



[image: image]






[image: image]


EARLY BIRD BOOKS


FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY


LOVE TO READ?


LOVE GREAT SALES?


GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS


DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!


[image: image]




[image: image]


The Web’s Creepiest Newsletter


Delivered to Your Inbox


Get chilling stories of


true crime, mystery, horror,


and the paranormal,


twice a week.


[image: image]




GUY ENDORE


[image: image]
 

A NOVEL


[image: image]


PEGASUS CRIME


NEW YORK LONDON




These creatures live onlely without meats;


The Camelion by the Air,


The Want or Mole, by the Earth,


The Sea-Herring by the Water,


The Salamander by the Fire,


Unto which may be added the Dormouse,


which lives partly by sleep,


And the Werewolf, whose food is night,


winter and death.
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Where shall I begin my tale?
 

This one has neither beginning nor end, but only a perpetual unfolding, a multi-petaled blossom of strange botany.


I might, for example, begin with Eliane. Remember, please, Eliane, not Elaine. She has nothing to do with the story, except that she happened to start it off. Or rather she happened to start me off on it. She burst into my room one day when I thought her three thousand miles away, if not more.










She opened the door and said: “Here I are!” Pretty, pert and healthy, a certain amount of money and a certain amount of brains. Nothing extravagant. Just a certain amount. But entirely sufficient for her purposes.


I did my best to express “Welcome to Paris,” but I’m afraid I didn’t do a very good job of it. We weren’t really such great friends back home. But in the torrid atmosphere of Paris, a nodding acquaintance ripens quickly to intimacy. At any rate among Americans who have just come over. As for myself, I considered myself an old resident and Paris a quiet city in which to do a hard piece of work.


“I want to go to Zelli’s and see the Folies Bergère and oh! just everything. I’ll have to work fast because you see I’ve got only a week.”


“Yes, of course,” I said, only half interested, “and don’t forget le Louvre.”


“And I want to go to the Dôme and the Select and eat in the Dingo and at Foyot’s.”


“There are fine things in the Musée du Luxembourg,” I added. But she went right on:


“And I’ve got to see the Moulin Rouge and the Rat Mort.”


“And the Cluny,” I reminded her.


“Oh,” she said, “all the places I’ve read so much about. Montmartre and Montparnasse. And you’ll go with me.”


“I’ll go what?”


“You’ll go with me. Oh! I know you haven’t any money. Of course, I mean to pay for both of us.”


“I have no money,” I said severely, “and I have no time. I’m busy.”


“Busy with what?” she asked innocently.


“Why, my dear child, do you see all these books?”


“Yes, of course,” she replied, “but they’re written already, aren’t they? What are you doing, writing them again?”


“You may put it that way,” I said, somewhat offended by her refusal to be impressed.


She picked up a volume: “De Rerum Natura. Of things in nature,” she translated.


“Of the nature of things,” I corrected harshly.


“What’s the difference?” she asked. “Say you’ll come. Don’t be mean. There’s no one else in Paris whom I know. If you won’t take me around I’ll have to go rubbernecking with the rest of the tour’s gang. And I’m just sick of them.”


“And my work?” I reminded her.


“It’ll keep,” she said. “Besides, why don’t you write fiction? Then you’d make money. I read the swellest book on the boat coming over. Flaming Youth. Have you read it?”


“No,” I said with decision.


“You should. It’s about the new generation that’s growing up with freedom. I wish I could get mom and pop to see it. They just won’t understand. But you’re young, you ought to be with us. Be modern. Not a stick-in-the-mud.”


“It’s you who is the stick-in-the-mud,” I said. “Look, I’ll show you. Here,” I said, opening up a volume, “is a quotation from an ancient Egyptian papyrus. The young people no longer obey the old. The laws that ruled their fathers are trampled underfoot. They seek only their own pleasure and have no respect for religion. They dress indecently and their talk is full of impudence. Do you find yourself depicted there? There always was a younger generation and there always will be. And the younger element will always think it smart to thumb its nose at its elders.”


But my superior wisdom was of little avail against her persistence. We went to Zelli’s. The champagne was, as usual, excellent and expensive and all that, but I don’t care for it anyhow. I like beer. I remember reading in a German restaurant: Ein echter Deutscher mag kein Franzen nicht, doch seine Weine trinkt er gern. A real German can’t stand a frog, but he drinks French wine with pleasure. Many French feel the same way. They don’t like Germans but they like their beer well enough. In fact, the beers in Paris are never spoken of, but they are really fine. I ordered beer at Zelli’s. The waiter must have thought me crazy.


Eliane drank champagne. I forget how much. She danced with me. Then with a dark-skinned fellow, a Cuban probably. Then she decided we would go elsewhere—just when I had decided that we ought to be going home. The taxis would be charging double fare soon. Eliane had no such compunctions. She was beginning to find Paris a huge lark. So it is, for people who don’t have to count pennies and work hard for a Ph.D.


We went elsewhere and then elsewhere again and then somewhere else. I forget just where all we went. There are any number of places to go in Paris. You would think there are no such places in the United States. They are full of Americans. The waiters speak English, the band is American, the customers are from back home. What’s the use of being abroad? Now MS F.2839, on which I was writing my thesis, was not to be found in America. So I had to be in Paris. But dives? There are dives all over the world. And all over the world they are the same. That is because sin is the same all over the world. And sin is always the same. You might rack your brain from now till doomsday and you won’t manage to think up a new sin.


By three o’clock I was saying to Eliane that, well, now, this was enough. But she had learnt from someone that there is an all-night restaurant at Les Halles where one could have onion soup and she wanted that. So off we went and landed there. By that time I was myself a little hazy and there were two or three other people in the party. I can’t remember how they joined us or if they joined us at all. But one of them was a nice young man and he and I were soon deep in a discussion of mimicry. It was long since I had read anything on the subject, but in my drunkenness it was as fresh as if I had studied it only the day before.


“There’s the pinthea,” I said, “that imitates bird excrement, looks just like the dropping of a bird. There’s a harmless insect that imitates a wasp. And a beetle that looks like a dangerous ant.”


“Can’t you people ever stop that?” Eliane said. “God, what are you men made of?” Whereupon she rose and began to dance around by herself. We continued our talk. He had some very interesting points to make. I forget what they were. Then I noticed that Eliane was singing at the top of her voice.


“I’m hot,” she said, and quickly loosening her dress she slipped out of it and began to pirouette in her silken panties and brassière. The proprietor came running out and began to upbraid her and all of us as sales américains. But Eliane was not to be stopped so easily. She cast herself into the arms of a strange man and said: “Take me; I’m yours. I want to belong to you. To you only.”


He put his arms around her and led her over to his table, where she was at once at home on his lap, her arms slung tightly around his neck and their mouths as if glued together.


I went over to him and expostulated. Eliane promptly abandoned him and said to me, “Don’t be jealous, I’ll be yours. Yes, I’ll be yours. Take me with you quick.”


Right there I made my mistake. For what I said was: “Now come along, Eliane, get your clothes on and let me take you home.” I should have pretended to fall in with her plans. Instead I summoned her to be decent. That was precisely what she did not want to be.


“If you won’t have me, then anyone can have me. Who wants me?” she shouted, “Who wants me? I want a man! I’m a virgin and free and white and good-looking, too. I’ll show you,” and she began to tug at her brassière.


I tried to hold her arms, but she pushed me away. “Eliane!” I said.


The stranger on whose lap she had sat came up to her and said: “You know, darling, you are mine. You shall come with me. We belong to each other. All night long I shall worship your sweet body,” and other rubbish of the sort, which, it is true, I have said to women myself, but it does sound like rubbish when you hear someone else saying it. Things like that are not meant to be overheard. That’s boudoir talk and should be born and die there.


She took him seriously and melted onto his shoulder. Literally melted. Became limp all over and clove to his body. He pulled her away and talked her into putting on her dress. Then he took her downstairs and called for a taxi.


I have a faint notion that I kept following her all about and trying to make her see reason and reminding her of her mother and father. And I have the same notion that my friend of the mimicry discussion kept following me and talking to me all the time about insect mimicry.


I tried to get into the taxi with Eliane and her friend, but he pushed me out gently, she less gently. Well, such is the world.


And my friend was saying: “Unless you taste insects, you can have no clear conception of how far this mimicry goes: there’s a butterfly of the Euphoadra family that tastes just like one of the Aletis, without looking like it.”


“Haven’t you got things a little mixed?” I said. We had walked up to the Tower of Saint Jacques and were proceeding toward the Seine.


Just then a young girl stopped us and invited us to partake of her. My friend asked at once: “How much?”


She mentioned a sum. “That’s too much,” he said. She came down. Still he shook his head.


“Come,” she said finally, with a weary expression on her sallow face. “I don’t want any money. I just want you.”


Whereupon he took his watch out and said: “It’s too late. Sorry, some other day, if you don’t mind.” And taking me by the arm he started to move off. She caught and held me.


“For nothing,” she repeated with despair in her deep-sunk eyes. “For nothing,” she breathed. “For nothing. I don’t want any money. See, I’m rich.” She opened her purse and pulled out a roll of bills. Rolls of bills mean nothing much in France, but indeed she might have been rich. She was well dressed, I noticed. Nothing extravagant, but certainly not poorly. Her whole body trembled as if in fever. And the tremors coursed through her hand and communicated themselves to me.


My friend tore me away. As we hastened on, I looked back and saw her standing where we had left her, her hands covering her face.


“Why did you do that?” I asked. The action of my new acquaintance had disgusted me. He had meant only to tease her.


“I wanted to see how far down she would come. I’ve had them come down to two francs, but never to nothing. But her case can’t count because she wasn’t after money. She’s a pathological case.”


“I think that sort of sport is pretty cruel,” I said. I thought to myself: I’ll be glad to get rid of you.


“It’s a disease,” he went on to say. “They are as if possessed by a beast. Did you know that there is a new school of psychology that is returning to the old belief in possession?”


He waited for an answer so I said briefly: “No.” It would have done no good to say yes, he would have continued to impart his information to me anyhow.


“You’ve heard of Hyslop, of course?” he said. “Well, I should think he would have thought the two examples we saw tonight evidences of possession by the spirits of beasts.”


“Are you sure you’re right?” I asked. I was slightly skeptical of the security of his knowledge. It threatened like the Tower of Pisa.


“That was the ancient psychology, too. The Romans, for example, thought of insatiable sexual appetite as due to possession by a wolf.”


“I thought the billygoat was the symbol of sexual insatiability.”


“You are wrong,” he answered. “The word wolf is to be recognized in the Latin vulva, and in the word lupanar, a brothel, lupus being Latin for wolf. You know the Roman festival of the Lupereales. It would correspond to our carnival and was characterized by a complete abandonment of morals.”


“Wasn’t Lupercus another name for the god Pan?” I asked.


“So it was, but the name means the protector against the wolves. It had something to do with the nursing of Romulus and Remus by a she-wolf, but its sexual significance is shown by the fact that at the sacrifice of goats during this festival, the women who wished to be fruitful allowed themselves to be beaten with bloody strips cut out of the goat’s hide.”


“I find those theories usually built on too shallow a foundation,” I objected. “It sounds like Frazer and there’s nothing I care for less. Besides, there are theories for which I don’t care no matter how good they are.”


“You mistake me,” he returned, and went on to fill my ears with a lot of arguments which I have forgotten. I wasn’t particularly interested, and a one-sided discussion always annoys me. Moreover, I was thinking of Eliane. When would I see her again? What would she say to me then? As a matter of fact I didn’t see her until some years later and then she was married, I think to the man who drew her out of the restaurant. But I could not ask either of them. Delicacy forbade. It would have been a romantic conclusion to that night’s adventure, but I’m not sure I dare set it down as true.


But something did come of this night. As it was beginning to dawn, my friend, whom I hoped never to meet again, found his fountain of words drying up and said that he was going to his rooms in Rue de l’École de Médecine. Was I going that way? I was, or ought to have been, for I lived nearby, but I said no, I was going the other way, and so we separated at last.


I walked along the quai, then toward a little park at the river’s edge, and there I sat down on a bench. My mind was vacant, ringing yet with all the myriad sounds that had been poured into it, as one’s legs sometimes will tingle when one halts after a long walk.


Two men came along, each with a sack slung across his shoulder, and they began to lay out on the ground the spoils of a morning’s tour of inspection of the city’s rubbish. They broke electric bulbs, separated the brass base from the glass, and took out the tungsten filament. They had bottles and bits of string, and pieces of rag and buttons, and one of them had a roll of paper bound with a ribbon. He untied the ribbon and spread out the roll. There were several sheets laced together and evidently covered with writing. That was as much as I could see from where I was sitting.


I wondered what might be written on those bound sheets. Some schoolboy’s composition, no doubt: the proud effort of a youthful author with high aspirations. Or some commercial report, perhaps even of recent date, for the use of the typewriter is still unknown to many French businessmen. Then again it might be a really valuable production of a famous writer, a manuscript which would fetch a high price.


Bitten with curiosity I arose and walked over to the men. They looked up at me from their squattering position and answered my greeting. I made some general comments on the difficulties of earning a living. It will be recalled that at this time the franc was plunging like a wild horse, and a little reference to this secured me the men’s goodwill. There is no beggar so poor but that he likes to think his status involved in international finance, too.


Then I bent and picked up the manuscript, saying apologetically: “What is this machin-là?”


One of the men hastily assured me that sometimes such things brought in a deal of money. The other, seeing which way the wind was blowing, chimed in with a rapid story of one Jean Something-or-other who had retired upon a single find of that nature. The first knew of even a more surprising case. In short, it seemed there was little doubt but that the men had struck it rich that morning and were quite prepared to retire on their prospective earnings.


One look, however, had made me keen to own the manuscript. That look had happened upon the words: The lupercal temples became the later brothels or lupanars. Still today in Italian, lupa signifies both wolf and wanton.


I offered one franc. The men shrugged their shoulders. They went on separating their bits of metal and rag and exchanged a few rapid remarks, in argot, which I could not catch.


Then I did a brave thing, though my heart pounded in fear. I threw the manuscript down at their feet and saying: “Bonjour, messieurs,” I walked off. I had taken ten steps, and with difficulty had restrained my desire to look back, when I heard one of them cry out:


“On vous le vend pour cinq, monsieur.”


I turned back, took the manuscript and said as calmly as I could: “Va, pour cinq,” and handed them a little bill of five francs.


Thus through Eliane, in a way, I came into possession of the Galliez report: thirty-four sheets of closely written French, an unsolicited defense of Sergeant Bertrand at the latter’s court-martial in 1871.


I had thought at first of publishing the defense as it stood and providing this curiosity with the necessary notes to help the reader to an understanding of the case. But on second thought, I determined to recast the whole material into a more vivid form, incorporating all the results of my own investigations. For I confess that the report by Aymar Galliez was of such compelling interest that I set aside my Ph.D. thesis for the moment and concentrated on it.


From its very first words, the manuscript exerts a curious fascination. Its wisdom is as strange as that of the pyramidologists of our day, those strangely learned men who prove at great length that the pyramids of Egypt were built to be a permanent storehouse of a scientific knowledge greater than that which we possess at present.


Galliez begins:


“The vast strides of our generation in the conquest of the material world must not mislead us into thinking that when we have plumbed the physical world to its depths we shall thereby have explained all there is to explain. The scientists of a former day strove mightily to fathom the depth of the spiritual world, and their successes and conquests are all but forgotten.


“Who can estimate what thanks we owe to those courageous priests of old who went into the forbidding Druidic forests and with bell and book, and swinging censer, exorcised the sylvan spirits, banished the familiars, expelled the elementals, cast out the monsters and devils of old Gaul? Who can estimate the debt we owe to them for helping to slay all the strange and unnatural beasts that formerly cowered in every dark cranny and recess, under ferns and moss-covered rocks, waiting to leap out at the unwary passerby who did not cross himself in time? Not all of these monsters were equally evil, but all constituted unwelcome interferences in the destiny of man.


“If today the lonely traveler can walk fearlessly through the midnight shadows of the silent forests of France, is it because of the vigilance of our police? Is it because science has taught us to be unbelievers in ghosts and monsters? Or is not some thanks due the Church, which after a millennium of warfare succeeded at long last in clearing the atmosphere of its charge of hidden terror and thus allowed for the completer unfolding of the human ego? We who have profited thereby should not allow pride to blind us to our debt. Future clearer thinkers will support my contention.”*


Before I enter into the further contents of the script, let me tell something of its author. Who was this Aymar Galliez who could champion such a curious theory as is expressed in the above excerpt? The Bibliothèque Nationale failed to enlighten me. By chance I happened to consult a Tout Paris of the year 1918. There was an Aymar Galliez, sous-lieutenant, etc., etc. That was all I needed. They must be relatives.


In short, I wrote. I was invited to present myself and seized the opportunity to do so. It isn’t very often that the French are so obliging to an American.


I found Aymar Galliez, now a lieutenant, a pleasant dapper little fellow, with a black mustache, dimples, dark eyes framed in sweeping dark eyelashes, a ready smile perpetually revealing fine teeth, the color and texture of blanched almonds. His geniality delayed our getting to the point. Finally, I asked (rather abruptly terminating a sprightly discussion on Carpentier vs. Dempsey):


“Aymar Galliez is an infrequent name, is it not?”


He laughed: “I don’t think there has ever been more than one at a time.”


“I mean that I was sure that you must be related to the Aymar Galliez of the last century.”


“I suppose we have the same person in mind. He was my great-uncle. I don’t believe there were any other Aymar Galliez’. I would be interested in knowing how you came across his name.”


That was precisely what I didn’t wish to tell. “Oh…” I said hesitatingly.


“You have run across some of his work?”


“His work?”


“Yes, his writings.”


“No,” I faltered, thinking rapidly: so his work is known, after all. But the lieutenant’s next words reassured me:


“In the Bibliothèque Nationale they have many of his pamphlets but all listed under Anonymous. My mother is rather anxious to have that corrected, and has been on the lookout for signed copies presented to friends. How then did you come across his name?”


“Why…you see, I am editing some correspondence and found his name mentioned.”


“I see.”


“And since I am annotating the material I find it necessary to say at least a word or two about the man.”


“Yes, of course. Well, he was born in eighteen twenty-four and died in eighteen ninety. He was badly wounded in the street fighting in ’forty-eight and my mother rather thinks he was slightly cracked ever thereafter. He did quite a lot of political pamphleteering and then suddenly decided to study for the priesthood. He didn’t make a very exemplary priest. He went in for spiritualistic séances and table-tipping and after clerical authorities had long frowned on his penchant, he retired from the Church. He had his parish in Orcières and he lived nearby until his death and lies buried there. That’s all I can think of at the moment. My mother remembers a lot more.”


“That’s quite enough,” I said. “I’m grateful to you.” I put away the slip of paper on which I had made my notes.


“May I ask in what connection you found his name mentioned? My mother will be sure to ask me that.”


“Well, he appeared as witness at the defense of a man. Did you ever hear of Sergeant Bertrand?”


“Connais pas.”


“Well, this man was tried by court-martial and your great-uncle evidently was interested in helping him out.”


“What was this Sergeant Bertrand being tried for?”


“He was being tried for…” and there my tongue failed me. For nothing in the world would I have dared say it. I could not have pushed that word over my tongue had I tried with all my might. There are some things that cannot be done. Who has the courage to attempt a handstand on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street? Certain atmospheres are violently hostile to certain ideas, no matter how charming otherwise. So I finished lamely:


“…for some infraction.”


“For some infraction?”


“For rape,” I said decisively. Rape sounded best in the pleasant atmosphere of the dapper lieutenant. Yes, rape sounded best. At any rate better…





* Some strange hand has scribbled in the margin of the MS: “Quel cauchemar!” (What a nightmare!)




Chapter One


It is only inasmuch as Aymar Galliez begins his script with the tale of Pitaval and Pitamont that I shall do the same, allowing myself, however, the privilege of elaborating his often too bald treatment. The incident herein noted would seem at first glance to have nothing to do with the case. Neither does digging a well below a house seem to have anything to do with the typhoid that carries away one victim after another. The sources of moral diseases, too, often lie far back in the past.


Pitaval and Pitamont,* then, are two castles in France, which lie on opposite sides of a little streamlet, called le Pit. I am aware, of course, that the Joanne Gazetteer contains no mention of a Pit of any kind. The fact is that the two castles, of which hardly a vestige remains, now look at each other across a dry valley. When lumbering removed the topsoil of these hills, the river dried up. But its course can still be traced by a trail of rocks winding upwards. Local archoeologists, if there are any in that mountainous and infertile region twenty-five miles west and south of Grenoble, will resolve the disappearance of these place names.


If the traveler today can see little if anything in this region, one visitor certainly saw plenty. I refer to Viollet-le-Duc, who went into ecstasy at this spot and drew complete plans and an imaginary reconstruction. This, if I am not mistaken, the reader may find under the discussion of “barbette.” There is a reference too under the subject of “latrine.” It will be recalled that Viollet-le-Duc was always keen on any vestiges of medieval sanitary engineering. Possibly there was more to see in his day.


As far back as history can recall, the castles of Pitaval and Pitamont, though the families were offshoots of one original house, were at constant war with each other. In the early days the two houses had divided between them an extensive and fertile territory. The hillsides yielded a superior wine. The forests fattened pigs, produced charcoal and chestnuts. The peasantry was hardy and cheerful and paid its taxes to lord and priest generously and usually peacefully.


But the constant warfare between the two houses eventually proved too much for the local peasantry, though surely there is nothing in history to equal the permanent patience of the sorely tried poor. They abandoned their farms and moved on. There was still free land in Europe at that time, so why stay where life was insecure?


As the estates began to yield less and less, the Pitavals and the Pitamonts, pressed for money to carry on their feud, began to make trips down the hill to the city of Grenoble, where there was a Datini factor, or even to Avignon, where the great banking firm of the Datinis had its head office. Bit by bit, they mortgaged what they had. The interest piled up. Once in a while the Pitavals would rob the Pitamonts and pay up some of what they owed to Datini. Again it was the turn of the Pitamonts to stage a clever coup and find themselves momentarily in cash.


One night, a begging friar, benighted in these mountains, found hospitality in the Pitaval castle. The women, miserably treated among their brutal menfolk, were glad for the appearance of a strange and kindly face. The venerable monk entertained the ladies with tales of the land of Italy, whence he had just come. “It is all sunshine and warmth down there,” he said, and played meditatively with his long beard.


The ladies shivered with yearning. Outside the wind howled. The draft came in under the door and disturbed the rushes on the floor. A dog—or was it a wolf?—howled beyond in the forest. They crossed themselves. The monk added a few words of Latin.


One young giant of a Pitaval slapped the table with his chunky hand and laughed hoarsely: “I hear that the men there, and elsewhere too, for the fashion has spread, write poetry, which they sing to the ladies while they twang on a lute. Is that so? Do men do that?”


The monk added: “It is a pretty and gentle custom. Our Lord too loved peace.”


The ladies looked wistfully at the friar. He seemed to have some of that southern sun and some of that gentle poetry of love clinging to him. But the men, red from much wine, had already turned away from the monk and were discussing their next boar hunt.


The fire in the chimney had died down. The smoking candles had burned low. The men and women retired. The monk was permitted to stretch himself out on the floor, with a few sheepskins to protect himself from the cold.


The silence in the castle was extreme. The darkness complete. The monk threw off his sheepskins and rose slowly. From the folds of his cowl he drew a long, sharp dagger. He, a Pitamont, disguised by a beard grown in secret, was free in the Pitaval castle at night. His breath came and went softly through his parted teeth. He had marked where the men and women had gone to retire and now directed his steps slowly toward the chambers of the sleeping Pitavals.


He reached the first room. Faint light, from clouds lit by the moon behind them, shone through the narrow window. He dropped to his hands and knees and crept up to the bed. The curtains were parted. Holding his dagger with both hands he drew it aloft and brought it down full force on the man who lay sleeping there. A slush was the only sound, like that which a foul apple gives when you step on it.


“What is it, Robert?” the lady beside him whispered sleepily. Already the Pitamont had freed his dagger and brought it down again.


Silence.


Pitamont stole softly out of that room of death and on to the next. Not a Pitaval was to be left alive in that castle by the morning. This was to be the end of them.


But as he groped his way along the wall, his foot caught in a crevice and he went down on his face. His dagger was torn from his hands and went clattering down a short flight of steps.


“Holà! Hugues. Holà! Jouffroy. Light!”


“’Tis only I,” said the monk. The young giant Pitaval, naked, had come up and collared him.


“And what are you doing up here?”


“I was only looking for a place to relieve myself,” the friar explained.


“The ashes of the hearth are not good enough for you?” By this time everybody in the castle was awake, everybody but the two who slept forever.


In the morning, the new master of the castle of Pitaval was the young giant, heir to his father’s estate. Pitamont, the false monk, was locked in a little cell, where he pondered on the curious mischance that had ruined his plans, so near success. “I am not afraid to die,” he said to himself, with a sneer on his lips.


In the great central hall, the young giant sat with his pretty wife and thought. “Now what shall we do with your sunny Italian?” he laughed. She turned away and wept.


He summoned the stone mason from the nearest village. The two sat together for several hours and then the mason called for his assistants and went to work.


In an interior court of the castle stood an old well that was not often used, a larger and better one having been dug at a more convenient point. The old well was now enlarged down to near water level, a fairly permanent level, and there heavy iron bars were laid across the water-hole. A cesspool was constructed close to the well, with two pipes, one opening at the water-level shelf in the well, the other, for ventilation, leading up to the surface of the earth. Fifteen or twenty feet above the shelf, a dome was constructed. Before it was completely done, the false monk, half asphyxiated with smoke, was lowered onto the shelf. Then the dome was finished, all but for a small central orifice, which remained for ventilation. The whole affair had been lined with smooth hard stone cut to fit without a crevice. Above the earth was a small superstructure, likewise of stone, and barred by a heavy iron door. Within, a flight of steps led down to the ventilating chamber directly above the dome. Three times a week a servant, accompanied by the master, went into the chamber and threw a heavy chunk of meat and suet into the aperture. It fell with a thud onto the iron bars over the water-hole. For months there was no answering sound.


When Jehan Pitamont awoke from the effects of the smoke, he found himself in a dark cold chamber. He was naked, and shivered. His first thought was that he was dead, and that this was the afterlife which the priests promised. But he had soon undeceived himself. As he groped around, he discovered that his new abode was a small circular cell. Standing in the middle, on an iron grating, with outstretched arms, his hands easily touched both sides. There was only one break in the circular continuity of the wall that lined the cell, and that was a slight recess. In the floor of this niche in the wall was a circular hole about half a span in width. Jehan guessed at once what this was for. The only furniture of the room, if furniture it could be called, was a small iron dipper attached by a short iron chain to the grating. With this, one could reach down and secure a drink of water.


Cold sweat stood out on Jehan’s body when he had fully realized the nature of the dwelling place to which he had been transferred. He was in an oubliette, a forgetress, so to speak. He had heard of them, but had never seen one. Now he himself was in one. But he did not despair. He even had moments when he laughed to think how he had deceived these stupid Pitavals. And how he had killed the old Pitaval himself and his wife in their sodden sleep.


He would soon be out of this place. His brothers and his father would never leave him here. Any moment now he expected to hear the ring of an axe against the walls of his prison. His side had slaughtered all the Pitavals and were coming to free him!


But nothing happened. There was not a sound. And still he waited expectantly. They would come. First, of course, they had to prepare themselves. They would come in force, storm the castle walls and kill the damned Pitavals, man and mouse, every single one of them. Then they would search for him. And they would find him, no matter how well he had been hidden. But surely by this time, he said to himself, a horrible doubt arising in his mind, they would have already been here, had they come at all. Perhaps they had been repulsed at the storming, and had withdrawn to gather more men. Surely they were not going to leave him to rot here.


No. But he must give them time. How long had he been here? Who can tell time in the darkness? He had remained two days in the room where they had kept him locked up at first. Then they had made him dizzy with smoke and had brought him here. Now, how long was it since they had put him in here? It seemed like days, but it could be only hours, for they had not yet given him any food, and he had not slept once. No doubt they would throw food to him once a day, and he would feel sleepy once a day, so that he could count time that way. He determined to keep track of his imprisonment.


Time passed. He dozed and woke, dozed off again and woke once more. He was famished. Would they never feed him? Had they put him here to starve? Good, then, he would starve. Better so. He was not afraid to die.


Time passed. He was weak from lack of food. He heard sounds above him. A jingle of keys. Someone was in the chamber above him. He heard faint whispered voices. He was about to shout out: “Poton!” thinking it must be his brother. Then he bethought himself. He would wait and see. How his jailers would laugh at him if he made that mistake. He waited. It was not Poton. It was young Pitaval.


“Here’s food for you, my solitary monk! Do you want a prayer stool? Or a lute to twang on?”


Jehan made no answer. “Ach! if I could lay my hands on your fat neck,” he thought. The sharp fragrance of roasted fowl came to his nostrils. Something fell from above and landed on the grating over the water-hole. The footsteps passed on. A door banged shut.


His hands went to seize the roast. No. He would not touch a bite of it. He would starve himself to death. He was thirsty too. His throat ached. He would have a drink of water, that could not harm, and would serve to help him resist the pangs of hunger. He found the dipper in the dark and slipped it through the grating. The water was cool and sweet.


That meat was tempting. That roasted crust of fat fowl, how often he had bitten through it. Why, only the other night as a monk at table with the Pitavals…but he had forborne helping himself too liberally. As a monk, it behooved him to be frugal. He regretted that he had not eaten more of it. What could it have harmed had he eaten a larger portion? The table had been loaded down with food when they had risen to go to bed. There was fowl and venison. And a dish of chopped greens and cold prawns in a sauce of vinegar. Good, that! His mouth watered. In the two days that he had been locked in the other cell, they had fed him nothing but bread, dry bread.


Why was he thinking so much of food? Food was a matter of the past for him. He meant to die. He was through with food. But this was agony with that roasted fowl filling the cell with its odor.


He would kill himself and end this torture. If only he could lift up that grating and drown himself in the water. But the grating was fastened too securely. If he could hitch himself up the wall and cast himself down. But while he could reach the opposite walls, they were tantalizingly beyond the reach of a good muscular purchase. Had they measured him to make sure of adding that extra torture to this prison?


He beat his head against the wall. He made it bloody by hammering against the grating. He fainted. But when he came to, the first thing that struck him was the odor of roasted meat. Damn that meat. He would get rid of it. He would throw it down into the cesspool. Yes, that was it. Down the cesspool, and away with all thoughts of food. Out of reach, out of mind.


The fowl was a large one. A goose, no doubt. It would not go into the opening. He tore it into pieces, dismembered it and put the separate pieces down. He heard them fall far below. The great bulk of the fowl, however, stuck in the pipe. He had to push it down. He pushed it down as far as he could and there it remained stuck fast.


There, that was that. Good God! What had he done? He had cast away his only food. He was about to cry out in despair. No, he must not make any sound. That would be shameful. They were waiting somewhere for him to cry out, that they might laugh at him and taunt him. No, never a sound must come from his lips. He stilled the cries in his throat, pushed his hands into his mouth to deaden any sound that might strive to issue from his agonized body.


He found himself licking his hands, greedily licking his fingers, smacking his lips, searching with his tongue between his fingers to find yet another bit of grease remaining from the fowl he had thrown away. Perhaps he could still reach that big piece that he had had so much difficulty pushing down into the drain. He put his arm down. He could just feel the fowl below the fingernail of his longest finger. In vain he attempted to hook his fingernail under some projection and thus draw it up. The meat was too far down.


A stick! But he had no stick. The dipper! But it was fastened by a short chain to the grating. Perhaps with his leg. That would reach down farther. But alas his clumsy toes contrived only to push down the roast still farther. He wept, he gnashed his teeth. He would have liked to howl out loud. But no sound would he allow to come from his mouth. He rolled around in agony on the cold floor, too short to permit him to lie at full length, another torture that had been only too well calculated.


He tried in vain to kill himself by breathing water up his nose. He could not do it. The will in him to breathe air was too great. If he could have wound the dipper-chain around his neck; but no, nothing would succeed.


It was days, weeks, months, years before there were sounds again above him. But no voice cried out tauntingly to him this time. He heard as if in a daze, for he was weak from lack of food, a heavy body fall into his cell. Then the footsteps mounted upwards and a door was closed. Not a ray of light came into the cell during this procedure.


As soon as the door had closed, he threw himself like a wild man on that which had fallen into his chamber. It was a large piece of raw meat fat with suet. He buried his teeth in it, and lay sick and belching afterward.


He had striven hard to keep track of time. He dozed so often and was so famished waiting for food that he figured he was being fed once a week, instead of three times a week as he actually was. He had counted a year when scarcely four months had passed. He had counted four years when one was hardly over. And then he began to lose track. He ceased to hope each day that there would be a great clashing above of iron on iron and that Poton’s rough voice would cry out: “Jehan, dear brother, are you there?” That would never happen. Insensibly, by stages too gradual to portray, he reached a state where he thought of nothing.


In his underground cell there was never a change of temperature. Outside the winter storms might howl, or summer thundershowers beat upon a parched earth. Within it was forever cool, forever moist, forever dark.


Nothing mattered to him now but food. He had grown to be hungry at the same hour three times a week, and then if the meat was late in being cast in, he would bark and bay like a dog.


Years passed. Now and then a Pitamont fell afoul the Pitavals. Now and then it was the turn of the Pitamonts to execute a bloody revenge. “For brother Jehan,” they would say, thinking him dead this many a year.


And thus time passed and was gathered into seasons and years, and years were grouped into decades. Fully fifty years had passed since that night that Jehan Pitamont had come as a monk to beg admittance to the castle of the Pitavals, and still out in the courtyard, three times a week, the old master of the castle, his great bulk bent with age, went with his keys and his steward, and opened the door of the superstructure leading to the ventilating chamber above the oubliette.


“Let us wait a moment or two,” Pitaval would say to his steward and smile.


“It is precisely noon, by the shadow,” said the steward.


“If we delay but a minute or two, he will begin to howl,” said Pitaval, and nodded his head in pleasant anticipation.


One day, at his office in Avignon, old Datini, the banker, took a sheaf of papers from his files and said that it was time to settle this Pitaval and Pitamont business. “I have not seen a groat of the money due me in two years, from either of those two snarling kennels. It is time we brought this matter to a conclusion.”


The journey to the mountains was long, but Datini did not mind. He beguiled himself with a copy of Petrarch’s sonnets to Laura. Moreover, he promised himself the pleasure of stopping off at Vaucluse on his way back and visiting the fountain there, immortalized in one of Petrarch’s verses.


Thus one day the Pitavals were privileged to entertain a visitor who turned them out of their house. Indeed there was not much to be turned out. It was years since a horse had neighed in the stables; of the family there was left only the shriveled giant of former years. Of servants there was only the steward, too old and weak himself to seek fortune elsewhere. They received Datini and his bailiffs with courtesy.


“It is lucky you have come,” said old Pitaval. “We slaughtered our last pig yesterday. If you have brought food along, we are prepared to welcome you.”


Datini had brought food with him. They ate and discussed business.


“I have relatives in Orange,” said Pitaval. “I think I shall go there.”


A lugubrious howling, seeming to come out of the bowels of the earth, filled the hall.


“Do not be frightened, Master Datini,” said Pitaval with a smile. “It is only a wolf that we keep in a pit in the courtyard. Here,” he said, turning to his servant, “take him this piece of meat.” Then he added: “Have we any ratbane? Then smear some on the meat and we shall be rid of a useless pet.”


“A wolf,” said Datini sententiously, “prefers death to captivity, anyhow.”


“Aye,” Pitaval agreed. “A wolf. But this one has little spirit and thinks only of his meat. Well, I am ready to leave, your factors may take charge at once.” He rose heavily. The howling had ceased abruptly.


“There is no such hurry required of you,” Datini returned. “I have still business to do with the Pitamonts across the way.”


“So? Are my friends over there to share my fate? Then I shall have pleasant companionship on my departure.”


“Shame on you to speak thus of two old ladies,” said Datini. “I think I shall let them stay there the rest of their days. They are both over seventy.”


A few hours later, as Pitaval and his steward were ready to leave, their packs on their backs like the lowest of peasants, an old woman came hurrying up to them.


“Sir, she cried, throwing herself on her knees and clasping her arms about the legs of old Pitaval, “you will not be so cruel as to leave this land and not tell me where my poor Jehan lies buried?”


“How could I be so cruel?” Pitaval protested, secretly giving his steward a nudge in the ribs. “Here,” he said, “is the key to the vault in which he lies buried. No king ever had a more fitting tomb. Nor monk either,” he added. “In the rear courtyard you will find a door to which this fits.”


Come to think of it, it is strange that there should still exist and function in Genoa an asylum for poor children founded by this Datini, and that snot-nosed bambinos of that town should there enjoy the money that Datini made on the Pitavals and the Pitamonts. For it was the severe Genoan businessmen whom Datini put in charge on the former estates of the warring families who decided that lumbering would pay best and make quickest returns. The results were that Datini was repaid and that the region was permanently impoverished by erosion of the topsoil.


Records of any Pitavals in the following centuries are scarce. In fact, I find only one, Gayot de Pitaval, in the eighteenth century, who wandered up from Lyon to Paris and led a wretched existence as a law clerk, writing some miserable gossipy works on the side. It was not, in fact, until he had the brilliant inspiration to gather into a volume the gory tales of crime and detection that he picked up around the courts of law that his fortune changed and he became known all over Europe.


Think of it: he had the only volume of detective stories on the Continent. He had imitators enough in a short while, but managed to publish some twelve volumes to follow up his success. The German translation of his compilation carried an introduction by Schiller. Although practically unknown* today, the army of detective-story writers that have enriched themselves since his discovery should tax themselves to erect him a statue in gold.


As to the Pitamonts, we shall keep them company through the rest of this book and recognize them despite their disguises.





* In Celtic pit means point or peak. Pitaval and Pitamont might be rendered as Peak Downstream and Peak Upstream, or Peak in the vale and Peak on the mount.


* As recently as 1903, there appeared in Germany a series called Pitaval der Gegenwart. ( The Present-day Pitaval). Lately the book stalls have carried a volume called Der Prager Pitaval (Criminal Stories of Prague).




Chapter Two


Whoever has looked into Favre’s excellent history of the morality police of Europe has not failed, I am certain, to notice and store in his mind that particularly striking case which Favre with grim (some will think it cheap) sense of humor entitled: “Suffer little children to come unto me…”


The case that Lieutenant Galliez considers briefly on page three of his defense is evidently the same, although no names are mentioned except that of Pitamont. Favre’s description is very complete and precise as to names and dates. I follow his account in the main.


In the early 1850s, in Paris, there dwelt a widow by the name of Mme Didier. Her husband and she had come from the provinces and he had established himself in the jewelry business. He was successful in a fair way and left his wife well situated when he died. They had just moved to one of the fine new apartment houses on the Boulevard Beaumarchais not far from the Boulevard des Filles-du-Calvaire.


There is a particular reason for mentioning that, for in this adjoining street there lived and officiated a priest by the name of Pitamont who was Mme Didier’s favorite father confessor.


Mme Didier dwelt pretty much alone, except for the frequent visits of a nephew, a young man who had been badly wounded in the street fighting in February, ’48, and since had devoted himself to pamphleteering in support of Napoleon. The latter’s rapid veering toward conservatism and imperialism had been a little bit too much for Mme Didier’s nephew, who still retained his hatred of the Church and the aristocracy. For the moment he was undecided whether to follow his leader or continue along his own course.


At this time, Mme Didier took into her house a young girl of about thirteen or fourteen, an orphan from her own home village. Josephine had been recommended to her by the mayor of the village as a good and dutiful girl who would be useful to her in the household.


The nephew was sitting by the window and looking out on the street. It was a warm day, unseasonably so for the middle of March. The sky had suddenly become overcast. “I say, is it going to rain?” he exclaimed.


“Do you think so?” Mme Didier asked.


Just then there came the rumble of thunder and in the distance the play of lightning was visible. “Do you hear that?” the nephew replied.


“Bon Dieu,” Mme Didier ejaculated. “And I have not a drop of holy water in the house.”


“Holy water?” her nephew laughed. “Good heavens, you don’t still practice that nonsense, do you?”


“You save your sarcasm for your pamphlets, my friend,” his aunt returned calmly. “I’ve always sprinkled holy water about when a thunderstorm threatened. Do you wish us all to be struck by lightning?”


She laid aside her knitting needles. “My mother did the same. And she lived to be eighty. But whom can I send?” she wondered suddenly. “Françoise is out.” Françoise was the cook and the only other person of the household.


“Send Josephine,” the nephew suggested. “Unless you want to wait until I hobble there and back.”


“But Josephine has been here only three days,” she objected. “She doesn’t know her way about yet.”


“Good Lord, you don’t have to know all Paris in order to go around the corner.”


So Josephine, the little girl from the provinces, was called and given explicit directions how to get to the little chapel around the corner and find Father Pitamont.


“And hurry, please,” said Mme Didier, as another burst of thunder resounded through the room. Josephine ran out, and directly into the thick of a violent thunder shower. Breathless she raced around the corner, repeating to herself over and over again the directions Mme Didier had given her. And thus she reached the chapel and almost flung herself headlong into the dark interior.


She was wet to the skin. Her garments clung to her, revealing her slender feminine form. Her breasts had but begun to grow. They caused her light dress to swell up. The nipples were hard with chill and chafing. Of late they pained her. Françoise had said to her sagely: “You have growing pains, everyone has them.”


Lit by the golden light of the flickering candles, she made an enticing picture, thought Father Pitamont. He stood for a second and watched her, particularly her heaving, tumultuous breast. Before he could catch himself, he was overtaken by a wave of desire that shut off the voice of his conscience.


“What is it, my little girl?” he said, and came out from the pillar behind which he had been standing.


Frightened and now completely at a loss, an incomprehensible flood of words tumbled from her lips.


“Why, you are all chilled,” he said kindly. “Come and warm yourself up with a glass of wine.” He ushered her gently back into the sacristy, poured out two generous portions of consecrated wine, and made her drink one while he himself emptied the other.


Dazed and dizzied, she permitted him to fondle her and press her close to his cassock. She was warm there and comforted. But her fright rose again when she felt him touch her in precisely the way Françoise, but the day before, had been warning her not to allow anyone to touch her. Now she wished to release herself, but her limbs were as if paralyzed. She struggled a little, but his strength was greater. And he kept pouring strange consoling words into her ear. She permitted him to lead her to the couch and do with her as he pleased.
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