casks, Delhomme, the wealthiest,
possessing some seven acres of vine-land; the rest of the
country-side was entirely given up to cereals and plants for
fodder.



  
They
turned down behind the church, skirted the old ruined presbytery
which had been turned into a lodging for the rural constable, and
gained the narrow chequered patches. As they crossed a piece of
stony
ground, covered with shrubs, a shrill voice cried through a
gap:



  
"Father,
it's raining! and I've brought out my geese."



  
It
was the voice of "La Trouille,"
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Hyacinthe's daughter, a girl of twelve, thin and wiry like a holly
branch, with fair towzled hair. Her large mouth had a twist to the
left, her green eyes stared so boldly that she might have been
taken
for a boy, and her dress consisted of an old blouse of her
father's,
tied round her waist with some string. The reason everybody called
her La Trouille—although she bore, by right, the fair name of
Olympe—was that Hyacinthe, who used to yell at her from morning
till night, could never say a word to her without adding:



  
"Just
wait, you dirty troll, and I'll make it hot for you!"



  
He
had begotten this wilding of a drab, whom he had picked up in a
ditch
after a fair, and whom he had installed in his den, to the great
scandal of all Rognes. For nearly three years the household had
been
at sixes-and-sevens, and one harvest evening the baggage went off
the
way she came, in company with another man. The child, then scarcely
weaned, had grown apace after the manner of ill weeds; and, as soon
as she could walk, she got the meals ready for her father, whom she
both dreaded and worshipped. Her chief passion, however, was for
geese. At first she had only had two, male and female, stolen when
quite young from behind a farm hedge. Then, thanks to her maternal
care, the flock had increased, and she now possessed twenty birds,
which she fed by pillage.



  
When
La Trouille made her appearance, with her brazen, goat-like look,
driving the geese before her with a stick, Hyacinthe flew into a
temper.



  
"Be
sure you're back for dinner, or else you'll catch it! And mind you
keep the house carefully locked up, you dirty troll, for fear of
robbers!"



  
Buteau
sniggered, and even Delhomme and the others could not help
laughing,
they were so tickled at the idea of Hyacinthe being robbed. His
house
was a sight; an old cellar consisting of three walls crumbled to
their original clay, a regular fox-hole, amid heaps of fallen
stones
and under a cluster of old lime-trees. It was all that remained of
the château; and when our poaching friend, falling out with his
father, had ensconced himself in this stony corner belonging to the
village, he had had to close up the cellar by building a fourth
wall
of rough stones, in which he left two openings for window and door.
The place was overgrown with brambles, and a large sweet briar hid
the window. The country folk called it the Château.



  
A
new deluge poured down. Luckily the acre or so of vineyard was
close
by, and the division into three was effected straightforwardly,
without any new ground for a quarrel arising. There now only
remained
seven or eight acres of meadow down by the river side; but at this
moment the rain became so heavy, and fell in such torrents, that
the
surveyor, passing the gate of a residence, suggested that they
should
go in.



  
"What
if we took shelter for a minute at Monsieur Charles's?"



  
Fouan
had come to a standstill, wavering, full of respect for his
brother-in-law and sister, who had made their fortune, and lived in
a
retired way in this middle-class residence.



  
"No,
no," he muttered; "they breakfast at twelve. It would
disturb their arrangements."



  
But
Monsieur Charles put in an appearance on his stone steps under the
verandah, taking an interest in the fall of rain, and, on
recognising
them, he called out:



  
"Come
in, come in, do!"



  
Then,
as they were all dripping wet, he bade them go round and enter by
the
kitchen, where he joined them. He was a fine man of sixty-five
summers, close-shaven, with heavy eyelids over his lack-lustre
eyes,
and the solemn, sallow face of a retired magistrate. He was clad in
deep-blue swan-skin flannel, with furred shoes, and an
ecclesiastical
skull-cap, which he wore with the dignified air of one whose life
had
been spent in duties of delicacy and authority.



  
When,
at the age of twenty-five, Laure Fouan, then a dressmaker in a shop
at Châteaudun, married Charles Badeuil, the latter kept a little
café in the Rue d'Angoulême. The young pair, ambitious, and eager
to make a rapid fortune, soon left there for Chartres. But, at
first,
nothing succeeded with them; all they put their hands to came to
grief. They vainly tried another eating-house, a restaurant, even a
salt-fish shop; and they despaired of ever having a copper to call
their own, when Monsieur Charles, being of an enterprising nature,
had the idea of buying one of the "licensed houses" in the
Rue aux Juifs, which had greatly declined, owing to an
unsatisfactory
staff and notorious uncleanliness. He took in the situation at a
glance: the requirements of Chartres, and the void to be supplied
in
a large town which lacked a respectable establishment, abreast of
modern progress as regards safety and comfort. Indeed, before two
years had passed, Number 19, re-decorated, fitted with curtains and
mirrors, and provided with a highly select staff, became so very
favourably known that the number of women had to be increased to
six.
All the officers, all the public functionaries—in short, society in
general—went nowhere else. This success was kept up, thanks to the
strong right arm of Monsieur Charles and his unflagging paternal
administration; while Madame Charles proved herself extraordinarily
active, keeping her eye on everything, letting nothing go to waste,
and yet shrewd enough to overlook, when necessary, the petty
larcenies of rich customers.



  
In
less than twenty-five years the Badeuils saved three hundred
thousand
francs, and they then thought of fulfilling the dream of their
lives:
an idyllic old age, face to face with nature, amid trees, flowers,
and birds. But they were kept two years longer by their inability
to
find a purchaser for Number 19 at the high price they valued it.
And
what a heartrending thing it was! An establishment furnished by
themselves on the best scale, bringing in a larger income than a
farm, and yet about to pass, perforce, into strange hands, in
which,
possibly, it would degenerate. On his settling in Chartres a
daughter
had been born to Monsieur Charles, by name Estelle, whom he sent to
the nuns of the Visitation, at Châteaudun, when he moved into the
Rue aux Juifs. In this devout, rigidly moral boarding school, he
left
the young girl till the age of twenty, to further purify her
purity;
sending her some distance off for her holidays, and keeping her in
ignorance of the business in which he made his money. He only took
her away on the day he wedded her to Hector Vaucogne, a young
fellow
employed on the local excise staff, whose excellent natural gifts
were marred by extraordinary laziness. Estelle was close on thirty,
and had a daughter, Elodie, aged seven, when, being at length
acquainted with the facts by hearing that her father's business was
in the market, she went to him of her own accord and asked him to
give her the preference. Why should so safe and flourishing a
business go out of the family? All was duly arranged. The Vaucognes
took the place over, and the Badeuils, before a month had elapsed,
had the fond satisfaction of ascertaining that their daughter,
although brought up to other ideas, had turned out a first-rate
manageress, which, happily, compensated for their son-in-law's
supineness and lack of administrative power. They had lived in
retirement at Rognes for five years, and had the supervision of
their
grand-daughter, Elodie, who, in her turn, had been sent to the nuns
of the Visitation at Châteaudun, there to be religiously trained in
principles of the strictest morality.



  
When
Monsieur Charles came into the kitchen, where a maid was whipping
some eggs, while she kept her eye upon a pan of larks fizzing in
butter, they all of them, even old Fouan and Delhomme, uncovered
their heads, and seemed extremely flattered at shaking hands with
him.



  
"Bless
me!" said Grosbois, to make himself agreeable, "What a
charming property this is of yours! And to think that you picked it
up for a mere song. Oh, you artful dog, you!"



  
The
other puffed himself out like a turkey-cock.



  
"A
bargain, a windfall. We took a fancy to it, and, besides, Madame
Charles had set her heart on ending her days in her own part of the
country. As for me, where the heart is engaged I have always been
indulgent."



  
Roseblanche,
as the property had been christened, was the "folly" of a
townsman of Cloyes, who had just laid out upon it nearly fifty
thousand francs, when a fit of apoplexy struck him down before the
paint was dry on the walls. The house, very trim, and situated on
the
slope of the plateau, stood in a garden of some seven acres, which
reached down to the Aigre. In that out-of-the-way spot, on the
confines of sombre Beauce, no purchaser could be found, and
Monsieur
Charles had got the place for twenty thousand francs. There he
blissfully satisfied all his tastes, fishing the stream for superb
trout and eels, making beloved collections of rose-trees and
carnations, and keeping a large aviary full of wood warblers, which
no one but himself tended. There the fond old pair ran through an
income of twelve thousand francs, in a state of perfect happiness,
which they looked upon as the rightful recompense of their thirty
years of toil.



  
"Eh?"
added Monsieur Charles. "At least people know who we are,
here."



  
"Undoubtedly
you are known," replied the surveyor. "Your money is
sufficient recommendation."



  
All
the rest assented.



  
"True;
quite true."



  
Then
Monsieur Charles bade the servant bring some glasses, he himself
going into the cellar to fetch up two bottles of wine. With their
noses turned towards the frying-pan, in which the larks were
browning, they all sniffed the savoury smell, and solemnly drank,
rolling the wine round in their mouths.



  
"Gracious!
It don't come from this part of the country, I know!
Capital!"



  
"Another
drop. Your health!"



  
"Yours!"



  
As
they laid down their glasses, Madame Charles, an estimable-looking
matron of sixty-two, with snowy frontlets, made her appearance. In
her the thick, large-nosed visage of the Fouans was of a pale, pink
hue; hers was the calm, sweet, monastic complexion of an aged nun
who
had led a sequestered life. Clinging to her with awkward shyness
followed Elodie, who was spending a two days' holiday at Rognes.
Preyed upon by chlorosis, and over-tall for a girl of twelve, her
flabby ugliness, and her thin, blanched hair bespoke an
impoverished
system; and she had been, moreover, kept in such restraint during
her
course of training for spotless maidenhood that she was half an
imbecile.



  
"Ha!
you here!" said Madame Charles, shaking hands with her brother
and nephew, slowly and impressively, in token of the distance
between
them. Then, turning round, and giving no further heed to such
fellows, she added:



  
"Come
in, come in, Monsieur Patoir; the animal is here."



  
Patoir
was the Cloyes veterinary—short, stout, full-blooded, and purple;
with the aspect of a trooper, and wearing heavy moustaches. He had
just driven up in a mud-splashed gig through the pelting
rain.



  
"This
poor darling," she went on, taking out of a warm oven a basket
in which an old cat lay in the throes of death; "this poor
darling was seized yesterday with a shivering fit, and it was then
I
wrote to you. Ah! he's not young; he is nearly fifteen. We had him
ten years at Chartres, but last year my daughter had to get rid of
him, and I brought him here because he misbehaved himself in every
corner of the shop."



  
"Shop"
was for Elodie's benefit, she being told that her parents kept a
confectionery business, amid such a press of work, that they could
not receive her there. The country-folk, however, did not even
smile,
for the expression was current in Rognes, where people said that
"even Hourdequin's farm was not so profitable as Monsieur
Charles's shop." The men stared at the shrivelled, old, yellow,
mangy, miserable cat; the old cat who had purred in all the beds in
the Rue aux Juifs, the cat stroked and fondled by the plump hands
of
five or six generations of women. Long had he been pampered and
petted, the spoiled darling of the saloon and retiring-rooms,
licking
up unconsidered trifles of pomade, drinking the water in the
toilet-glasses, a mute, abstracted spectator of what went on,
seeing
everything with his slender pupils set in gold.



  
"Monsieur
Patoir, pray cure him," concluded Madame Charles.



  
The
veterinary distended his eyelids, and screwed up his nose and
mouth,
all his bluff, coarse, bull-dog physiognomy being set in motion.
And
he cried:



  
"What?
You've brought me all this way for
  

    

that
  
  
! I'll cure him
for you! Tie a stone round his neck and chuck him into the
water!"



  
Elodie
burst into tears, and Madame Charles became purple in the face with
indignation.



  
"Why,
he stinks, this pet of yours! Keeping a horrid thing like that, to
give the house cholera! Chuck the beast into the water!"



  
Nevertheless,
the old lady being really angry, he eventually sat down at the
table
and grumblingly wrote out a prescription.



  
"Oh!
all right, if you enjoy being plague-stricken. So long as I'm paid,
what on earth can it matter to me? Look here; get this down his
throat, a spoonful at a time, every hour; and here's another
mixture
for two baths, one this evening, the other to-morrow."



  
For
the last instant or so Monsieur Charles had been restless feeling
disconsolate at seeing the larks burn, while the maid, tired of
beating up the omelette, stood idly by. So he briskly gave Patoir
his
six francs 'consulting fee, and urged the others to empty their
glasses.



  
"Anyhow,
the breakfast's got to be eaten. Ah! see you again soon. The rain
has
given over."



  
They
left reluctantly, and the veterinary, getting into his rickety old
trap, said once more:



  
"A
cat that isn't worth the cord to chuck him into the water with!
Well,
that's just how it is, when people are well off!"



  
But
all of them, even Buteau, who had grown pale with sullen envy,
shook
their heads in protest; and Delhomme the wise declared:



  
"Say
what you will, people who have managed to put by an income of
twelve
thousand francs can't be either idlers or fools."



  
The
veterinary had whipped up his horse, and the others made for the
Aigre, through pathways now converted into torrents. They had got
to
the seven or eight acres of meadow that were to be divided, when
the
rain came down again in a perfect deluge. But this time they stuck
obstinately to the task, being desperately hungry, and anxious to
get
it over. Only one dispute delayed them, with reference to the third
lot, which was treeless, whereas a copse happened to be distributed
between the other two. However, all now seemed settled and
sanctioned. The surveyor promised them he would forward the
memoranda
to the notary, to enable him to draw up the deed; and it was agreed
to defer the drawing of the lots till the following Sunday, when it
should take place at ten o'clock, at the father's house.



  
As
they returned into Rognes, Hyacinthe jerked out an oath:



  
"Wait,
wait, you dirty troll, and I'll make it pretty hot for you!"



  
By
the grassy wayside, La Trouille was leisurely driving her geese
under
the muttering downpour. At the head of the dripping, delighted
flock,
walked the gander, and when he turned his big yellow beak to the
right, all the other big yellow beaks went to the right too. The
child, taking fright at her father's words, sped home to see to the
dinner, followed by a file of long-necks, which were all stretched
out in the rear of the outstretched neck of the gander.
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The
following Sunday happened to fall just on All Saints' Day, the
first
of November; and, on the stroke of nine, the Abbé Godard, who was
priest of Bazoches-le-Doyen, with subordinate charge of the ancient
parish of Rognes, reached the top of the slope which led down to
the
little bridge over the Aigre. Rognes, more important in days of
yore,
but now reduced to a population of barely three hundred souls, had
had no priest of its own for years, and seemed completely
indifferent
to the fact, insomuch that the municipal council had lodged the
rural
constable in the half-ruined parsonage.



  
So,
every Sunday, the Abbé Godard walked the two miles between
Bazoches-le-Doyen and Rognes. Being stout and dumpy, with a neck
red
at the nape and so swollen at the throat as to tilt his head
backward, he compelled himself to this exercise for the sake of his
health. On this particular Sunday, finding himself late, he was
puffing terribly, with his mouth wide open in his apoplectic face,
the fat of which half smothered his small snub nose and tiny grey
eyes; and, despite the livid, snow-laden sky, and the premature
frost
which had followed the storms of the week, he was swinging his hat
in
his hand, having bared the thick tangles of his grizzled, carroty
hair.



  
The
road made an abrupt descent, and on the left bank of the Aigre,
before reaching the stone bridge, there were only a few houses, a
sort of suburb, through which the Abbé rushed tempestuously. He did
not even cast a glance, either up or down stream, on the slow,
limpid
river winding through the meadows amid clumps of willows and
poplars.
On the right bank began the village proper, a double row of
frontages
edging the high road, while others climbed at random up the slope;
and just past the bridge one found the municipal offices and the
school, an old barn raised a floor higher and white-washed. For an
instant the Abbé hesitated, and then craned his neck into the empty
entrance-hall of the school. When he turned round, he cast a
searching glance into two taverns facing him: the one having a neat
shop-front, filled with flasks, and surmounted by a little yellow
wooden sign bearing the inscription:
  

    

Macqueron, grocer,
  
  

in green letters; the other merely having its door decorated with a
holly-branch, and displaying in black upon a roughly-whitened wall
the words:
  

    

Lengaigne. Tobacco.
  
  

The priest was making up his mind to enter a steep lane between
these
two houses, a short ascent leading straight to the front of the
church, when he caught sight of an old peasant and stopped.



  
"Aha!
so it's you, Fouan. I'm in a hurry, but I wanted to see you. Tell
me,
what's doing? It's out of the question for your son, Buteau, to
leave
Lise in the plight she's in, with her figure unmistakably on the
increase. She is one of the 'Handmaidens of the Virgin.' It's a
disgrace, a disgrace!"



  
The
old man listened, with an air of deferential politeness.



  
"Why,
your reverence, what do you expect me to do, if Buteau holds out?
And, besides, the lad's right, so far as that goes; he can't marry
at
his age on nothing."



  
"But
there's a baby!"



  
"To
be sure there is. Only the baby's not yet born, and one can never
tell. That's just where it is: a baby's not an encouraging thing
when
you can't afford a shift for its back."



  
He
made these remarks sagely, as became an old man who knew life. Then
he added, in the same measured tone:



  
"Besides,
an arrangement may, perhaps, be made. I am dividing my property.
The
lots will be drawn for presently, after mass. Then, when Buteau
gets
his share, he will, I hope, see about marrying his cousin."



  
"Good!"
said the priest. "That's enough. Fouan, I rely upon you."



  
The
pealing of a bell curtailed his speech, and he asked,
apprehensively:



  
"That's
the second bell, isn't it?"



  
"No,
your reverence, the third."



  
"Good
gracious! that brute of a Bécu at it again! Ringing without waiting
for me!"



  
He
cursed, and ran violently up the pathway. At the top he all but had
a
fit; he was puffing away like a blacksmith's bellows.



  
The
bell rang on, while the ravens it had disturbed flew cawing round
the
steeple, a fifteenth-century spire, which bore witness to the
ancient
importance of Rognes. In front of the wide, open door a group of
peasants were waiting, among whom the innkeeper, Lengaigne, a
freethinker, was smoking his pipe. Farther on, against the
churchyard
wall, farmer Hourdequin, the mayor—a well-built man, with
strongly-marked features—chatted with his assessor, the grocer
Macqueron. When the priest had passed by with a salute, they all
followed him, excepting Lengaigne, who ostentatiously turned his
back, pulling at his pipe.



  
Inside
the church, to the right of the porch, there was a man hanging on
to
a rope, which he still went on pulling.



  
"That'll
do, Bécu!" said the Abbé Godard, beside himself. "I've
told you twenty times to wait for me before you ring the third
time."



  
The
rural constable, who was also the bell-ringer, fell to his feet,
aghast at his own disobedience. He was a little man of fifty, with
the square, bronzed physiognomy of an old soldier, grey moustache
and
goatee, and a rigid neck, seeming as if he were continually choked
by
a tight collar. Already very tipsy, he stood to attention, without
venturing to excuse himself.



  
Moreover,
the priest had already made off, and was crossing the nave, with a
glance at the seats. There was a scanty attendance. On the left, he
as yet saw only Delhomme, present in his capacity of municipal
councillor. On the right, the women's side, there were at the most
a
dozen. He recognised Cœlina Macqueron, shrivelled, sinewy, and
overbearing; Flore Lengaigne, buxom, mild, and good-humoured; and
Bécu's good woman, a lanky, very dirty, dark brunette. But what put
the finishing touch to his wrath was the behaviour of the
"Handmaidens of the Virgin" in the front row. Françoise
was there between two of her friends—the Macquerons' daughter,
Berthe, a handsome brunette, brought up as a lady at Cloyes, and
the
Lengaignes' daughter, Suzanne, a fair, plain, bold-faced hussy,
whom
her parents were about to apprentice to a dressmaker at Châteaudun.
All the three were indulging in unseemly laughter. And, beside
them,
poor Lise, plump and cheerful, faced the altar, exposing her
scandalous condition to public comment.



  
Finally,
the Abbé Godard was going into the sacristy, when he came across
Delphin and Nénesse pushing each other about in play, whereas they
were supposed to be getting the wine vases ready for mass. The
first-named, Bécu's son, aged eleven, was a sun-burnt youngster,
already well-knit, and just leaving school to become a ploughman;
while Ernest, Delhomme's eldest, of the same age, fair, slim, and
given to loafing, always carried a looking-glass in his
pocket.



  
"Now,
then, you mischievous imps," cried the priest, "do you
think you're in a cow-shed?"



  
And
turning towards a tall, thin, young man, whose sallow face bristled
with a few light hairs, and who was arranging some books on the
shelf
of a cupboard, he added:



  
"Really,
Monsieur Lequeu, you might keep them quiet when I am out of the
way!"



  
This
was the schoolmaster, a peasant's son, whose education had taught
him
to hate those of his own station. He resorted to violence with his
boys, treating them like brute beasts, and cloaked Republican ideas
under a scrupulously formal demeanour towards the priest and the
mayor. He sang well in the choir, and even looked after the sacred
books; but he had refused point-blank to ring the bell, in spite of
custom, such a task being unworthy of a free man.



  
"I
am not entrusted with maintaining order in church," he
responded, dryly. "At my place, though, wouldn't I just box
their ears!"



  
And
as the Abbé, without answering, hastily shuffled into his alb and
stole, he went on:



  
"Low
mass, isn't it?"



  
"Yes,
to be sure, and be quick! I've got to be at Bazoches by half-past
ten
for high mass."



  
M.
Lequeu, who had taken an old missal from the cupboard, closed the
latter and went out to place the book on the altar.



  
"Make
haste, make haste," repeated the priest, hurrying Delphin and
Nénesse.



  
And,
still perspiring, still panting, with the chalice in his hand, he
went back into the church and began the mass, at which the two
urchins officiated with sly, quizzical side-looks. The church had
but
one aisle, with a vaulted, oak-panelled roof, falling to pieces
through the obstinate refusal of the municipal council to allow any
funds. The rain dripped through the broken slates of the roofing,
deep stains marked the advanced state of decay of the woodwork, and
beyond the choir, shut off by a railing, a greenish leakage aloft
disfigured the fresco of the apsis, cutting the figure of an
Eternal
Father, worshipped by angels, atwain.



  
When
the priest turned, open armed, towards the congregation, he calmed
down a bit on observing that some people had come in—the mayor, his
assessor, some municipal councillors, old Fouan, and Clou the
farrier, who played the trombone when there was a musical service.
Lequeu had remained, with a stately air, in the front row. Bécu,
although drunk, stood bolt upright in the background. On the
women's
side, especially, the seats had filled up, Fanny, Rose, La Grande,
and others had come, so that the "Handmaidens of the Virgin,"
now poring over their books in an exemplary way, had had to crowd
closer together. What particularly flattered the priest was to
perceive Monsieur and Madame Charles, with their grand-daughter
Elodie; he in a black frock-coat, she in a green silk dress, both
of
them solemn and splendiferous, setting a good example.



  
Nevertheless,
he hurried over his mass, mangling the Latin and maiming the rites.
In his address, not going into the pulpit, but sitting on a chair
in
the middle of the choir, he made a miserable exhibition of himself,
lost the thread of his discourse, and gave up as hopeless the task
of
ever finding it again. Eloquence was not his strong point; he
stumbled over his words, and hum'd and ha'd without ever being able
to finish his sentences, which explained why his lordship the
Bishop
had overlooked him for twenty-five years in his little cure of
Bazoches-le-Doyen. The rest of the service was vamped; the
bell-ringing, during the elevation of the Host, sounded like
electric
signals gone mad, and the priest dismissed the congregation with an
"
  

    
Ite missa
est
  
  
," as smart
as the crack of a whip.



  
The
church was barely empty when the Abbé Godard re-appeared, with his
hat hastily put on wrong side foremost. Before the door stood a
group
of women—Cœlina, Flore, and old mother Bécu—all much annoyed at
having been raced along at that pace. It was making very light of
them to give them no more on a high holiday.



  
"I
say, your reverence," asked Cœlina, in her shrill voice, as she
stopped him: "You've got a spite against us, packing us off just
like a bundle of rags."



  
"Why,
it's like this," he replied; "my own people are waiting for
me. I can't be both at Bazoches and at Rognes. Get a priest of your
own if you want high masses."



  
This
was always a sore point between Rognes and the Abbé, the villagers
insisting on special attention, and he strictly confining himself
to
what he was obliged to do for a village which refused to repair its
church, and where, moreover, constant scandals discouraged him.
Indicating the "Handmaidens of the Virgin," who were
leaving together, he resumed:



  
"And,
besides, is it decent to go through ceremonies with young folks who
have no respect whatever for God's commandments?"



  
"You
don't mean that for my girl, I hope?" asked Cœlina, between her
teeth.



  
"Nor
for mine,
  

    
 I'm
  
  

sure?" added Flore.



  
Then
he lost all patience and burst out:



  
"I
mean it for those it concerns. It's as plain as a pike-staff. White
dresses, indeed. A pretty thing! I never have a procession here
without one of them being in the family way. No, no; you'd tire out
God Almighty himself."



  
He
left them; and Bécu's wife, who had remained silent, had to make
peace between the two mothers, who, in considerable excitement,
were
heaping reproaches on each other on their daughters' account. But
her
peace-making was of such a bitterly insinuating character that the
quarrel rose higher.



  
Oh
yes! They would see how Berthe would turn out, with her velvet
bodices and her piano! And Suzanne, what a first-rate idea to send
her to the milliner's at Châteaudun, so that she might go the pace
with the best of them!



  
The
Abbé Godard was rushing off, when he came full upon Monsieur and
Madame Charles. A broad, beaming smile overspread his face, and his
hat performed a sweeping obeisance. Monsieur bowed majestically.
Madame made her best curtsey. It was fated that the priest should
never get off, for no sooner had he cleared the square than he was
brought up by another chance encounter. This was with a tall woman
of
thirty, who looked quite fifty, with thin hair and a flat, flabby,
bran-yellow face. Broken down and worn out by excessive exertion,
she
was staggering under the weight of a faggot of brushwood.



  
"Palmyre,"
he asked, "why didn't you come to mass on All Saints' Day? It's
disgraceful."



  
"No
doubt, your reverence," she groaned, "but what's to be
done? My brother is cold, and we are freezing at home. So I've been
picking up these along the hedges."



  
"La
Grande is still as hard as ever, then?"



  
"Rather!
She'd die before she'd chuck us a crust or a log."



  
In
a dolorous voice she repeated her own and her brother's story: how
their grandmother had turned them out of doors, how she had had to
take refuge with her brother in an old deserted stable. Poor
Hilarion, bandy and hare-lipped, lacked intelligence; indeed,
despite
his twenty years of age, he was so idiotic that no one would give
him
employment. And so she was bringing herself to death's door in
working for him, tending him with the impassioned care and untiring
tenderness of a mother.



  
As
the Abbé Godard listened to her, his coarse, perspiring face
assumed
a look of the purest kindness, his little angry eyes grew beautiful
with charity, his large mouth took a sweetly sad expression. This
formidable scold, always being whirled to and fro by gusts of
wrath,
was passionately devoted to the wretched, and gave them
everything—his money, linen, and clothes. To such a point that in
all La Beauce you would not find a priest with a rustier or a more
extensively darned cassock.



  
He
fumbled anxiously in his pockets, and slipped a five-franc piece
into
Palmyre's hand.



  
"Here!
Put it away; I've none for anybody else. I shall have to talk again
to La Grande, since she's so wicked."



  
This
time he got clear off. Luckily, as he was puffing and blowing up
the
slope on the other side of the Aigre, the Bazoches butcher, on his
way back, gave him a lift in his cart; and he all but vanished as
he
gained the level of the plain, jolting along with the dancing
silhouette of his three-cornered hat alone standing out against the
leaden sky.



  
Meantime
the church square had emptied, and Fouan and Rose had just gone
down
home, where they found Grosbois already waiting. A little before
ten,
Delhomme and Hyacinthe arrived in their turn; but Buteau was waited
for in vain till twelve.



  
The
eccentric rascal never could be punctual. Doubtless he had stopped
on
the road somewhere to breakfast. It was proposed to go on without
him; then, a vague fear inspired by his hot-headedness led to the
decision that the lots should not be drawn for till two o'clock,
after breakfast. Grosbois, accepting a bit of bacon and a glass of
wine from the Fouans, finished up one bottle, started on another,
and
relapsed into his usual state of intoxication.



  
Two
o'clock, and still no Buteau appeared. So Hyacinthe, languishing
for
debauch, like the rest of the village, that Sunday feast-day, went
lounging past Macqueron's. This succeeded: the door was flung open,
and Bécu appeared shouting:



  
"Come
along, you rascally baggage, and let me treat you to a
glass."



  
Bécu
had got stiffer still, assuming more and more dignity as his
intoxication increased. A drunken, old-soldierly fellowship, a
secret
affection, drew him towards the poacher; but he avoided recognising
him when he was on duty with his badge on his arm, being always on
the point of catching him
  

    

flagrante delicto
  
  
,
and struggling between duty and inclination. In the tavern,
however,
when he was tipsy, he stood him treat like a brother.



  
"Take
a hand at piquet, eh?" said he; "and, by God, if the
Bedouins bore us, we'll slit their ears for 'em!"



  
They
installed themselves at a table, and played cards boisterously,
while
quart after quart of wine was served them.



  
Macqueron,
with his fat, moustachioed face, sat huddled up in a corner,
twiddling his thumbs. Since he had been gaining money by
speculating
in the light wines of Montigny, he had fallen into idle
ways—hunting,
fishing, and playing the gentleman; though he remained filthy and
ragged, while his daughter Berthe flounced to and fro in silk. If
his
wife had heeded him they would have shut up shop, giving up both
the
grocery and the refreshment business; for he was growing conceited,
and had dim ambitions, as yet unrecognised by himself. But she was
ferociously eager for gain, and he, although concerning himself
personally about nothing, was content to let her go on serving
tipple, just to annoy his neighbour Lengaigne, who kept the tobacco
shop, and also dealt in drink. 'Twas a long-standing rivalry, ever
smouldering, and ever ready to burst into a blaze.



  
Yet
sometimes they were at peace for weeks together; and, as it
happened,
Lengaigne then came in with his son Victor, a tall, awkward youth,
who was to draw for the conscription the next year. Lengaigne
himself, a lanky, frozen-looking man, with a little owl's head set
upon broad, brawny shoulders, had remained a peasant and tilled the
soil, while his wife weighed out the tobacco and drew the wine. He
derived a special importance from the fact that he was barber and
hair-cutter to the whole village, an avocation which he had brought
back from his regiment, and which he plied either at his shop, amid
the eaters and drinkers, or else, if his customers preferred it, at
their own homes.



  
"Well,
this beard of yours, is it to be done to-day, my boy?" he asked,
from the door.



  
"Bless
me! Right you are, I told you to come," cried Macqueron. "This
very moment, if you like."



  
He
reached an old shaving-dish from its hook, and took some soap and
warm water, while the other drew from his pocket a razor the size
of
a cutlass, which he set about sharpening on a strop fixed to the
case. A squeaky voice now issued from the adjacent grocery
department:



  
"I
say," cried Cœlina, "are you going to mess the tables
which people drink at? Well, then, you sha'n't! I won't have hair
found in the glasses at
  

    

my
  
  
 house."



  
This
was an attack on the cleanliness of the rival tavern, where
customers
ate more hair than they drank genuine wine, she said.



  
"Sell
your salt and pepper, and hold your row!" replied Macqueron,
annoyed by this public curtain-lecture. Hyacinthe and Bécu
tittered.



  
"An
extinguisher for the good lady that!" They ordered of her a
fresh quart of wine, which she brought in speechless fury. Then
they
shuffled the cards, and dashed them violently on to the table, as
if
to exasperate each other. Trump, trump, and trump!



  
Lengaigne
had already lathered his customer, and was holding him by the nose,
when Lequeu, the schoolmaster, pushed the door open.



  
"Good-day,
everybody!"



  
He
stood silently in front of the stove, warming his loins, while
young
Victor, stationed behind the players, became absorbed in watching
their game.



  
"By
the by," resumed Macqueron, taking advantage of a moment when
Lengaigne was wiping the lather off the razor on to his shoulder,
"just now, before mass, Monsieur Hourdequin spoke to me again
about the road. Things must be settled some way or another."



  
The
road in question was the famous one direct from Rognes to
Châteaudun,
which was to shorten the distance by about two leagues, for
vehicles
were now forced to pass through Cloyes. Of course, the farm was
much
interested in this new route, and to carry the point the mayor
relied
greatly on his assessor—himself interested in a speedy settlement.
There was a question of facilitating the approach of vehicles to
the
church, which could now only be reached by goat-paths, and the
projected line of route followed the steep lane that wound its
narrow
way between the two taverns. Only broaden that, and level down the
ascent a bit, and the grocer's grounds—which would be by the
road-side, and of easy access—would increase tenfold in
value.



  
"Yes,"
he continued, "it would seem that the Government, before giving
us any help, is waiting for us to vote something. That's so, isn't
it? You are in it."



  
Lengaigne,
who was a municipal councillor, but who had not as much as a square
inch of garden behind his house, replied:



  
"I
don't care a curse! What the deuce has your road to do with
me?"



  
Then,
making an attack on the other cheek, which he rasped as with a
nutmeg-grater, he fell foul of the farm. These latter-day
gentlefolks
were even worse than the nobles of old. Why, they had kept
everything
to themselves in the distribution of the land, made laws merely for
their own advantage, and they lived only on the distress of poor
folks. The others listened, constrained, yet inwardly pleased by
his
temerity, for they had the peasant's immemorial, unconquerable
hatred
of the landowner.



  
"It's
a good thing we are among ourselves," muttered Macqueron,
glancing uneasily at the schoolmaster. "I am on the Government
side. So is our deputy, Monsieur de Chédeville, who is, they say, a
friend of the Emperor's."



  
Lengaigne
began furiously shaking his razor.



  
"And
that's another pretty rogue of a fellow! Oughtn't a rich man like
him, possessing more than two thousand acres of land over there
towards Orgères, oughtn't he to make you a present of your road,
instead of trying to wring coppers out of the village? The low
beast!"



  
The
grocer, alarmed this time, protested. "No, no. He's very
straightforward, and not proud. But for him you wouldn't have had
your tobacco-counter. What would you say if he took it away from
you
again?"



  
Abruptly
calming down, Lengaigne went on scraping the other's chin. He had
lost his temper and gone too far; his wife was right in saying that
his ideas would play him false. At that moment a quarrel was heard
to
threaten between Bécu and Hyacinthe. The former was in an
ill-tempered, pugnacious state of drunkenness, while the other, on
the contrary, grim and overbearing though he was when sober, grew
more and more maudlin with every glass of wine, subsiding into the
genial meekness of a tipsy apostle. Add to this their radical
difference of opinion: the poacher being a Republican—a Red, as
people said—who boasted of having made the gentlefolks dance the
rigadoon at Cloyes in '48; and the rural constable being a wild
Bonapartist and worshipping the Emperor, with whom he pretended to
be
acquainted.



  
"I
swear it! We had partaken of a red herring salad together, when he
said to me: 'Not a word. I am the Emperor.' I knew him at a glance,
because of his likeness on the five-franc pieces."



  
"Maybe!
Anyhow, he's a low fellow, who beats his wife and never loved his
mother!"



  
"Hold
your tongue, in God's name! or I'll break your jaw for you!"



  
The
quart bottle which Bécu was brandishing had to be taken from him;
whilst Hyacinthe, with tearful eyes, sat awaiting the blow in
cheerful resignation. Then they resumed their game, like brothers.
Trump, trump, and trump!



  
Macqueron,
rendered uneasy by the assumed indifference of the schoolmaster,
finished by asking him:



  
"And
you, Monsieur Lequeu, what do
  

    

you
  
  
 say?"



  
Lequeu,
who was warming his slender, sallow hands against the stove-pipe,
smiled the bitter smile of a superior person who is compelled by
his
position to remain silent.



  
"I
say nothing," he answered. "It's none of my business."



  
Macqueron
soused his face in a basin of water, and while spluttering and
wiping
himself dry, replied:



  
"Well,
mark my words! I mean to do something. If the road's voted, by God,
I'll let 'em have my ground for nothing."



  
This
declaration stupefied the audience. Even Hyacinthe and Bécu looked
up, despite their intoxication. There was a pause. They gazed at
Macqueron as if he had suddenly gone mad; and he, spurred on by the
effect produced, yet with his hands trembling at the engagement he
was taking, added:



  
"There'll
be something like half an acre. The man who goes back on his word
is
a scoundrel! I've sworn it!"



  
Lengaigne
departed with his son Victor, exasperated and disgusted by his
neighbour's munificence. Land didn't cost him much, the way he
robbed
people.



  
Macqueron,
despite the cold, now took his gun, and went out to see if he could
come across a rabbit he had noticed in his vineyard the day before.
In the tavern there only remained Lequeu—who spent his Sundays
there without taking anything to drink—and the two gamblers, who
were poring over their cards. Hours elapsed, while other peasants
came and went.



  
Towards
five o'clock the door was roughly pushed open, and Buteau appeared,
followed by Jean. Immediately he saw Hyacinthe, he cried:



  
"I'd
have wagered five francs. Don't you care a damn for anybody? We're
waiting for you."



  
The
drunkard, slobbering and merry, replied:



  
"That's
a good 'un! I'm waiting for
  

    

you
  
  
. You've kept us
hanging about since morning, and I think it cool of you to
complain."



  
Buteau
had stopped at La Borderie, where Jacqueline, whom, at the age of
fifteen, he had knocked head over heels in the hay, had kept him to
eat some hot buttered toast with Jean. Farmer Hourdequin having
gone
to breakfast at Cloyes after mass, the two sparks had kept it up
pretty late, and had only just reached the village in each other's
company.



  
Meantime,
Bécu yelled out that he would pay for the five quarts, but that the
game was to stand over; while Hyacinthe, reluctantly unfixing
himself
from his chair, followed his brother, chuckling to himself, with
his
eyes swimming in mildness.



  
"Wait
there," said Buteau to Jean, "and in half an hour come and
pick me up. You know you dine with me at father's."



  
When
the two brothers had entered the sitting-room of the Fouans' house,
they found the company assembled in full. The father was standing
up
with bent head. The mother, seated near the table in the middle,
was
mechanically knitting. Opposite her was Grosbois, who had eaten and
drunk so much as to be in a state of doze, with his eyes half-open;
while, farther off, Fanny and Delhomme were waiting patiently on
two
low chairs. There were some unwonted articles in the smoky room,
with
its shabby old furniture and its utensils worn by scrubbing: a
blank
sheet of paper, an ink-bottle, and a pen stood on the table beside
the surveyor's hat—a monumental, rusty-black hat with which he had
trudged through rain and sunshine for ten years past. Night was
falling, and through the narrow window came an expiring, murky
glimmer, in which the flat brim and urn-like body of the hat loomed
strangely.



  
Grosbois,
always ready for business in spite of his intoxication, woke up and
stammered out:



  
"Now
we're right. I told you the deed was ready. I called yesterday at
Monsieur Baillehache's, and he showed it me. Only the numbers of
the
lots are left blank after your names. So we will draw, and the
notary
need then only write in the lots and you can sign on Saturday at
his
place."



  
He
roused himself and raised his voice: "Come, I will get the
tickets ready."



  
Fouan's
children abruptly approached, making no secret of their distrust.
They watched Grosbois, and kept a sharp eye on his slightest
movements, as on those of a conjuror capable of juggling away the
shares. First he had cut the sheet of paper into three with his
drink-sodden, shaking fingers; now he was writing the figures 1, 2,
3, and enormous, strongly-marked figures they were. The others
watched his pen over his shoulders, the parents themselves nodding
their satisfaction on seeing the impossibility of deception. The
tickets were slowly folded up and thrown into the hat. A solemn
stillness reigned.



  
At
the expiration of two long minutes Grosbois exclaimed:



  
"Well,
you must make up your minds. Who begins?"



  
No
one stirred. The night deepened, and the hat seemed to grow larger
in
the gloom.



  
"By
order of seniority, eh?" proposed the surveyor. "You begin,
Hyacinthe, you're the eldest."



  
Hyacinthe,
the amiable, came forward, but he lost his balance, and all but
fell
sprawling. He had violently shoved his fist into the hat as though
with the purpose of extracting a mass of rock from it. When he had
secured one of the tickets, he had to go to the window to
see.



  
"Two!"
cried he, evidently finding something exceedingly humorous in the
figure, for he choked with laughter.



  
"Your
turn, Fanny," now called Grosbois.



  
When
Fanny had got her hand to the bottom, she did not hurry. She
fumbled
about, stirred the papers round, and seemed to weigh them one after
the other.



  
"Picking
and choosing's not allowed," said Buteau, savagely. He was
suffocating with passion, and had turned pale on ascertaining the
number drawn by his brother.



  
"Eh?
Why not?" replied Fanny. "I'm not looking; surely I may
feel."



  
"Get
on," murmured the father; "there's nothing to choose
between 'em; one's as heavy as the other."



  
At
last she made up her mind, and ran to the window.



  
"One!"



  
"Well,
then, Buteau has number three," resumed Fouan. "Draw it, my
boy."



  
In
the growing darkness they had not seen how the face of the young
man
changed. He burst out in wrath:



  
"Never,
never!"



  
"What?"



  
"If
you think I'm going to assent to this, you're wrong! The third lot,
eh? The bad one! I told you over and over again that I wanted a
different division. But you pooh-pooh'd me! Besides, can't I see
through your trickery? Oughtn't the youngest to have drawn first?
No,
I won't draw, since there's been cheating!"



  
The
parents gazed at his wild movements as he gesticulated and stamped
about.



  
"My
poor boy, you're going crazy," said Rose.



  
"Oh,
yes, mamma, I know well enough you never liked me. You'd strip the
skin off my back to give it to my brother. You'd all of you eat me
alive."



  
Fouan
sternly interrupted him. "Enough of this folly! Will you
draw?"



  
"It'll
have to be done all over again."



  
At
this there was a general protest. Hyacinthe and Fanny clutched
their
papers as if a forcible attempt were being made upon them. Delhomme
declared that the drawing had been fair, and Grosbois, much
aggrieved, threatened to leave if his honesty were called in
question.



  
"Then
papa shall add a thousand francs to my share out of his hoard,"
said Buteau.



  
The
old man, taken aback for an instant, stammered. Then he drew
himself
up and advanced threateningly.



  
"What's
that you say? So you're anxious to get me assassinated, you brute?
Raze the house to the ground and you won't find a copper. Take that
paper, or, by God, you shall have nothing at all!"



  
Buteau,
with a hardened and obstinate brow, did not quail before his
father's
raised fist.



  
"No!"



  
An
awkward silence again fell. The huge hat was now an encumbrance and
obstruction, with this solitary scrap of paper, which nobody would
touch, inside it. The surveyor, to cut things short, advised the
old
man to draw it out himself. He did so, gravely, and went to the
light
to read it, as if the number were still unknown.



  
"Three!
You've the third lot, d'ye hear? The deed is ready, and it's quite
certain that Monsieur Baillehache won't alter it, for once done
can't
be undone. As you're sleeping here, I give you the night to think
it
over in. So that's done with. Let's say no more about it."



  
Buteau,
wrapped in shadow, made no reply. The others noisily assented,
while
the mother at last made up her mind to light a candle so as to lay
the cloth.



  
At
that moment Jean, who was coming to meet his comrade, espied two
intertwined shadows watching, from the dark deserted road, the
progress of events at the Fouans. Feathery snow-flakes were
beginning
to flutter across the slate-grey sky.



  
"Oh,
Monsieur Jean," said a soft voice, "how you frightened us!"



  
Then
he recognised Françoise's long face and thick lips. She was
nestling
against her sister Lise, and had one arm round her waist, while she
leant her head on her shoulder. The two sisters adored each other,
and were always seen about like this, hanging on each other's neck.
Lise taller, and of pleasant aspect, despite her large features and
the incipient development of her whole plump person, bore her
misfortune with equanimity.



  
"You
were spying, eh?" Jean inquired gaily.



  
"Why,
what's going on in there has an interest for me," replied Lise,
freely and openly. "It's a point whether it will make Buteau
come to a decision."



  
Françoise,
with her other arm, had now caressingly encircled her sister's
swollen figure.



  
"What
a shame, the brute! When he's got some land, p'raps he'll be
looking
out for some one better off."



  
But
Jean gave them hope. The drawing of the lots must have come to an
end, and the rest was matter of arrangement. When he told them he
was
to sup at the old folks' house, Françoise added, as she turned
away:
"Well, we shall see you presently; we're going to the evening
meeting."



  
He
watched them disappear in the darkness. The snow was thickening and
embroidering their mingled dresses with fine white down.



 







                    
                    
                

                
            

















