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I.

My name �s Lou�s Roub�en. I am seventy years old. I was born �n
the v�llage of Sa�nt-Jory, several m�les up the Garonne from
Toulouse.

For fourteen years I battled w�th the earth for my da�ly bread. At
last, prosper�ty sm�led on we, and last month I was st�ll the r�chest
farmer �n the par�sh.

Our house seemed blessed, happ�ness re�gned there. The sun
was our brother, and I cannot recall a bad crop. We were almost a
dozen on the farm. There was myself, st�ll hale and hearty, lead�ng
the ch�ldren to work; then my young brother, P�erre, an old bachelor
and ret�red sergeant; then my s�ster, Agathe, who came to us after
the death of her husband. She was a command�ng woman,
enormous and gay, whose laugh could be heard at the other end of
the v�llage. Then came all the brood: my son, Jacques; h�s w�fe,
Ros�e, and the�r three daughters, A�mee, Veron�que, and Mar�e. The
f�rst named was marr�ed to Cypr�ca Bou�sson, a b�g jolly fellow, by
whom she had two ch�ldren, one two years old and the other ten
months. Veron�que was just betrothed, and was soon to marry
Gaspard Rabuteau. The th�rd, Mar�e, was a real young lady, so
wh�te, so fa�r, that she looked as �f born �n the c�ty.

That made ten, count�ng everybody. I was a grandfather and a
great-grandfather. When we were at table I had my s�ster, Agathe, at
my r�ght, and my brother, P�erre, at my left. The ch�ldren formed a
c�rcle, seated accord�ng to age, w�th the heads d�m�n�sh�ng down to
the baby of ten months, who already ate h�s soup l�ke a man. And let
me tell you that the spoons �n the plates made a clatter. The brood
had hearty appet�tes. And what gayety between the mouthfuls! I was



f�lled w�th pr�de and joy when the l�ttle ones held out the�r hands
toward me, cry�ng:

“Grandpa, g�ve us some bread! A b�g p�ece, grandpa!”
Oh! the good days! Our farm sang from every corner. In the

even�ng, P�erre �nvented games and related stor�es of h�s reg�ment.
On Sunday Agathe made cakes for the g�rls. Mar�e knew some
cant�cles, wh�ch she sang l�ke a chor�ster. She looked l�ke a sa�nt,
w�th her blond ha�r fall�ng on her neck and her hands folded on her
apron.

I had bu�lt another story on the house when A�mee had marr�ed
Cypr�en; and I sa�d laugh�ngly that I would have to bu�ld another after
the wedd�ng of Veron�que and Gaspard. We never cared to leave
each other. We would sooner have bu�lt a c�ty beh�nd the farm, �n our
enclosure. When fam�l�es are un�ted, �t �s so good to l�ve and d�e
where one has grown up!

The month of May had been magn�f�cent that year. It was long
s�nce the crops gave such good prom�se. That day prec�sely, I had
made a tour of �nspect�on w�th my son, Jacques. We started at about
three o’clock. Our meadows on the banks of the Garonne were of a
tender green. The grass was three feet h�gh, and an os�er th�cket,
planted the year before, had sprouts a yard h�gh. From there we
went to v�s�t our wheat and our v�nes, f�elds bought one by one as
fortune came to us. The wheat was grow�ng strong; the v�nes, �n full
flower, prom�sed a superb v�ntage. And Jacques laughed h�s good
laugh as he slapped me on the shoulder.

“Well, father, we shall never want for bread nor for w�ne. You must
be a fr�end of the D�v�ne Power to have s�lver showered upon your
land �n th�s way.”

We often joked among ourselves of our past poverty. Jacques was
r�ght. I must have ga�ned the fr�endsh�p of some sa�nt or of God
h�mself, for all the luck �n the country was for us. When �t ha�led the
ha�l ceased on the border of our f�elds. If the v�nes of our ne�ghbors
fell s�ck, ours seemed to have a wall of protect�on around them. And
�n the end I grew to cons�der �t only just. Never do�ng harm to any
one, I thought that happ�ness was my due.

As we approached the house, Rose gest�culated, call�ng out:



“Hurry up!”
One of our cows had just had a calf, and everybody was exc�ted.

The b�rth of that l�ttle beast seemed one more bless�ng. We had
been obl�ged recently to enlarge the stables, where we had nearly
one hundred head of an�mals—cows and sheep, w�thout count�ng
the horses.

“Well, a good day’s work!” I cr�ed. “We w�ll dr�nk to-n�ght a bottle of
r�pened w�ne.”

Meanwh�le, Rose took us as�de and told us that Gaspard,
Veron�que’s betrothed, had come to arrange the day for the wedd�ng.
She had �nv�ted h�m to rema�n for d�nner.

Gaspard, the oldest son of a farmer of Moranges, was a b�g boy of
twenty years, known throughout the country for h�s prod�g�ous
strength. Dur�ng a fest�val at Toulouse he had vanqu�shed Mart�al,
the “L�on of the M�d�.” W�th that, a n�ce boy, w�th a heart of gold. He
was even t�m�d, and he blushed when Veron�que looked h�m
squarely �n the face.

I told Rose to call h�m. He was at the bottom of the yard, help�ng
our servants to spread out the freshly-washed l�nen. When he
entered the d�n�ng room, where we were, Jacques turned toward me,
say�ng:

“You speak, father.”
“Well,” I sa�d, “you have come, my boy, to have us set the great

day?”
“Yes, that �s �t, Father Roub�en,” he answered, very red.
“You mustn’t blush, my boy,” I cont�nued. “It w�ll be, �f you w�sh, on

Sa�nt-Fel�c�te day, the 10th of July. Th�s �s the 23rd of June, so you
w�ll have only twenty days to wa�t. My poor dead w�fe was called
Fel�c�te, and that w�ll br�ng you happ�ness. Well? Is �t understood?”

“Yes, that w�ll do—Sa�nte-Fel�c�te day. Father Roub�en.”
And he gave each of us a gr�p that made us w�nce. Then he

embraced Rose, call�ng her mother. Th�s b�g boy w�th the terr�f�c f�sts
loved Veron�que to the po�nt of los�ng h�s appet�te.



“Now,” I cont�nued, “you must rema�n for d�nner. Well, everybody
to the table. I have a thunder�ng appet�te, I have.”

That even�ng we were eleven at table. Gaspard was placed next to
Veron�que, and he sat look�ng at her, forgett�ng h�s plate, so moved
at the thought of her belong�ng to h�m that, at t�mes, the tears sprang
to h�s eyes. Cypr�en and A�mee, marr�ed only three years, sm�led.
Jacques and Rose, who had had twenty-f�ve years of marr�ed l�fe,
were more ser�ous, but, surrept�t�ously, they exchanged tender
glances. As for me, I seemed to rel�ve �n those two sweethearts,
whose happ�ness seemed to br�ng a corner of Parad�se to our table.
What good soup we had that even�ng! Aunt Agathe, always ready
w�th a w�tt�c�sm, r�sked several jokes. Then that honest P�erre wanted
to relate h�s love affa�r w�th a young lady of Lyons. Fortunately, we
were at the dessert, and every one was talk�ng at once. I had
brought two bottles of mellowed w�ne from the cellar. We drank to
the good fortune of Gaspard and Veron�que. Then we had s�ng�ng.
Gaspard knew some love songs �n d�alect. We also asked Mar�e for
a cant�cle. She stood up and sang �n a flute-l�ke vo�ce that t�ckled
one’s ears.

I went to the w�ndow, and Gaspard jo�ned me there.
“Is there no news up your way?” I asked h�m.
“No,” he answered. “There �s cons�derable talk about the heavy

ra�ns of the last few days. Some seem to th�nk that they w�ll cause
trouble.”

In effect, �t had ra�ned for s�xty hours w�thout stopp�ng. The
Garonne was very much swollen s�nce the preced�ng day, but we
had conf�dence �n �t, and, as long as �t d�d not overflow �ts banks, we
could not look on �t as a bad ne�ghbor.

“Bah!” I excla�med, shrugg�ng my shoulders. “Noth�ng w�ll happen.
It �s the same every year. The r�ver puts up her back as �f she were
fur�ous, and she calms down �n a n�ght. You w�ll see, my boy, that �t
w�ll amount to noth�ng th�s t�me. See how beaut�ful the weather �s!”

And I po�nted to the sky. It was seven o’clock; the sun was sett�ng.
The sky was blue, an �mmense blue sheet of profound pur�ty, �n
wh�ch the rays of the sett�ng sun were l�ke a golden dust. Never had I
seen the v�llage drows�ng �n so sweet a peace. Upon the t�led roofs a



rosy t�nt was fad�ng. I heard a ne�ghbor’s laugh, then the vo�ces of
ch�ldren at the turn �n the road �n front of our place. Farther away and
softened by the d�stance, rose the sounds of flocks enter�ng the�r
sheds. The great vo�ce of the Garonne roared cont�nually; but �t was
to me as the vo�ce of the s�lence, so accustomed to �t was I.

L�ttle by l�ttle the sky paled; the v�llage became more drowsy. It
was the even�ng of a beaut�ful day; and I thought that all our good
fortune—the b�g harvests, the happy house, the betrothal of
Veron�que—came to us from above �n the pur�ty of the dy�ng l�ght. A
bened�ct�on spread over us w�th the farewell of the even�ng.

Meanwh�le I had returned to the center of the room. The g�rls were
chatter�ng. We l�stened to them, sm�l�ng. Suddenly, across the
seren�ty of the country, a terr�ble cry sounded, a cry of d�stress and
death:

“The Garonne! The Garonne!”



II.

We rushed out �nto the yard. Sa�nt-Jory �s s�tuated at the bottom of
a slope at about f�ve hundred yards from the Garonne. Screens of
tall poplars that d�v�de the meadows, h�de the r�ver completely.

We could see noth�ng. And st�ll the cry rang out:
“The Garonne! The Garonne!”
Suddenly, on the w�de road before us, appeared two men and

three women, one of them hold�ng a ch�ld �n her arms. It was they
who were cry�ng out, d�stracted, runn�ng w�th long str�des. They
turned at t�mes, look�ng beh�nd w�th terr�f�ed faces, as �f a band of
wolves was pursu�ng them.

“What’s the matter w�th them?” demanded Cypr�en. “Do you see
anyth�ng, grandfather?”

“No,” I answered. “The leaves are not even mov�ng.”
I was st�ll talk�ng when an exclamat�on burst from us. Beh�nd the

fug�t�ves there appeared, between the trunks of the poplars, amongst
the large tufts of grass, what looked l�ke a pack of gray beasts
speckled w�th yellow. They sprang up from all d�rect�ons, waves
crowd�ng waves, a helter-skelter of masses of foam�ng water,
shak�ng the sod w�th the rumbl�ng gallop of the�r hordes.

It was our turn to send forth the despa�r�ng cry:
“The Garonne! The Garonne!”
The two men and the three women were st�ll runn�ng on the road.

They heard the terr�ble gallop ga�n�ng on them. Now the waves
arr�ved �n a s�ngle l�ne, roll�ng, tumbl�ng w�th the thunder of a
charg�ng battal�on. W�th the�r f�rst shock they had broken three
poplars; the tall fol�age sank and d�sappeared. A wooden cab�n was
swallowed up, a wall was demol�shed; heavy carts were carr�ed



away l�ke straws. But the water seemed, above all, to pursue the
fug�t�ves. At the bend �n the road, where there was a steep slope, �t
fell suddenly �n an �mmense sheet and cut off retreat. They
cont�nued to run, nevertheless, splash�ng through the water, no
longer shout�ng, mad w�th terror. The water sw�rled about the�r
knees. An enormous wave felled the woman who was carry�ng the
ch�ld. Then all were engulfed.

“Qu�ck! Qu�ck!” I cr�ed. “We must get �nto the house. It �s sol�d—we
have noth�ng to fear.”

We took refuge upsta�rs. The house was bu�lt on a h�llock above
the road. The water �nvaded the yard, softly, w�th a l�ttle r�ppl�ng
no�se. We were not much fr�ghtened.

“Bah!” sa�d Jacques, to reassure every one, “th�s w�ll not amount
to anyth�ng. You remember, father, �n ’55, the water came up �nto the
yard. It was a foot deep. Then �t receded.”

“It �s d�sastrous for the crops, just the same,” murmured Cypr�en.
“No, �t w�ll not be anyth�ng,” I sa�d, see�ng the large quest�on�ng

eyes of our g�rls.
A�mee had put her two ch�ldren �nto the bed. She sat bes�de them,

w�th Veron�que and Mar�e. Aunt Agathe spoke of heat�ng some w�ne
she had brought up, to g�ve us courage.

Jacques and Rose were look�ng out of a w�ndow. I was at the
other, w�th my brother P�erre, Cypr�en and Gaspard.

“Come up!” I cr�ed to our two servants, who were wad�ng �n the
yard. “Don’t stay there and get all wet.”

“But the an�mals?” they asked. “They are afra�d. They are k�ll�ng
each other �n the barn.”

“No, no; come up! After a wh�le we’ll see to them.”
The rescue of the an�mals would be �mposs�ble, �f the d�saster was

to atta�n greater proport�ons. I thought �t unnecessary to fr�ghten the
fam�ly. So I forced myself to appear hopeful. Lean�ng on the
w�ndows�ll, I �nd�cated the progress of the flood. The r�ver, after �ts
attack on the v�llage, was �n possess�on even to the narrowest
streets. It was no longer a gallop�ng charge, but a slow and �nv�nc�ble
strangulat�on. The hollow �n the bottom of wh�ch Sa�nt-Jory �s bu�lt



was changed �nto a lake. In our yard the water was soon three feet
deep. But I asserted that �t rema�ned stat�onary—I even went so far
as to pretend that �t was go�ng down.

“Well, you w�ll be obl�ged to sleep here to-n�ght, my boy,” I sa�d,
turn�ng to Gaspard. “That �s, unless the roads are free �n a couple of
hours—wh�ch �s qu�te poss�ble.”

He looked at me w�thout answer�ng, h�s face qu�te pale; and I saw
h�m look at Veron�que w�th an express�on of angu�sh.

It was half-past e�ght o’clock. It was st�ll dayl�ght—a pale, sad l�ght
beneath the blanched sky. The servants had had the forethought to
br�ng up two lamps w�th them. I had them l�ghted, th�nk�ng that they
would br�ghten up the somber room. Aunt Agathe, who had rolled a
table to the m�ddle of the room, w�shed to organ�ze a card party. The
worthy woman, whose eyes sought m�ne momentar�ly, thought
above all of d�vert�ng the ch�ldren. Her good humor kept up a superb
bravery; and she laughed to combat the terror that she felt grow�ng
around her. She forc�bly placed A�mee, Veron�que, and Mar�e at the
table. She put the cards �nto the�r hands, took a hand herself w�th an
a�r of �ntense �nterest, shuffl�ng, cutt�ng, deal�ng w�th such a flow of
talk that she almost drowned the no�se of the water. But our g�rls
could not be d�verted; they were pale, w�th fever�sh hands, and ears
on the alert. Every few moments there was a pause �n the play. One
of them would turn to me, ask�ng �n a low vo�ce:

“Grandpa, �s �t st�ll r�s�ng?”
“No, no. Go on w�th the game. There �s no danger.”
Never had my heart been gr�pped by such agony. All the men

placed themselves at the w�ndows to h�de the terr�fy�ng s�ght. We
tr�ed to sm�le, turned toward the peaceful lamps that threw d�scs of
l�ght upon the table. I recalled our w�nter even�ngs, when we
gathered around the table. It was the same qu�et �nter�or, f�lled w�th
the warmth of affect�on. And wh�le peace was there I heard beh�nd
me the roar�ng of the escaped r�ver, that was constantly r�s�ng.

“Lou�s,” sa�d my brother P�erre, “the water �s w�th�n three feet of
the w�ndow. We ought to tell them.”



I hushed h�m up by press�ng h�s arm. But �t was no longer poss�ble
to h�de the per�l. In our barns the an�mals were k�ll�ng each other.
There were bleat�ngs and bellow�ngs from the crazed herds; and the
horses gave the harsh cr�es that can be heard at great d�stances
when they are �n danger of death.

“My God! My God!” cr�ed A�mee, who stood up, press�ng her
hands to her temples.

They all ran to the w�ndows. There they rema�ned, mute, the�r ha�r
r�s�ng w�th fear. A d�m l�ght floated above the yellow sheet of water.
The pale sky looked l�ke a wh�te cloth thrown over the earth. In the
d�stance tra�led some smoke. Everyth�ng was m�sty. It was the
terr�f�ed end of a day melt�ng �nto a n�ght of death. And not a human
sound, noth�ng but the roar�ng of that sea stretch�ng to �nf�n�ty;
noth�ng but the bellow�ngs and the ne�gh�ngs of the an�mals.

“My God! My God!” repeated the women, �n low vo�ces, as �f they
feared to speak aloud.

A terr�ble crack�ng s�lenced the exclamat�ons. The maddened
an�mals had burst open the doors of the stables. They passed �n the
yellow flood, rolled about, carr�ed away by the current. The sheep
were tossed about l�ke dead leaves, wh�rl�ng �n bands �n the edd�es.
The cows and the horses struggled, tr�ed to walk, and lost the�r
foot�ng. Our b�g gray horse fought long for l�fe. He stretched h�s neck,
he reared, snort�ng l�ke a forge. But the enraged waters took h�m by
the crupper, and we saw h�m, beaten, abandon h�mself.

Then we gave way for the f�rst t�me. We felt the need of tears. Our
hands stretched out to those dear an�mals that were be�ng borne
away, we lamented, g�v�ng vent to the tears and the sobs that we
had suppressed. Ah! what ru�n! The harvests destroyed, the cattle
drowned, our fortunes changed �n a few hours! God was not just! We
had done noth�ng aga�nst H�m, and He was tak�ng everyth�ng from
us! I shook my f�st at the hor�zon. I spoke of our walk that afternoon,
of our meadows, our wheat and v�nes that we had found so full of
prom�se. It was all a l�e, then! The sun l�ed when he sank, so sweet
and calm, �n the m�dst of the even�ng’s seren�ty.

The water was st�ll r�s�ng. P�erre, who was watch�ng �t, cr�ed:
“Lou�s, we must look out! The water �s up to the w�ndow!”



That warn�ng snatched us from our spell of despa�r. I was once
more myself. Shrugg�ng my shoulders, I sa�d:

“Money �s noth�ng. As long as we are all saved, there need be no
regrets. We shall have to work aga�n—that �s all!”

“Yes, yes; you are r�ght, father,” sa�d Jacques, fever�shly. “And we
run no danger—the walls are good and strong. We must get up on
the roof.”

That was the only refuge left us. The water, wh�ch had mounted
the sta�rs step by step, was already com�ng through the door. We
rushed to the att�c �n a group, hold�ng close to each other. Cypr�en
had d�sappeared. I called h�m, and I saw h�m return from the next
room, h�s face work�ng w�th emot�on. Then, as I remarked the
absence of the servants, for whom I was wa�t�ng, he gave me a
strange look, then sa�d, �n a suppressed vo�ce:

“Dead! The corner of the shed under the�r room caved �n.”
The poor g�rls must have gone to fetch the�r sav�ngs from the�r

trunks. I told h�m to say noth�ng about �t. A cold sh�ver had passed
over me. It was Death enter�ng the house.

When we went up, �n our turn, we d�d not even th�nk of putt�ng out
the l�ghts. The cards rema�ned spread upon the table. There was
already a foot of water �n the room.



III.

Fortunately, the roof was vast and sloped gently. We reached �t
through a l�d-l�ke w�ndow, above wh�ch was a sort of platform. It was
there that we took refuge. The women seated themselves. The men
went over the t�les to reconno�tre. From my post aga�nst the dormer
w�ndow through wh�ch we had cl�mbed, I exam�ned the four po�nts of
the hor�zon.

“Help cannot fa�l to arr�ve,” I sa�d, bravely. “The people of Sa�nt�n
have boats; they w�ll come th�s way. Look over there! Isn’t that a
lantern on the water?”

But no one answered me. P�erre had l�ghted h�s p�pe, and he was
smok�ng so fur�ously that, at each puff, he sp�t out p�eces of the
stem. Jacques and Cypr�en looked �nto the d�stance, w�th drawn
faces; wh�le Gaspard, clench�ng h�s f�sts, cont�nued to walk about,
seek�ng an �ssue. At our feet the women, s�lent and sh�ver�ng, h�d
the�r faces to shut out the s�ght. Yet Rose ra�sed her head, glanced
about her and demanded:

“And the servants? Where are they? Why, aren’t they here?”
I avo�ded answer�ng. She then quest�oned me, her eyes on m�ne.
“Where are the servants?”
I turned away, unable to l�e. I felt that ch�ll that had already

brushed me pass over our women and our dear g�rls. They had
understood. Mar�e burst �nto tears. A�mee wrapped her two ch�ldren
�n her sk�rt, as �f to protect them. Veron�que, her face �n her hands,
d�d not move. Aunt Agathe, very pale, made the s�gn of the cross,
and mumbled Paters and Aves.

Meanwh�le the spectacle about us became of sovere�gn grandeur.
The n�ght reta�ned the clearness of a summer n�ght. There was no



moon, but the sky was spr�nkled w�th stars, and was of so pure a
blue that �t seemed to f�ll space w�th a blue l�ght. And the �mmense
sheet of water expanded beneath the softness of the sky. We could
no longer see any land.

“The water �s r�s�ng; the water �s r�s�ng!” repeated my brother
P�erre, st�ll crunch�ng the stem of h�s p�pe between h�s teeth.

The water was w�th�n a yard of the roof. It was los�ng �ts tranqu�l�ty;
currents were be�ng formed. In less than an hour the water became
threaten�ng, dash�ng aga�nst the house, bear�ng dr�ft�ng barrels,
p�eces of wood, clumps of weeds. In the d�stance there were attacks
upon walls, and we could hear the resound�ng shocks. Poplar trees
fell, houses crumbled, l�ke a cartload of stones empt�ed by the
roads�de.

Jacques, unnerved by the sobs of the women, cr�ed:
“We can’t stay here. We must try someth�ng. Father, I beg of you,

try to do someth�ng.”
I stammered after h�m:
“Yes, yes; let us try to do someth�ng.”
And we knew of noth�ng. Gaspard offered to take Veron�que on h�s

back and sw�m w�th her to a place of safety. P�erre suggested a raft.
Cypr�en f�nally sa�d:

“If we could only reach the church!”
Above the waters the church rema�ned stand�ng, w�th �ts l�ttle

square steeple. We were separated from �t by seven houses. Our
farmhouse, the f�rst of the v�llage, adjo�ned a h�gher bu�ld�ng, wh�ch,
�n turn, leaned aga�nst the next. Perhaps, by way of the roofs, we
would be able to reach the parsonage. A number of people must
have taken refuge there already, for the ne�ghbor�ng roofs were
vacant, and we could hear vo�ces that surely came from the steeple.
But what dangers must be run to reach them!

“It �s �mposs�ble,” sa�d P�erre. “The house of the Ra�mbeaus �s too
h�gh; we would need ladders.”

“I am go�ng to try �t,” sa�d Cypr�en. “I w�ll return �f the way �s
�mpract�cable. Otherw�se, we w�ll all go and we w�ll have to carry the
g�rls.”



I let h�m go. He was r�ght. We had to try the �mposs�ble. He had
succeeded, by the a�d of an �ron hook f�xed �n a ch�mney, �n cl�mb�ng
to the next house, when h�s w�fe, A�mee, ra�s�ng her head, not�ced
that he was no longer w�th us. She screamed:

“Where �s he? I don’t want h�m to leave me! We are together, we
shall d�e together!”

When she saw h�m on the top of the house she ran over the t�les,
st�ll hold�ng her ch�ldren. And she called out:

“Cypr�en, wa�t for me! I am go�ng w�th you. I am go�ng to d�e w�th
you.”

She pers�sted. He leaned over, plead�ng w�th her, prom�s�ng to
come back, tell�ng her that he was go�ng for the rescue of all of us.
But, w�th a w�ld a�r, she shook her head, repeat�ng “I am go�ng w�th
you! I am go�ng w�th you!”

He had to take the ch�ldren. Then he helped her up. We could
follow them along the crest of the house. They walked slowly. She
had taken the ch�ldren aga�n, and at every step he turned and
supported her.

“Get her to a safe place, and return!” I shouted.
I saw h�m wave h�s hand, but the roar�ng of the water prevented

my hear�ng h�s answer. Soon we could not see them. They had
descended to the roof of the next house. At the end of f�ve m�nutes
they appeared upon the th�rd roof, wh�ch must have been very steep,
for they went on hands and knees along the summ�t. A sudden terror
se�zed me. I put my hands to my mouth and shouted:

“Come back! Come back!”
Then all of us shouted together. Our vo�ces stopped them for a

moment, but they cont�nued on the�r way. They reached the angle
formed by the street upon wh�ch faced the Ra�mbeau house, a h�gh
structure, w�th a roof at least ten feet above those of the ne�ghbor�ng
houses. For a moment they hes�tated. Then Cypr�en cl�mbed up a
ch�mney p�pe, w�th the ag�l�ty of a cat. A�mee, who must have
consented to wa�t for h�m, stood on the t�les. We saw her pla�nly,
black and enlarged aga�nst the pale sky, stra�n�ng her ch�ldren to her
bosom. And �t was then that the horr�fy�ng trouble began.



The Ra�mbeau house, or�g�nally �ntended for a factory, was very
fl�ms�ly bu�lt. Bes�des, the facade was exposed to the current �n the
street. I thought I could see �t tremble from the attacks of the water;
and, w�th a contract�on of the throat, I watched Cypr�en cross the
roof. Suddenly a rumbl�ng was heard. The moon rose, a round
moon, whose yellow face l�ghted up the �mmense lake. Not a deta�l
of the catastrophe was lost to us. The Ra�mbeau house collapsed.
We gave a cry of terror as we saw Cypr�en d�sappear. As the house
crumbled we could d�st�ngu�sh noth�ng but a tempest, a sw�rl�ng of
waves beneath the debr�s of the roof. Then calm was restored, the
surface became smooth; and out of the black hole of the engulfed
house projected the skeleton of �ts framework. There was a mass of
entangled beams, and, amongst them, I seemed to see a body
mov�ng, someth�ng l�v�ng mak�ng superhuman efforts.

“He l�ves!” I cr�ed. “Oh, God be pra�sed! He l�ves!”
We laughed nervously; we clapped our hands, as �f saved

ourselves.
“He �s go�ng to ra�se h�mself up,” sa�d P�erre.
“Yes, yes,” sa�d Gaspard, “he �s try�ng to se�ze the beam on h�s

left.”
But our laugh ceased. We had just real�zed the terr�ble s�tuat�on �n

wh�ch Cypr�en was placed. Dur�ng the fall of the house h�s feet had
been caught between two beams, and he hung head downward
w�th�n a few �nches of the water. On the roof of the next house A�mee
was st�ll stand�ng, hold�ng her two ch�ldren. A convuls�ve tremor
shook her. She d�d not take her eyes from her husband, a few yards
below her. And, mad w�th horror, she em�tted w�thout cessat�on a
lamentable sound l�ke the howl�ng of a dog.

“We can’t let h�m d�e l�ke that,” sa�d Jacques, d�stracted. “We must
get down there.”

“Perhaps we could sl�de down the beams and save h�m,”
remarked P�erre.

And they started toward the ne�ghbor�ng roof, when the second
house collapsed, leav�ng a gap �n the route. Then a ch�ll se�zed us.



We mechan�cally grasped each other’s hands, wr�ng�ng them cruelly
as we watched the harrow�ng s�ght.

Cypr�en had tr�ed at f�rst to st�ffen h�s body. W�th extraord�nary
strength, he had l�fted h�mself above the water, hold�ng h�s body �n
an obl�que pos�t�on. But the stra�n was too great. Nevertheless, he
struggled, tr�ed to reach some of the beams, felt around h�m for
someth�ng to hold to. Then, res�gn�ng h�mself, he fell back aga�n,
hang�ng l�mp.

Death was slow �n com�ng. The water barely covered h�s ha�r, and
�t rose very gradually. He must have felt �ts coolness on h�s bra�n. A
wave wet h�s brow; others closed h�s eyes. Slowly we saw h�s head
d�sappear.

The women, at our feet, had bur�ed the�r faces �n the�r clasped
hands. We, ourselves, fell to our knees, our arms outstretched,
weep�ng, stammer�ng suppl�cat�ons.

On the other roof A�mee, st�ll stand�ng, her ch�ldren clasped to her
bosom, howled mournfully �nto the n�ght.



IV.

I know not how long we rema�ned �n a stupor after that tragedy.
When I came to, the water had r�sen. It was now on a level w�th the
t�les. The roof was a narrow �sland, emerg�ng from the �mmense
sheet. To the r�ght and the left the houses must have crumbled.

“We are mov�ng,” murmured Rose, who clung to the t�les.
And we all exper�enced the effect of roll�ng, as �f the roof had

become detached and turned �nto a raft. The sw�ft currents seemed
to be dr�ft�ng us away. Then, when we looked at the church clock,
�mmovable oppos�te us, the d�zz�ness ceased; we found ourselves �n
the same place �n the m�dst of the waves.

Then the water began an attack. Unt�l then the stream had
followed the street; but the debr�s that encumbered �t deflected the
course. And when a dr�ft�ng object, a beam, came w�th�n reach of the
current, �t se�zed �t and d�rected �t aga�nst the house l�ke a batter�ng-
ram. Soon ten, a dozen, beams were attack�ng us on all s�des. The
water roared. Our feet were spattered w�th foam. We heard the dull
moan�ng of the house full of water. There were moments when the
attacks became frenz�ed, when the beams battered f�ercely; and
then we thought that the end was near, that the walls would open
and del�ver us to the r�ver.

Gaspard had r�sked h�mself upon the edge of the roof. He had
se�zed a rafter and drawn �t to h�m.

“We must defend ourselves,” he cr�ed.
Jacques, on h�s s�de, had stopped a long pole �n �ts passage.

P�erre helped h�m. I cursed my age that left me w�thout strength, as
feeble as a ch�ld. But the defense was organ�zed—a dr�ll between
three men and a r�ver. Gaspard, hold�ng h�s beam �n read�ness,



awa�ted the dr�ftwood that the current sent aga�nst us, and he
stopped �t a short d�stance from the walls. At t�mes the shock was so
rude that he fell. Bes�de h�m Jacques and P�erre man�pulated the
long pole. Dur�ng nearly an hour that unend�ng f�ght cont�nued. And
the water reta�ned �ts tranqu�l obst�nacy, �nv�nc�ble.

Then Jacques and P�erre succumbed, prostrated; wh�le Gaspard,
�n a last v�olent thrust, had h�s beam wrested from h�m by the
current. The combat was useless.

Mar�e and Veron�que had thrown themselves �nto each other’s
arms. They repeated �ncessantly one phrase—a phrase of terror that
I st�ll hear r�ng�ng �n my ears:

“I don’t want to d�e! I don’t want to d�e!”
Rose put her arms about them. She tr�ed to console them, to

reassure them. And she herself, trembl�ng, ra�sed her face and cr�ed
out, �n sp�te of herself:

“I don’t want to d�e!”
Aunt Agathe alone sa�d noth�ng. She no longer prayed, no longer

made the s�gn of the cross. Bew�ldered, her eyes roamed about, and
she tr�ed to sm�le when her glance met m�ne.

The water was beat�ng aga�nst the t�les now. There was no hope
of help. We st�ll heard the vo�ces �n the d�rect�on of the church; two
lanterns had passed �n the d�stance; and the s�lence spread over the
�mmense yellow sheet. The people of Sa�nt�n, who owned boats,
must have been surpr�sed before us.

Gaspard cont�nued to wander over the Roof. Suddenly he called
us.

“Look!” he sa�d. “Help me—hold me t�ght!”
He had a pole and he was watch�ng an enormous black object that

was gently dr�ft�ng toward the house. It was the roof of a shed, made
of strong boards, and that was float�ng l�ke a raft. When �t was w�th�n
reach he stopped �t w�th the pole, and, as he felt h�mself be�ng
carr�ed off, he called to us. We held h�m around the wa�st.

Then, as the mass entered the current, �t returned aga�nst our roof
so v�olently that we were afra�d of see�ng �t smashed �nto spl�nters.



Gaspard jumped upon �t boldly. He went over �t carefully, to assure
h�mself of �ts sol�d�ty. He laughed, say�ng joyously:

“Grandfather, we are saved! Don’t cry any more, you women. A
real boat! Look, my feet are dry. And �t w�ll eas�ly carry all of us!”

St�ll, he thought �t well to make �t more sol�d. He caught some
float�ng beams and bound them to �t w�th a rope that P�erre had
brought up for an emergency. Gaspard even fell �nto the water, but at
our screams he laughed. He knew the water well; he could sw�m
three m�les �n the Garonne at a stretch. Gett�ng up aga�n, he shook
h�mself, cry�ng:

“Come, get on �t! Don’t lose any t�me!”
The women were on the�r knees. Gaspard had to carry Veron�que

and Mar�e to the m�ddle of the raft, where he made them s�t down.
Rose and Aunt Agathe sl�d down the t�les and placed themselves

bes�de the young g�rls. At th�s moment I looked toward the church.
A�mee was st�ll �n the same place. She was lean�ng now aga�nst a
ch�mney, hold�ng her ch�ldren up at arm’s length, for the water was to
her wa�st.

“Don’t gr�eve, grandfather,” sa�d Gaspard. “We w�ll take her off on
the way.”

P�erre and Jacques were already on the raft, so I jumped on.
Gaspard was the last one aboard. He gave us poles that he had
prepared and that were to serve us as oars. He had a very long one
that he used w�th great sk�ll. We let h�m do all the command�ng. At
an order from h�m, we braced our poles aga�nst the t�les to put out
�nto the stream. But �t seemed as �f the raft was attached to the roof.
In sp�te of all our efforts, we could not budge �t. At each new effort
the current swung us v�olently aga�nst the house. And �t was a
dangerous manoeuvre, for the shock threatened to break up the
planks compos�ng the raft.

So once aga�n we were made to feel our helplessness. We had
thought ourselves saved, and we were st�ll at the mercy of the r�ver. I
even regretted that the women were not on the roof; for, every
m�nute, I expected to see them prec�p�tated �nto the bo�l�ng torrent.
But when I suggested rega�n�ng our refuge they all cr�ed:



“No, no! Let us try aga�n! Better d�e here!”
Gaspard no longer laughed. We renewed our efforts, bend�ng to

our poles w�th redoubled energy. P�erre then had the �dea to cl�mb up
on the roof and draw us, by means of a rope, towards the left. He
was thus able to draw us out of the current. Then, when he aga�n
jumped upon the raft, a few thrusts of our poles sent us out �nto the
open. But Gaspard recalled the prom�se he had made me to stop for
our poor A�mee, whose pla�nt�ve moans had never ceased. For that
purpose �t was necessary to cross the street, where the terr�ble
current ex�sted. He consulted me by a glance. I was completely
upset. Never had such a combat raged w�th�n me. We would have to
expose e�ght l�ves. And yet I had not the strength to res�st the
mournful appeal.

“Yes, yes,” I sa�d to Gaspard. “We can not poss�bly go away
w�thout her!”

He lowered h�s head w�thout a word, and began us�ng h�s pole
aga�nst all the walls left stand�ng. We passed the ne�ghbor�ng house,
but as soon as we emerged �nto the street a cry escaped us. The
current, wh�ch had aga�n se�zed us, carr�ed us back aga�nst our
house. We were wh�rled round l�ke a leaf, so rap�dly that our cry was
cut short by the smash�ng of the raft aga�nst the t�les. There was a
rend�ng sound, the planks were loosened and wrenched apart, and
we were all thrown �nto the water. I do not know what happened
then. I remember that when I sank I saw Aunt Agathe float�ng,
susta�ned by her sk�rts, unt�l she went down backward, head f�rst,
w�thout a struggle.

A sharp pa�n brought me to. P�erre was dragg�ng me by the ha�r
along the t�les. I lay st�ll, stup�dly watch�ng. P�erre had plunged �n
aga�n. And, �n my confused state, I was surpr�sed to see Gaspard at
the spot where my brother had d�sappeared. The young man had
Veron�que �n h�s arms. When he had placed her near me he aga�n
jumped �n, br�ng�ng up Mar�e, her face so waxy wh�te that I thought
her dead. Then he plunged aga�n. But th�s t�me he searched �n va�n.
P�erre had jo�ned h�m. They talked and gave each other �nd�cat�ons
that I could not hear. As they drew themselves up on the roof, I cr�ed:

“And Aunt Agathe? And Jacques? And Rose?”



They shook the�r heads. Large tears coursed down the�r cheeks.
They expla�ned to me that Jacques had struck h�s head aga�nst a
beam and that Rose had been carr�ed down w�th her husband’s
body, to wh�ch she clung. Aunt Agathe had not reappeared.

Ra�s�ng myself, I looked toward the roof, where A�mee stood. The
water was r�s�ng constantly. A�mee was now s�lent. I could see her
upstretched arms hold�ng her ch�ldren out of the water. Then they all
sank, the water closed over them beneath the drowsy l�ght of the
moon.



V.

There were only f�ve of us on the roof now. The water left us but a
narrow band along the r�dge. One of the ch�mneys had just been
carr�ed away. We had to ra�se Mar�e and Veron�que, who were st�ll
unconsc�ous, and support them almost �n a stand�ng pos�t�on to
prevent the waves wash�ng over the�r legs. At last, the�r senses
returned, and our angu�sh �ncreased upon see�ng them wet,
sh�ver�ng and cry�ng m�serably that they d�d not w�sh to d�e.

The end had come. The destroyed v�llage was marked by a few
vest�ges of walls. Alone, the church reared �ts steeple �ntact, from
whence came the vo�ces—a murmur of human be�ngs �n a refuge.
There were no longer any sounds of fall�ng houses, l�ke a cart of
stones suddenly d�scharged. It was as �f we were abandoned,
sh�pwrecked, a thousand m�les from land.

One moment we thought we heard the d�p of oars. Ah! what
hopeful mus�c! How we all stra�ned our eyes �nto space! We held our
breath. But we could see noth�ng. The yellow sheet stretched away,
spotted w�th black shadows. But none of those shadows—tops of
trees, remnants of walls—moved. Dr�ftwood, weeds, empty barrels
caused us false joy. We waved our handkerch�efs unt�l, real�z�ng our
error, we aga�n succumbed to our anx�ety.

“Ah, I see �t!” cr�ed Gaspard, suddenly. “Look over there. A large
boat!”

And he po�nted out a d�stant speck. I could see noth�ng, ne�ther
could P�erre. But Gaspard �ns�sted �t was a boat. The sound of oars
became d�st�nct. At last, we saw �t. It was proceed�ng slowly and
seemed to be c�rcl�ng about us w�thout approach�ng. I remember that
we were l�ke mad. We ra�sed our arms �n our fury; we shouted w�th
all our m�ght. And we �nsulted the boat, called �t cowardly. But, dark



and s�lent, �t gl�ded away slowly. Was �t really a boat? I do not know
to th�s day. When �t d�sappeared �t carr�ed our last hope.

We were expect�ng every second to be engulfed w�th the house. It
was underm�ned and was probably supported by one sol�d wall,
wh�ch, �n g�v�ng way, would pull everyth�ng w�th �t. But what terr�f�ed
me most was to feel the roof sway under our feet. The house would
perhaps hold out overn�ght, but the t�les were s�nk�ng �n, beaten and
p�erced by beams. We had taken refuge on the left s�de on some
sol�d rafters. Then these rafters seemed to weaken. Certa�nly they
would s�nk �f all f�ve of us rema�ned �n so small a space.

For some m�nutes my brother P�erre had been tw�st�ng h�s
sold�erly mustache, frown�ng and mutter�ng to h�mself. The grow�ng
danger that surrounded h�m and aga�nst wh�ch h�s courage ava�led
noth�ng, was wear�ng out h�s endurance. He spat two or three t�mes
�nto the water, w�th an express�on of contemptuous anger. Then, as
we sank lower, he made up h�s m�nd; he started down the roof.

“P�erre! P�erre!” I cr�ed, fear�ng to comprehend.
He turned and sa�d qu�etly:
“Ad�eu, Lou�s! You see, �t �s too long for me. And �t w�ll leave more

room for you.”
And, f�rst throw�ng �n h�s p�pe, he plunged, add�ng:
“Good n�ght! I have had enough!”
He d�d not come up. He was not a strong sw�mmer, and he

probably abandoned h�mself, heart-broken at the death of our dear
ones and at our ru�n.

Two o’clock sounded from the steeple of the church. The n�ght
would soon end—that horr�ble n�ght already so f�lled w�th agony and
tears. L�ttle by l�ttle, beneath our feet, the small dry space grew
smaller. The current had changed aga�n. The dr�ft, passed to the
r�ght of the v�llage, float�ng slowly, as �f the water, near�ng �ts h�ghest
level, was repos�ng, t�red and lazy.

Gaspard suddenly took off h�s shoes and h�s sh�rt. I watched h�m
for a moment as he wrung h�s hands. When I quest�oned h�m he
sa�d:



“L�sten, grandfather; �t �s k�ll�ng me to wa�t. I cannot stay here. Let
me do as I w�sh. I w�ll save her.”

He was speak�ng of Veron�que. I opposed h�m. He would never
have the strength to carry the young g�rl to the church. But he was
obst�nate.

“Yes, I can! My arms are strong. I feel myself able. You w�ll see. I
love her—I w�ll save her!”

I was s�lent. I drew Mar�e to my breast. Then he thought I was
reproach�ng the self�shness of h�s love. He stammered:

“I w�ll return and get Mar�e. I swear �t. I w�ll f�nd a boat and
organ�ze a rescue party. Have conf�dence �n me, grandfather!”

Rap�dly, he expla�ned to Veron�que that she must not struggle, that
she must subm�t w�thout a movement, and that she must not be
afra�d. The young g�rl answered “yes” to everyth�ng, w�th a d�stracted
look. Then, after mak�ng the s�gn of the cross, he sl�d down the roof,
hold�ng Veron�que by a rope that he had looped under her arms. She
gave a scream, beat the water w�th arms and legs, and, suffocated,
she fa�nted.

“I l�ke th�s better!” Gaspard called to me. “Now, I can answer for
her!”

It can be �mag�ned w�th what agony I followed them w�th my eyes.
On the wh�te surface, I could see Gaspard’s sl�ghtest movement. He
held the young g�rl by means of the rope that he co�led around h�s
neck; and he carr�ed her thus, half thrown over h�s r�ght shoulder.
The crush�ng we�ght bore h�m under at t�mes. But he advanced,
sw�mm�ng w�th superhuman strength. I was no longer �n doubt. He
had traversed a th�rd of the d�stance when he struck aga�nst
someth�ng submerged. The shock was terr�ble. Both d�sappeared.
Then I saw h�m reappear alone. The rope must have snapped. He
plunged tw�ce. At last, he came up w�th Veron�que, whom he aga�n
took on h�s back. But w�thout the rope to hold her, she we�ghed h�m
down more than ever. St�ll, he advanced. A tremor shook me as I
saw them approach�ng the church. Suddenly, I saw some beams
bear�ng down upon them. A second shock separated them and the
waters closed over them.



From th�s moment, I was stupef�ed. I had but the �nst�nct of the
an�mal look�ng out for �ts own safety. When the water advanced, I
retreated. In that stupor, I heard someone laugh�ng, w�thout
expla�n�ng to myself who �t was. The dawn appeared, a great wh�te
daybreak. It was very fresh and very calm, as on the bank of a pond,
the surface of wh�ch awakens before sunr�se. But the laughter
sounded cont�nually.

Turn�ng, I saw Mar�e, stand�ng �n her wet clothes. It was she who
was laugh�ng.

Ah! the poor, dear ch�ld! How sweet and pretty she was at that
early hour! I saw her stoop, take up some water �n the hollow of her
hand, and wash her face. Then she co�led her beaut�ful blonde ha�r.
Doubtless, she �mag�ned she was �n her l�ttle room, dress�ng wh�le
the church bell rang merr�ly. And she cont�nued to laugh her ch�ld�sh
laugh, her eyes br�ght and her face happy.

I, too, began to laugh, �nfected w�th her madness. Terror had
destroyed her m�nd; and �t was a mercy, so charmed d�d she appear
w�th the beauty of the morn�ng.

I let her hasten, not understand�ng, shak�ng my head tenderly.
When she cons�dered herself ready to go, she sang one of her
cant�cles �n her clear crystall�ne vo�ce. But, �nterrupt�ng herself, she
cr�ed, as �f respond�ng to someone who had called her:

“I am com�ng, I am com�ng!”
She took up the cant�cle aga�n, went down the roof, and entered

the water. It covered her softly, w�thout a r�pple. I had not ceased
sm�l�ng. I looked w�th happ�ness upon the spot where she had just
d�sappeared.

Then, I remembered noth�ng more. I was alone on the roof. The
water had r�sen. A ch�mney was stand�ng, and I must have clung to �t
w�th all my strength, l�ke an an�mal that dreads death. Then, noth�ng,
noth�ng, a black p�t, obl�v�on.



VI.

Why am I st�ll here? They tell me that people from Sa�nt�n came
toward s�x o’clock, w�th boats, and that they found me ly�ng on a
ch�mney, unconsc�ous. The water was cruel not to have carr�ed me
away to be w�th those who were dear to me.

All the others are gone! The babes �n swaddl�ng clothes, the g�rls
to be marr�ed, the young marr�ed couples, the old marr�ed couples.
And I, I l�ve l�ke a useless weed, coarse and dr�ed, rooted �n the rock.
If I had the courage, I would say l�ke P�erre:

“I have had enough! Good n�ght!” And I would throw myself �nto
the Garonne.

I have no ch�ld, my house �s destroyed, my f�elds are devastated.
Oh! the even�ngs when we were all at table, and the ga�ety
surrounded me and kept me young. Oh! the great days of harvest
and v�ntage when we all worked, and when we returned to the house
proud of our wealth! Oh! the handsome ch�ldren and the fru�tful
v�nes, the beaut�ful g�rls and the golden gra�n, the joy of my old age,
the l�v�ng recompense of my ent�re l�fe! S�nce all that �s gone, why
should I l�ve?

There �s no consolat�on. I do not want help. I w�ll g�ve my f�elds to
the v�llage people who st�ll have the�r ch�ldren. They w�ll f�nd the
courage to clear the land of the flotsam and cult�vate �t anew. When
one has no ch�ldren, a corner �s large enough to d�e �n.

I had one des�re, one only des�re. I w�shed to recover the bod�es of
my fam�ly, to bury them beneath a slab, where I should soon rejo�n
them. It was sa�d that, at Toulouse, a large number of bod�es carr�ed
down the stream, had been taken from the water. I dec�ded to make
the tr�p.



What a terr�ble d�saster! Nearly two thousand houses �n ru�ns;
seven hundred deaths; all the br�dges carr�ed away; a whole d�str�ct
razed, bur�ed �n the mud; atroc�ous traged�es; twenty thousand half-
clad wretches starv�ng to death; the c�ty �n a pest�lent�al cond�t�on;
mourn�ng everywhere; the streets f�lled w�th funeral process�ons;
f�nanc�al a�d powerless to heal the wounds! But I walked through �t all
w�thout see�ng anyth�ng. I had my ru�ns, I had my dead, to crush me.

I was told that many of the bod�es had been bur�ed �n trenches �n a
corner of the cemetery. Only, they had had the forethought to
photograph the un�dent�f�ed. And �t was among these lamentable
photographs that I found Gaspard and Veron�que. They had been
clasped pass�onately �n each other’s arms, exchang�ng �n death the�r
br�dal k�ss. It had been necessary to break the�r arms �n order to
separate them. But, f�rst, they had been photographed together; and
they sleep together beneath the sod.

I have noth�ng but them, the �mage of those two handsome
ch�ldren; bloated by the water, d�sf�gured, reta�n�ng upon the�r l�v�d
faces the hero�sm of the�r love. I look at them, and I weep.
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