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PREFACE

Th�s volume, “Thérèse Raqu�n,” was Zola’s th�rd book, but �t was
the one that f�rst gave h�m notor�ety, and made h�m somebody, as the
say�ng goes.

Wh�le st�ll a clerk at Hachette’s at e�ght pounds a month, engaged
�n check�ng and perus�ng advert�sements and press not�ces, he had
already �n 1864 publ�shed the f�rst ser�es of “Les Contes a N�non”—a
repr�nt of short stor�es contr�buted to var�ous publ�cat�ons; and, �n the
follow�ng year, had brought out “La Confess�on de Claude.” Both
these books were �ssued by Lacro�x, a famous go-ahead publ�sher
and bookseller �n those days, whose place of bus�ness stood at one
of the corners of the Rue V�v�enne and the Boulevard Montmartre,
and who, as Lacro�x, Verboeckhoven et C�e., ended �n bankruptcy �n
the early sevent�es.

“La Confess�on de Claude” met w�th poor apprec�at�on from the
general publ�c, although �t attracted the attent�on of the Publ�c
Prosecutor, who sent down to Hachette’s to make a few �nqu�r�es
about the author, but went no further. When, however, M. Barbey
d’Aurev�lly, �n a cr�t�cal weekly paper called the “Na�n Jaune,”
sp�tefully alluded to th�s rather dar�ng novel as “Hachette’s l�ttle
book,” one of the members of the f�rm sent for M. Zola, and
addressed h�m thus:

“Look here, M. Zola, you are earn�ng e�ght pounds a month w�th
us, wh�ch �s r�d�culous for a man of your talent. Why don’t you go �nto
l�terature altogether? It w�ll br�ng you wealth and glory.”

Zola had no cho�ce but to take th�s broad h�nt, and send �n h�s
res�gnat�on, wh�ch was at once accepted. The Hachettes d�d not
requ�re the serv�ces of wr�ters of r�sky, or, for that matter, any other
novels, as clerks; and, bes�des, as Zola has told us h�mself, �n an



�nterv�ew w�th my old fr�end and employer,[*] the late M. Fernand
Xau, Ed�tor of the Par�s “Journal,” they thought “La Confess�on de
Claude” a tr�fle st�ff, and objected to the�r clerks wr�t�ng books �n t�me
wh�ch they cons�dered the�rs, as they pa�d for �t.

[*] He sent me to Hamburg for ten days �n 1892 to report on the
appall�ng outbreak of cholera �n that c�ty, w�th the emoluments of
ten pounds a day, bes�des pr�nt�ng several art�cles from my pen
on Par�s�an top�cs.—E. V.

Zola, cast, so to say, adr�ft, w�th “Les Contes a N�non” and “La
Confess�on de Claude” as scant l�terary baggage, buckled to, and
set about “Les Mysteres de Marse�lle” and “Thérèse Raqu�n,” wh�le
at the same t�me contr�but�ng art cr�t�c�sms to the “Événement”—a
ser�es of art�cles wh�ch ra�sed such a storm that pa�nters and
sculptors were �n the hab�t of purchas�ng cop�es of the paper and
tear�ng �t up �n the faces of Zola and De V�llemessant, the owner,
whenever they chanced to meet them. Nevertheless �t was these
art�cles that f�rst drew attent�on to Manet, who had h�therto been
regarded as a pa�nter of no account, and many of whose p�ctures
now hang �n the Luxembourg Gallery.

“Thérèse Raqu�n” or�g�nally came out under the t�tle of “A Love
Story” �n a paper called the “Art�ste,” ed�ted by that famous art cr�t�c
and court�er of the Second Emp�re, Arsene Houssaye, author of “Les
Grandes Dames,” as well as of those charm�ng volumes “Hommes et
Femmes du 18eme S�ècle,” and many other works.

Zola rece�ved no more than twenty-four pounds for the ser�al r�ghts
of the novel, and he consented at the �ns�stence of the Ed�tor, who
po�nted out to h�m that the per�od�cal was read by the Empress
Eugén�e, to draw h�s pen through certa�n passages, wh�ch were
re�nstated when the story was publ�shed �n volume form. I may say
here that �n th�s translat�on, I have adopted the v�ews of the late M.
Arsene Houssaye; and, �f I have allowed the appall�ng descr�pt�on of
the Par�s Morgue to stand, �t �s, f�rst of all, because �t const�tutes a
very �mportant factor �n the story; and moreover, �t �s so graph�c, so
true to l�fe, as I have seen the place myself, t�mes out of number, that
notw�thstand�ng �ts horror, �t really would be a loss to pass �t over.



Well, “Thérèse Raqu�n” hav�ng appeared as “A Love Story” �n the
“Art�ste,” was then publ�shed as a book, �n 1867, by that same
Lacro�x as had �ssued Zola’s preced�ng efforts �n novel wr�t�ng. I was
l�v�ng �n Par�s at the t�me, and I well recall the yell of d�sapprobat�on
w�th wh�ch the volume was rece�ved by the rev�ewers. Lou�s Ulbach,
then a wr�ter on the “F�garo,” to wh�ch Zola also contr�buted, and who
subsequently founded and ed�ted a paper called “La Cloche,” when
Zola, cur�ously enough, became one of h�s cr�t�cs, made a
part�cularly v�rulent attack on the novel and �ts author. Henr� de
V�llemessant, the Ed�tor, author�sed Zola to reply to h�m, w�th the
result that a vehement d�scuss�on ensued �n pr�nt between author
and cr�t�c, and “Thérèse Raqu�n” promptly went �nto a second ed�t�on,
to wh�ch Zola appended a preface.

I have not thought �t necessary to translate th�s preface, wh�ch �s a
long and rather ted�ous reply to the rev�ewers of the day. It w�ll suff�ce
to say, br�efly, that the author meets the str�ctures of h�s cr�t�cs by
po�nt�ng out and �ns�st�ng on the fact, that he has s�mply sought to
make an analyt�c study of temperament and not of character.

“I have selected persons,” says he, “absolutely swayed by the�r
nerves and blood, depr�ved of free w�ll, �mpelled �n every act�on of
l�fe, by the fatal lusts of the flesh. Thérèse and Laurent are human
brutes, noth�ng more. I have sought to follow these brutes, step by
step, �n the secret labour of the�r pass�ons, �n the �mpuls�on of the�r
�nst�ncts, �n the cerebral d�sorder result�ng from the excess�ve stra�n
on the�r nerves.”

EDWARD VIZETELLY SURBITON, 1 December, 1901.



THÉRÈSE RAQUIN



CHAPTER I

At the end of the Rue Guénégaud, com�ng from the quays, you
f�nd the Arcade of the Pont Neuf, a sort of narrow, dark corr�dor
runn�ng from the Rue Mazar�ne to the Rue de Se�ne. Th�s arcade, at
the most, �s th�rty paces long by two �n breadth. It �s paved w�th worn,
loose, yellow�sh t�les wh�ch are never free from acr�d damp. The
square panes of glass form�ng the roof, are black w�th f�lth.

On f�ne days �n the summer, when the streets are burn�ng w�th
heavy sun, wh�t�sh l�ght falls from the d�rty glaz�ng overhead to drag
m�serably through the arcade. On nasty days �n w�nter, on foggy
morn�ngs, the glass throws noth�ng but darkness on the st�cky t�les—
unclean and abom�nable gloom.

To the left are obscure, low, dumpy shops whence �ssue puffs of
a�r as cold as �f com�ng from a cellar. Here are dealers �n toys,
cardboard boxes, second-hand books. The art�cles d�splayed �n the�r
w�ndows are covered w�th dust, and ow�ng to the preva�l�ng
darkness, can only be perce�ved �nd�st�nctly. The shop fronts, formed
of small panes of glass, streak the goods w�th a pecul�ar green�sh
reflex. Beyond, beh�nd the d�splay �n the w�ndows, the d�m �nter�ors
resemble a number of lugubr�ous cav�t�es an�mated by fantast�c
forms.

To the r�ght, along the whole length of the arcade, extends a wall
aga�nst wh�ch the shopkeepers oppos�te have stuck some small
cupboards. Objects w�thout a name, goods forgotten for twenty
years, are spread out there on th�n shelves pa�nted a horr�ble brown
colour. A dealer �n �m�tat�on jewelry has set up shop �n one of these
cupboards, and there sells f�fteen sous r�ngs, del�cately set out on a
cush�on of blue velvet at the bottom of a mahogany box.



Above the glazed cupboards, ascends the roughly plastered black
wall, look�ng as �f covered w�th leprosy, and all seamed w�th
defacements.

The Arcade of the Pont Neuf �s not a place for a stroll. You take �t
to make a short cut, to ga�n a few m�nutes. It �s traversed by busy
people whose sole a�m �s to go qu�ck and stra�ght before them. You
see apprent�ces there �n the�r work�ng-aprons, work-g�rls tak�ng
home the�r work, persons of both sexes w�th parcels under the�r
arms. There are also old men who drag themselves forward �n the
sad gloam�ng that falls from the glazed roof, and bands of small
ch�ldren who come to the arcade on leav�ng school, to make a no�se
by stamp�ng the�r feet on the t�les as they run along. Throughout the
day a sharp hurr�ed r�ng of footsteps resounds on the stone w�th
�rr�tat�ng �rregular�ty. Nobody speaks, nobody stays there, all hurry
about the�r bus�ness w�th bent heads, stepp�ng out rap�dly, w�thout
tak�ng a s�ngle glance at the shops. The tradesmen observe w�th an
a�r of alarm, the passers-by who by a m�racle stop before the�r
w�ndows.

The arcade �s l�t at n�ght by three gas burners, enclosed �n heavy
square lanterns. These jets of gas, hang�ng from the glazed roof
whereon they cast spots of fawn-coloured l�ght, shed around them
c�rcles of pale gl�mmer that seem at moments to d�sappear. The
arcade now assumes the aspect of a regular cut-throat alley. Great
shadows stretch along the t�les, damp puffs of a�r enter from the
street. Anyone m�ght take the place for a subterranean gallery
�nd�st�nctly l�t-up by three funeral lamps. The tradespeople for all l�ght
are contented w�th the fa�nt rays wh�ch the gas burners throw upon
the�r w�ndows. Ins�de the�r shops, they merely have a lamp w�th a
shade, wh�ch they place at the corner of the�r counter, and the
passer-by can then d�st�ngu�sh what the depths of these holes
shelter�ng n�ght �n the dayt�me, conta�n. On th�s black�sh l�ne of shop
fronts, the w�ndows of a cardboard-box maker are flam�ng: two
sch�st-lamps p�erce the shadow w�th a couple of yellow flames. And,
on the other s�de of the arcade a candle, stuck �n the m�ddle of an
argand lamp glass, casts gl�sten�ng stars �nto the box of �m�tat�on
jewelry. The dealer �s doz�ng �n her cupboard, w�th her hands h�dden
under her shawl.



A few years back, oppos�te th�s dealer, stood a shop whose bottle-
green woodwork excreted damp by all �ts cracks. On the s�gnboard,
made of a long narrow plank, f�gured, �n black letters the word:
MERCERY. And on one of the panes of glass �n the door was
wr�tten, �n red, the name of a woman: Thérèse Raqu�n. To r�ght and
left were deep show cases, l�ned w�th blue paper.

Dur�ng the dayt�me the eye could only d�st�ngu�sh the d�splay of
goods, �n a soft, obscured l�ght.

On one s�de were a few l�nen art�cles: cr�mped tulle caps at two
and three francs ap�ece, musl�n sleeves and collars: then
undervests, stock�ngs, socks, braces. Each art�cle had grown yellow
and crumpled, and hung lamentably suspended from a w�re hook.
The w�ndow, from top to bottom, was f�lled �n th�s manner w�th
wh�t�sh b�ts of cloth�ng, wh�ch took a lugubr�ous aspect �n the
transparent obscur�ty. The new caps, of br�ghter wh�teness, formed
hollow spots on the blue paper cover�ng the shelves. And the
coloured socks hang�ng on an �ron rod, contr�buted sombre notes to
the l�v�d and vague effacement of the musl�n.

On the other s�de, �n a narrower show case, were p�led up large
balls of green wool, wh�te cards of black buttons, boxes of all colours
and s�zes, ha�r nets ornamented w�th steel beads, spread over
rounds of blu�sh paper, fasces of kn�tt�ng needles, tapestry patterns,
bobb�ns of r�bbon, along w�th a heap of so�led and faded art�cles,
wh�ch doubtless had been ly�ng �n the same place for f�ve or s�x
years. All the t�nts had turned d�rty grey �n th�s cupboard, rott�ng w�th
dust and damp.

In summer, towards noon, when the sun scorched the squares and
streets w�th �ts tawny rays, you could d�st�ngu�sh, beh�nd the caps �n
the other w�ndow, the pale, grave prof�le of a young woman. Th�s
prof�le �ssued vaguely from the darkness re�gn�ng �n the shop. To a
low parched forehead was attached a long, narrow, po�nted nose;
the pale p�nk l�ps resembled two th�n threads, and the short, nervy
ch�n was attached to the neck by a l�ne that was supple and fat. The
body, lost �n the shadow, could not be seen. The prof�le alone
appeared �n �ts ol�ve wh�teness, perforated by a large, w�de-open,
black eye, and as though crushed beneath th�ck dark ha�r. Th�s



prof�le rema�ned there for hours, mot�onless and peaceful, between a
couple of caps for women, whereon the damp �ron rods had
�mpr�nted bands of rust.

At n�ght, when the lamp had been l�t, you could see �ns�de the
shop wh�ch was greater �n length than depth. At one end stood a
small counter; at the other, a corkscrew sta�rcase afforded
commun�cat�on w�th the rooms on the f�rst floor. Aga�nst the walls
were show cases, cupboards, rows of green cardboard boxes. Four
cha�rs and a table completed the furn�ture. The shop looked bare
and fr�g�d; the goods were done up �n parcels and put away �n
corners �nstead of ly�ng h�ther and th�ther �n a joyous d�splay of
colour.

As a rule two women were seated beh�nd the counter: the young
woman w�th the grave prof�le, and an old lady who sat doz�ng w�th a
sm�le on her countenance. The latter was about s�xty; and her fat,
plac�d face looked wh�te �n the br�ghtness of the lamp. A great tabby
cat, crouch�ng at a corner of the counter, watched her as she slept.

Lower down, on a cha�r, a man of th�rty sat read�ng or chatt�ng �n a
subdued vo�ce w�th the young woman. He was short, del�cate, and �n
manner langu�d. W�th h�s fa�r ha�r devo�d of lustre, h�s sparse beard,
h�s face covered w�th red blotches, he resembled a s�ckly, spo�lt ch�ld
arr�ved at manhood.

Shortly before ten o’clock, the old lady awoke. The shop was then
closed, and all the fam�ly went upsta�rs to bed. The tabby cat
followed the party purr�ng, and rubb�ng �ts head aga�nst each bar of
the ban�sters.

The lodg�ng above compr�sed three apartments. The sta�rcase led
to a d�n�ng-room wh�ch also d�d duty as draw�ng-room. In a n�che on
the left stood a porcela�n stove; oppos�te, a s�deboard; then cha�rs
were arranged along the walls, and a round table occup�ed the
centre. At the further end a glazed part�t�on concealed a dark
k�tchen. On each s�de of the d�n�ng-room was a sleep�ng apartment.

The old lady after k�ss�ng her son and daughter-�n-law w�thdrew.
The cat went to sleep on a cha�r �n the k�tchen. The marr�ed couple
entered the�r room, wh�ch had a second door open�ng on a sta�rcase
that commun�cated w�th the arcade by an obscure narrow passage.



The husband who was always trembl�ng w�th fever went to bed,
wh�le the young woman opened the w�ndow to close the shutter
bl�nds. She rema�ned there a few m�nutes fac�ng the great black wall,
wh�ch ascends and stretches above the arcade. She cast a vague
wander�ng look upon th�s wall, and, w�thout a word she, �n her turn,
went to bed �n d�sda�nful �nd�fference.



CHAPTER II

Madame Raqu�n had formerly been a mercer at Vernon. For close
upon f�ve-and-twenty years, she had kept a small shop �n that town.
A few years after the death of her husband, becom�ng subject to f�ts
of fa�ntness, she sold her bus�ness. Her sav�ngs added to the pr�ce
of th�s sale placed a cap�tal of 40,000 francs �n her hand wh�ch she
�nvested so that �t brought her �n an �ncome of 2,000 francs a year.
Th�s sum amply suff�ced for her requ�rements. She led the l�fe of a
recluse. Ignor�ng the po�gnant joys and cares of th�s world, she
arranged for herself a tranqu�l ex�stence of peace and happ�ness.

At an annual rental of 400 francs she took a small house w�th a
garden descend�ng to the edge of the Se�ne. Th�s enclosed, qu�et
res�dence vaguely recalled the clo�ster. It stood �n the centre of large
f�elds, and was approached by a narrow path. The w�ndows of the
dwell�ng opened to the r�ver and to the sol�tary h�llocks on the
oppos�te bank. The good lady, who had passed the half century, shut
herself up �n th�s sol�tary retreat, where along w�th her son Cam�lle
and her n�ece Thérèse, she partook of serene joy.

Although Cam�lle was then twenty, h�s mother cont�nued to spo�l
h�m l�ke a l�ttle ch�ld. She adored h�m because she had sh�elded h�m
from death, throughout a ted�ous ch�ldhood of constant suffer�ng.
The boy contracted every fever, every �mag�nable malady, one after
the other. Madame Raqu�n struggled for f�fteen years aga�nst these
terr�ble ev�ls, wh�ch arr�ved �n rap�d success�on to tear her son away
from her. She vanqu�shed them all by pat�ence, care, and adorat�on.
Cam�lle hav�ng grown up, rescued from death, had contracted a
sh�ver from the torture of the repeated shocks he had undergone.
Arrested �n h�s growth, he rema�ned short and del�cate. H�s long, th�n
l�mbs moved slowly and wear�ly. But h�s mother loved h�m all the



more on account of th�s weakness that arched h�s back. She
observed h�s th�n, pale face w�th tr�umphant tenderness when she
thought of how she had brought h�m back to l�fe more than ten t�mes
over.

Dur�ng the br�ef spaces of repose that h�s suffer�ngs allowed h�m,
the ch�ld attended a commerc�al school at Vernon. There he learned
orthography and ar�thmet�c. H�s sc�ence was l�m�ted to the four rules,
and a very superf�c�al knowledge of grammar. Later on, he took
lessons �n wr�t�ng and bookkeep�ng. Madame Raqu�n began to
tremble when adv�sed to send her son to college. She knew he
would d�e �f separated from her, and she sa�d the books would k�ll
h�m. So Cam�lle rema�ned �gnorant, and th�s �gnorance seemed to
�ncrease h�s weakness.

At e�ghteen, hav�ng noth�ng to do, bored to death at the del�cate
attent�on of h�s mother, he took a s�tuat�on as clerk w�th a l�nen
merchant, where he earned 60 francs a month. Be�ng of a restless
nature �dleness proved unbearable. He found greater calm and
better health �n th�s labour of a brute wh�ch kept h�m bent all day long
over �nvo�ces, over enormous add�t�ons, each f�gure of wh�ch he
pat�ently added up. At n�ght, broken down w�th fat�gue, w�thout an
�dea �n h�s head, he enjoyed �nf�n�te del�ght �n the dolt�shness that
settled on h�m. He had to quarrel w�th h�s mother to go w�th the
dealer �n l�nen. She wanted to keep h�m always w�th her, between a
couple of blankets, far from the acc�dents of l�fe.

But the young man spoke as master. He cla�med work as ch�ldren
cla�m toys, not from a feel�ng of duty, but by �nst�nct, by a necess�ty
of nature. The tenderness, the devotedness of h�s mother had
�nst�lled �nto h�m an egot�sm that was feroc�ous. He fanc�ed he loved
those who p�t�ed and caressed h�m; but, �n real�ty, he l�ved apart,
w�th�n h�mself, lov�ng naught but h�s comfort, seek�ng by all poss�ble
means to �ncrease h�s enjoyment. When the tender affect�on of
Madame Raqu�n d�sgusted h�m, he plunged w�th del�ght �nto a stup�d
occupat�on that saved h�m from �nfus�ons and pot�ons.

In the even�ng, on h�s return from the off�ce, he ran to the bank of
the Se�ne w�th h�s cous�n Thérèse who was then close upon
e�ghteen. One day, s�xteen years prev�ously, wh�le Madame Raqu�n



was st�ll a mercer, her brother Capta�n Degans brought her a l�ttle g�rl
�n h�s arms. He had just arr�ved from Alger�a.

“Here �s a ch�ld,” sa�d he w�th a sm�le, “and you are her aunt. The
mother �s dead and I don’t know what to do w�th her. I’ll g�ve her to
you.”

The mercer took the ch�ld, sm�led at her and k�ssed her rosy
cheeks. Although Degans rema�ned a week at Vernon, h�s s�ster
barely put a quest�on to h�m concern�ng the l�ttle g�rl he had brought
her. She understood vaguely that the dear l�ttle creature was born at
Oran, and that her mother was a woman of the country of great
beauty. The Capta�n, an hour before h�s departure, handed h�s s�ster
a cert�f�cate of b�rth �n wh�ch Thérèse, acknowledged by h�m to be h�s
ch�ld, bore h�s name. He rejo�ned h�s reg�ment, and was never seen
aga�n at Vernon, be�ng k�lled a few years later �n Afr�ca.

Thérèse grew up under the foster�ng care of her aunt, sleep�ng �n
the same bed as Cam�lle. She who had an �ron const�tut�on, rece�ved
the treatment of a del�cate ch�ld, partak�ng of the same med�c�ne as
her cous�n, and kept �n the warm a�r of the room occup�ed by the
�nval�d. For hours she rema�ned crouch�ng over the f�re, �n thought,
watch�ng the flames before her, w�thout lower�ng her eyel�ds.

Th�s obl�gatory l�fe of a convalescent caused her to ret�re w�th�n
herself. She got �nto the hab�t of talk�ng �n a low vo�ce, of mov�ng
about no�selessly, of rema�n�ng mute and mot�onless on a cha�r w�th
express�onless, open eyes. But, when she ra�sed an arm, when she
advanced a foot, �t was easy to perce�ve that she possessed fel�ne
suppleness, short, potent muscles, and that unm�stakable energy
and pass�on slumbered �n her soporous frame. Her cous�n hav�ng
fallen down one day �n a fa�nt�ng f�t, she abruptly p�cked h�m up and
carr�ed h�m—an effort of strength that turned her cheeks scarlet. The
clo�stered l�fe she led, the deb�l�tat�ng reg�men to wh�ch she found
herself subjected, fa�led to weaken her th�n, robust form. Only her
face took a pale, and even a sl�ghtly yellow�sh t�nt, mak�ng her look
almost ugly �n the shade. Ever and anon she went to the w�ndow,
and contemplated the oppos�te houses on wh�ch the sun threw
sheets of gold.



When Madame Raqu�n sold her bus�ness, and w�thdrew to the
l�ttle place bes�de the r�ver, Thérèse exper�enced secret thr�lls of joy.
Her aunt had so frequently repeated to her: “Don’t make a no�se; be
qu�et,” that she kept all the �mpetuos�ty of her nature carefully
concealed w�th�n her. She possessed supreme composure, and an
apparent tranqu�ll�ty that masked terr�ble transports. She st�ll fanc�ed
herself �n the room of her cous�n, bes�de a dy�ng ch�ld, and had the
softened movements, the per�ods of s�lence, the plac�d�ty, the
falter�ng speech of an old woman.

When she saw the garden, the clear r�ver, the vast green h�llocks
ascend�ng on the hor�zon, she felt a savage des�re to run and shout.
She felt her heart thump�ng f�t to burst �n her bosom; but not a
muscle of her face moved, and she merely sm�led when her aunt
�nqu�red whether she was pleased w�th her new home.

L�fe now became more pleasant for her. She ma�nta�ned her
supple ga�t, her calm, �nd�fferent countenance, she rema�ned the
ch�ld brought up �n the bed of an �nval�d; but �nwardly she l�ved a
burn�ng, pass�onate ex�stence. When alone on the grass bes�de the
water, she would l�e down flat on her stomach l�ke an an�mal, her
black eyes w�de open, her body wr�th�ng, ready to spr�ng. And she
stayed there for hours, w�thout a thought, scorched by the sun,
del�ghted at be�ng able to thrust her f�ngers �n the earth. She had the
most r�d�culous dreams; she looked at the roar�ng r�ver �n def�ance,
�mag�n�ng that the water was about to leap on her and attack her.
Then she became r�g�d, prepar�ng for the defence, and angr�ly
�nqu�r�ng of herself how she could vanqu�sh the torrent.

At n�ght, Thérèse, appeased and s�lent, st�tched bes�de her aunt,
w�th a countenance that seemed to be doz�ng �n the gleam that softly
gl�ded from beneath the lamp shade. Cam�lle bur�ed �n an armcha�r
thought of h�s add�t�ons. A word uttered �n a low vo�ce, alone
d�sturbed, at moments, the peacefulness of th�s drowsy home.

Madame Raqu�n observed her ch�ldren w�th serene benevolence.
She had resolved to make them husband and w�fe. She cont�nued to
treat her son as �f he were at death’s door; and she trembled when
she happened to reflect that she would one day d�e herself, and
would leave h�m alone and suffer�ng. In that cont�ngency, she rel�ed



on Thérèse, say�ng to herself that the young g�rl would be a v�g�lant
guard�an bes�de Cam�lle. Her n�ece w�th her tranqu�l manner, and
mute devotedness, �nsp�red her w�th unl�m�ted conf�dence. She had
seen Thérèse at work, and w�shed to g�ve her to her son as a
guard�an angel. Th�s marr�age was a solut�on to the matter, foreseen
and settled �n her m�nd.

The ch�ldren knew for a long t�me that they were one day to marry.
They had grown up w�th th�s �dea, wh�ch had thus become fam�l�ar
and natural to them. The un�on was spoken of �n the fam�ly as a
necessary and pos�t�ve th�ng. Madame Raqu�n had sa�d:

“We w�ll wa�t unt�l Thérèse �s one-and-twenty.”
And they wa�ted pat�ently, w�thout exc�tement, and w�thout a blush.
Cam�lle, whose blood had become �mpover�shed by �llness, had

rema�ned a l�ttle boy �n the eyes of h�s cous�n. He k�ssed her as he
k�ssed h�s mother, by hab�t, w�thout los�ng any of h�s egot�st�c
tranqu�ll�ty. He looked upon her as an obl�g�ng comrade who helped
h�m to amuse h�mself, and who, �f occas�on offered, prepared h�m an
�nfus�on. When play�ng w�th her, when he held her �n h�s arms, �t was
as �f he had a boy to deal w�th. He exper�enced no thr�ll, and at these
moments the �dea had never occurred to h�m of plant�ng a warm k�ss
on her l�ps as she struggled w�th a nervous laugh to free herself.

The g�rl also seemed to have rema�ned cold and �nd�fferent. At
t�mes her great eyes rested on Cam�lle and f�xedly gazed at h�m w�th
sovere�gn calm. On such occas�ons her l�ps alone made almost
�mpercept�ble l�ttle mot�ons. Noth�ng could be read on her
express�onless countenance, wh�ch an �nexorable w�ll always
ma�nta�ned gentle and attent�ve. Thérèse became grave when the
conversat�on turned to her marr�age, content�ng herself w�th
approv�ng all that Madame Raqu�n sa�d by a s�gn of the head.
Cam�lle went to sleep.

On summer even�ngs, the two young people ran to the edge of the
water. Cam�lle, �rr�tated at the �ncessant attent�ons of h�s mother, at
t�mes broke out �n open revolt. He w�shed to run about and make
h�mself �ll, to escape the fondl�ng that d�sgusted h�m. He would then
drag Thérèse along w�th h�m, provok�ng her to wrestle, to roll �n the
grass. One day, hav�ng pushed h�s cous�n down, the young g�rl



bounded to her feet w�th all the savageness of a w�ld beast, and, w�th
flam�ng face and bloodshot eyes, fell upon h�m w�th clenched f�sts.
Cam�lle �n fear sank to the ground.

Months and years passed by, and at length the day f�xed for the
marr�age arr�ved. Madame Raqu�n took Thérèse apart, spoke to her
of her father and mother, and related to her the story of her b�rth. The
young g�rl l�stened to her aunt, and when she had f�n�shed speak�ng,
k�ssed her, w�thout answer�ng a word.

At n�ght, Thérèse, �nstead of go�ng �nto her own room, wh�ch was
on the left of the sta�rcase, entered that of her cous�n wh�ch was on
the r�ght. Th�s was all the change that occurred �n her mode of l�fe.
The follow�ng day, when the young couple came downsta�rs, Cam�lle
had st�ll h�s s�ckly langu�dness, h�s r�ghteous tranqu�ll�ty of an egot�st.
Thérèse st�ll ma�nta�ned her gentle �nd�fference, and her restra�ned
express�on of fr�ghtful calmness.



CHAPTER III

A week after the marr�age, Cam�lle d�st�nctly told h�s mother that
he �ntended qu�tt�ng Vernon to res�de �n Par�s. Madame Raqu�n
protested: she had arranged her mode of l�fe, and would not mod�fy �t
�n any way. Thereupon her son had a nervous attack, and threatened
to fall �ll, �f she d�d not g�ve way to h�s wh�m.

“Never have I opposed you �n your plans,” sa�d he; “I marr�ed my
cous�n, I took all the drugs you gave me. It �s only natural, now, when
I have a des�re of my own, that you should be of the same m�nd. We
w�ll move at the end of the month.”

Madame Raqu�n was unable to sleep all n�ght. The dec�s�on
Cam�lle had come to, upset her way of l�v�ng, and, �n despa�r, she
sought to arrange another ex�stence for herself and the marr�ed
couple. L�ttle by l�ttle, she recovered calm. She reflected that the
young people m�ght have ch�ldren, and that her small fortune would
not then suff�ce. It was necessary to earn money, to go �nto bus�ness
aga�n, to f�nd lucrat�ve occupat�on for Thérèse. The next day she had
become accustomed to the �dea of mov�ng, and had arranged a plan
for a new l�fe.

At luncheon she was qu�te gay.
“Th�s �s what we w�ll do,” sa�d she to her ch�ldren. “I w�ll go to Par�s

to-morrow. There I w�ll look out for a small mercery bus�ness for sale,
and Thérèse and myself w�ll resume sell�ng needles and cotton,
wh�ch w�ll g�ve us someth�ng to do. You, Cam�lle, w�ll act as you l�ke.
You can e�ther stroll about �n the sun, or you can f�nd some
employment.”

“I shall f�nd employment,” answered the young man.



The truth was that an �d�ot�c amb�t�on had alone �mpelled Cam�lle
to leave Vernon. He w�shed to f�nd a post �n some �mportant
adm�n�strat�on. He blushed w�th del�ght when he fanc�ed he saw
h�mself �n the m�ddle of a large off�ce, w�th lustr�ng elbow sleeves,
and a pen beh�nd h�s ear.

Thérèse was not consulted: she had always d�splayed such
pass�ve obed�ence that her aunt and husband no longer took the
trouble to ask her op�n�on. She went where they went, she d�d what
they d�d, w�thout a compla�nt, w�thout a reproach, w�thout appear�ng
even to be aware that she changed her place of res�dence.

Madame Raqu�n came to Par�s, and went stra�ght to the Arcade of
the Pont Neuf. An old ma�d at Vernon had sent her to one of her
relat�ves who �n th�s arcade kept a mercery shop wh�ch she des�red
to get r�d of. The former mercer found the shop rather small, and
rather dark; but, �n pass�ng through Par�s, she had been taken aback
by the no�se �n the streets, by the luxur�ously dressed w�ndows, and
th�s narrow gallery, th�s modest shop front, recalled her former place
of bus�ness wh�ch was so peaceful. She could fancy herself aga�n �n
the prov�nces, and she drew a long breath th�nk�ng that her dear
ch�ldren would be happy �n th�s out-of-the-way corner. The low pr�ce
asked for the bus�ness, caused her to make up her m�nd. The owner
sold �t her for 2,000 francs, and the rent of the shop and f�rst floor
was only 1,200 francs a year. Madame Raqu�n, who had close upon
4,000 francs saved up, calculated that she could pay for the
bus�ness and settle the rent for the f�rst year, w�thout encroach�ng on
her fortune. The salary Cam�lle would be rece�v�ng, and the prof�t on
the mercery bus�ness would suff�ce, she thought, to meet the da�ly
expenses; so that she need not touch the �ncome of her funded
money, wh�ch would cap�tal�se, and go towards prov�d�ng marr�age
port�ons for her grandch�ldren.

She returned to Vernon beam�ng w�th pleasure, relat�ng that she
had found a gem, a del�ghtful l�ttle place r�ght �n the centre of Par�s.
L�ttle by l�ttle, at the end of a few days, �n her conversat�ons of an
even�ng, the damp, obscure shop �n the arcade became a palace;
she p�ctured �t to herself, so far as her memory served her, as



conven�ent, spac�ous, tranqu�l, and replete w�th a thousand
�nest�mable advantages.

“Ah! my dear Thérèse,” sa�d she, “you w�ll see how happy we shall
be �n that nook! There are three beaut�ful rooms upsta�rs. The arcade
�s full of people. We w�ll make charm�ng d�splays. There �s no fear of
our feel�ng dull.”

But she d�d not stop there. All her �nst�nct of a former shopkeeper
was awakened. She gave adv�ce to Thérèse, beforehand, as to
buy�ng and sell�ng, and posted her up �n all the tr�cks of small
tradespeople. At length, the fam�ly qu�tted the house bes�de the
Se�ne, and on the even�ng of the same day, were �nstalled �n the
Arcade of the Pont Neuf.

When Thérèse entered the shop, where �n future she was to l�ve, �t
seemed to her that she was descend�ng �nto the clammy so�l of a
grave. She felt qu�te d�sheartened, and sh�vered w�th fear. She
looked at the d�rty, damp gallery, v�s�ted the shop, and ascend�ng to
the f�rst floor, walked round each room. These bare apartments,
w�thout furn�ture, looked fr�ghtful �n the�r sol�tude and d�lap�dat�on.
The young woman could not make a gesture, or utter a word. She
was as �f frozen. Her aunt and husband hav�ng come downsta�rs,
she seated herself on a trunk, her hands r�g�d, her throat full of sobs,
and yet she could not cry.

Madame Raqu�n, face to face w�th real�ty, felt embarrassed, and
ashamed of her dreams. She sought to defend her acqu�s�t�on. She
found a remedy for every fresh �nconven�ence that was d�scovered,
expla�n�ng the obscur�ty by say�ng the weather was overcast, and
concluded by aff�rm�ng that a sweep-up would suff�ce to set
everyth�ng r�ght.

“Bah!” answered Cam�lle, “all th�s �s qu�te su�table. Bes�des, we
shall only come up here at n�ght. I shall not be home before f�ve or
s�x o’clock. As to you two, you w�ll be together, so you w�ll not be
dull.”

The young man would never have consented to �nhab�t such a
den, had he not rel�ed on the comfort of h�s off�ce. He sa�d to h�mself
that he would be warm all day at h�s adm�n�strat�on, and that, at
n�ght, he would go to bed early.



For a whole week, the shop and lodg�ng rema�ned �n d�sorder.
Thérèse had seated herself beh�nd the counter from the f�rst day,
and she d�d not move from that place. Madame Raqu�n was
aston�shed at th�s depressed att�tude. She had thought that the
young woman would try to adorn her hab�tat�on. That she would
place flowers at the w�ndows, and ask for new papers, curta�ns and
carpets. When she suggested some repa�rs, some k�nd of
embell�shment, her n�ece qu�etly repl�ed:

“What need �s there for �t? We are very well as we are. There �s no
necess�ty for luxury.”

It was Madame Raqu�n who had to arrange the rooms and t�dy up
the shop. Thérèse at last lost pat�ence at see�ng the good old lady
�ncessantly turn�ng round and round before her eyes; she engaged a
charwoman, and forced her aunt to be seated bes�de her.

Cam�lle rema�ned a month w�thout f�nd�ng employment. He l�ved
as l�ttle as poss�ble �n the shop, preferr�ng to stroll about all day; and
he found l�fe so dreadfully dull w�th noth�ng to do, that he spoke of
return�ng to Vernon. But he at length obta�ned a post �n the
adm�n�strat�on of the Orleans Ra�lway, where he earned 100 francs a
month. H�s dream had become real�sed.

He set out �n the morn�ng at e�ght o’clock. Walk�ng down the Rue
Guénégaud, he found h�mself on the quays. Then, tak�ng short steps
w�th h�s hands �n h�s pockets, he followed the Se�ne from the Inst�tut
to the Jard�n des Plantes. Th�s long journey wh�ch he performed
tw�ce da�ly, never wear�ed h�m. He watched the water runn�ng along,
and he stopped to see the rafts of wood descend�ng the r�ver, pass
by. He thought of noth�ng. Frequently he planted h�mself before
Notre Dame, to contemplate the scaffold�ng surround�ng the
cathedral wh�ch was then undergo�ng repa�r. These huge p�eces of
t�mber amused h�m although he fa�led to understand why. Then he
cast a glance �nto the Port aux V�ns as he went past, and after that
counted the cabs com�ng from the stat�on.

In the even�ng, qu�te stupef�ed, w�th h�s head full of some s�lly story
related to h�s off�ce, he crossed the Jard�n des Plantes, and went to
have a look at the bears, �f he was not �n too great a hurry. There he
rema�ned half an hour, lean�ng over the ra�ls at the top of the p�t,



observ�ng the an�mals clums�ly sway�ng to and fro. The behav�our of
these huge beasts pleased h�m. He exam�ned them w�th gap�ng
mouth and rounded eyes, partak�ng of the joy of an �d�ot when he
perce�ved them best�r themselves. At last he turned homewards,
dragg�ng h�s feet along, busy�ng h�mself w�th the passers-by, w�th the
veh�cles, and the shops.

As soon as he arr�ved he d�ned, and then began read�ng. He had
purchased the works of Buffon, and, every even�ng, he set h�mself to
peruse twenty to th�rty pages, notw�thstand�ng the wear�some nature
of the task. He also read �n ser�al, at 10 cent�mes the number, “The
H�story of the Consulate and Emp�re” by Th�ers, and “The H�story of
the G�rond�ns” by Lamart�ne, as well as some popular sc�ent�f�c
works. He fanc�ed he was labour�ng at h�s educat�on. At t�mes, he
forced h�s w�fe to l�sten to certa�n pages, to part�cular anecdotes, and
felt very much aston�shed that Thérèse could rema�n pens�ve and
s�lent the whole even�ng, w�thout be�ng tempted to take up a book.
And he thought to h�mself that h�s w�fe must be a woman of very
poor �ntell�gence.

Thérèse thrust books away from her w�th �mpat�ence. She
preferred to rema�n �dle, w�th her eyes f�xed, and her thoughts
wander�ng and lost. But she ma�nta�ned an even, easy temper,
exerc�s�ng all her w�ll to render herself a pass�ve �nstrument, replete
w�th supreme compla�sance and abnegat�on.

The shop d�d not do much bus�ness. The prof�t was the same
regularly each month. The customers cons�sted of female
workpeople l�v�ng �n the ne�ghbourhood. Every f�ve m�nutes a young
g�rl came �n to purchase a few sous worth of goods. Thérèse served
the people w�th words that were ever the same, w�th a sm�le that
appeared mechan�cally on her l�ps. Madame Raqu�n d�splayed a
more unbend�ng, a more goss�py d�spos�t�on, and, to tell the truth, �t
was she who attracted and reta�ned the customers.

For three years, days followed days and resembled one another.
Cam�lle d�d not once absent h�mself from h�s off�ce. H�s mother and
w�fe hardly ever left the shop. Thérèse, res�d�ng �n damp obscur�ty, �n
gloomy, crush�ng s�lence, saw l�fe expand before her �n all �ts



nakedness, each n�ght br�ng�ng the same cold couch, and each morn
the same empty day.



CHAPTER IV

One day out of seven, on the Thursday even�ng, the Raqu�n fam�ly
rece�ved the�r fr�ends. They l�t a large lamp �n the d�n�ng-room, and
put water on the f�re to make tea. There was qu�te a set out. Th�s
part�cular even�ng emerged �n bold rel�ef from the others. It had
become one of the customs of the fam�ly, who regarded �t �n the l�ght
of a m�ddle-class org�e full of g�ddy ga�ety. They d�d not ret�re to rest
unt�l eleven o’clock at n�ght.

At Par�s Madame Raqu�n had found one of her old fr�ends, the
comm�ssary of pol�ce M�chaud, who had held a post at Vernon for
twenty years, lodg�ng �n the same house as the mercer. A narrow
�nt�macy had thus been establ�shed between them; then, when the
w�dow had sold her bus�ness to go and res�de �n the house bes�de
the r�ver, they had l�ttle by l�ttle lost s�ght of one another. M�chaud left
the prov�nces a few months later, and came to l�ve peacefully �n
Par�s, Rue de Se�ne, on h�s pens�on of 1,500 francs. One ra�ny day,
he met h�s old fr�end �n the Arcade of the Pont Neuf, and the same
even�ng d�ned w�th the fam�ly.

The Thursday recept�ons began �n th�s way: the former
comm�ssary of pol�ce got �nto the hab�t of call�ng on the Raqu�ns
regularly once a week. After a wh�le he came accompan�ed by h�s
son Ol�v�er, a great fellow of th�rty, dry and th�n, who had marr�ed a
very l�ttle woman, slow and s�ckly. Th�s Ol�v�er held the post of head
clerk �n the sect�on of order and secur�ty at the Préfecture of Pol�ce,
worth 3,000 francs a year, wh�ch made Cam�lle feel part�cularly
jealous. From the f�rst day he made h�s appearance, Thérèse
detested th�s cold, r�g�d �nd�v�dual, who �mag�ned he honoured the
shop �n the arcade by mak�ng a d�splay of h�s great shr�velled-up
frame, and the exhausted cond�t�on of h�s poor l�ttle w�fe.



Cam�lle �ntroduced another guest, an old clerk at the Orleans
Ra�lway, named Gr�vet, who had been twenty years �n the serv�ce of
the company, where he now held the pos�t�on of head clerk, and
earned 2,100 francs a year. It was he who gave out the work �n the
off�ce where Cam�lle had found employment, and the latter showed
h�m certa�n respect. Cam�lle, �n h�s day dreams, had sa�d to h�mself
that Gr�vet would one day d�e, and that he would perhaps take h�s
place at the end of a decade or so. Gr�vet was del�ghted at the
welcome Madame Raqu�n gave h�m, and he returned every week
w�th perfect regular�ty. S�x months later, h�s Thursday v�s�t had
become, �n h�s way of th�nk�ng, a duty: he went to the Arcade of the
Pont Neuf, just as he went every morn�ng to h�s off�ce, that �s to say
mechan�cally, and w�th the �nst�nct of a brute.

From th�s moment, the gather�ngs became charm�ng. At seven
o’clock Madame Raqu�n l�t the f�re, set the lamp �n the centre of the
table, placed a box of dom�noes bes�de �t, and w�ped the tea serv�ce
wh�ch was �n the s�deboard. Prec�sely at e�ght o’clock old M�chaud
and Gr�vet met before the shop, one com�ng from the Rue de Se�ne,
and the other from the Rue Mazar�ne. As soon as they entered, all
the fam�ly went up to the f�rst floor. There, �n the d�n�ng-room, they
seated themselves round the table wa�t�ng for Ol�v�er M�chaud and
h�s w�fe who always arr�ved late. When the party was complete,
Madame Raqu�n poured out the tea. Cam�lle empt�ed the box of
dom�noes on the o�lcloth table cover, and everyone became deeply
�nterested �n the�r hands. Henceforth noth�ng could be heard but the
j�ngle of dom�noes. At the end of each game, the players quarrelled
for two or three m�nutes, then mournful s�lence was resumed, broken
by the sharp clanks of the dom�noes.

Thérèse played w�th an �nd�fference that �rr�tated Cam�lle. She took
Franço�s, the great tabby cat that Madame Raqu�n had brought from
Vernon, on her lap, caress�ng �t w�th one hand, wh�lst she placed her
dom�noes w�th the other. These Thursday even�ngs were a torture to
her. Frequently she compla�ned of be�ng unwell, of a bad headache,
so as not to play, and rema�n there do�ng noth�ng, and half asleep.
An elbow on the table, her cheek rest�ng on the palm of her hand,
she watched the guests of her aunt and husband through a sort of
yellow, smoky m�st com�ng from the lamp. All these faces



exasperated her. She looked from one to the other �n profound
d�sgust and secret �rr�tat�on.

Old M�chaud exh�b�ted a pasty countenance, spotted w�th red
blotches, one of those death-l�ke faces of an old man fallen �nto
second ch�ldhood; Gr�vet had the narrow v�sage, the round eyes, the
th�n l�ps of an �d�ot. Ol�v�er, whose bones were p�erc�ng h�s cheeks,
gravely carr�ed a st�ff, �ns�gn�f�cant head on a r�d�culous body; as to
Suzanne, the w�fe of Ol�v�er, she was qu�te pale, w�th express�onless
eyes, wh�te l�ps, and a soft face. And Thérèse could not f�nd one
human be�ng, not one l�v�ng be�ng among these grotesque and
s�n�ster creatures, w�th whom she was shut up; somet�mes she had
halluc�nat�ons, she �mag�ned herself bur�ed at the bottom of a tomb,
�n company w�th mechan�cal corpses, who, when the str�ngs were
pulled, moved the�r heads, and ag�tated the�r legs and arms. The
th�ck atmosphere of the d�n�ng-room st�fled her; the sh�ver�ng s�lence,
the yellow gleams of the lamp penetrated her w�th vague terror, and
�nexpress�ble angu�sh.

Below, to the door of the shop, they had f�xed a bell whose sharp
t�nkle announced the entrance of customers. Thérèse had her ear on
the alert; and when the bell rang, she rap�dly ran downsta�rs qu�te
rel�eved, del�ghted at be�ng able to qu�t the d�n�ng-room. She slowly
served the purchaser, and when she found herself alone, she sat
down beh�nd the counter where she rema�ned as long as poss�ble,
dread�ng go�ng upsta�rs aga�n, and �n the enjoyment of real pleasure
at no longer hav�ng Gr�vet and Ol�v�er before her eyes. The damp a�r
of the shop calmed the burn�ng fever of her hands, and she aga�n fell
�nto the customary grave rever�e.

But she could not rema�n l�ke th�s for long. Cam�lle became angry
at her absence. He fa�led to comprehend how anyone could prefer
the shop to the d�n�ng-room on a Thursday even�ng, and he leant
over the ban�ster, to look for h�s w�fe.

“What’s the matter?” he would shout. “What are you do�ng there?
Why don’t you come up? Gr�vet has the dev�l’s own luck. He has just
won aga�n.”

The young woman rose pa�nfully, and ascend�ng to the d�n�ng-
room resumed her seat oppos�te old M�chaud, whose pendent l�ps



gave heartrend�ng sm�les. And, unt�l eleven o’clock, she rema�ned
oppressed �n her cha�r, watch�ng Franço�s whom she held �n her
arms, so as to avo�d see�ng the cardboard dolls gr�mac�ng around
her.



CHAPTER V

One Thursday, Cam�lle, on return�ng from h�s off�ce, brought w�th
h�m a great fellow w�th square shoulders, whom he pushed �n a
fam�l�ar manner �nto the shop.

“Mother,” he sa�d to Madame Raqu�n, po�nt�ng to the newcomer,
“do you recogn�se th�s gentleman?”

The old mercer looked at the strapp�ng blade, seek�ng among her
recollect�ons and f�nd�ng noth�ng, wh�le Thérèse plac�dly observed
the scene.

“What!” resumed Cam�lle, “you don’t recogn�se Laurent, l�ttle
Laurent, the son of daddy Laurent who owns those beaut�ful f�elds of
corn out Jeufosse way. Don’t you remember? I went to school w�th
h�m; he came to fetch me of a morn�ng on leav�ng the house of h�s
uncle, who was our ne�ghbour, and you used to g�ve h�m sl�ces of
bread and jam.”

All at once Madame Raqu�n recollected l�ttle Laurent, whom she
found very much grown. It was qu�te ten years s�nce she had seen
h�m. She now d�d her best to make h�m forget her lapse of memory
�n greet�ng h�m, by recall�ng a thousand l�ttle �nc�dents of the past,
and by adopt�ng a wheedl�ng manner towards h�m that was qu�te
maternal. Laurent had seated h�mself. W�th a peaceful sm�le on h�s
l�ps, he repl�ed to the quest�ons addressed to h�m �n a clear vo�ce,
cast�ng calm and easy glances around h�m.

“Just �mag�ne,” sa�d Cam�lle, “th�s joker has been employed at the
Orleans-Ra�lway-Stat�on for e�ghteen months, and �t was only to-
n�ght that we met and recogn�sed one another—the adm�n�strat�on �s
so vast, so �mportant!”



As the young man made th�s remark, he opened h�s eyes w�der,
and p�nched h�s l�ps, proud to be a humble wheel �n such a large
mach�ne. Shak�ng h�s head, he cont�nued:

“Oh! but he �s �n a good pos�t�on. He has stud�ed. He already earns
1,500 francs a year. H�s father sent h�m to college. He had read for
the bar, and learnt pa�nt�ng. That �s so, �s �t not, Laurent? You’ll d�ne
w�th us?”

“I am qu�te w�ll�ng,” boldly repl�ed the other.
He got r�d of h�s hat and made h�mself comfortable �n the shop,

wh�le Madame Raqu�n ran off to her stewpots. Thérèse, who had not
yet pronounced a word, looked at the new arr�val. She had never
seen such a man before. Laurent, who was tall and robust, w�th a
flor�d complex�on, aston�shed her. It was w�th a feel�ng ak�n to
adm�rat�on, that she contemplated h�s low forehead planted w�th
coarse black ha�r, h�s full cheeks, h�s red l�ps, h�s regular features of
sangu�neous beauty. For an �nstant her eyes rested on h�s neck, a
neck that was th�ck and short, fat and powerful. Then she became
lost �n the contemplat�on of h�s great hands wh�ch he kept spread out
on h�s knees: the f�ngers were square; the clenched f�st must be
enormous and would fell an ox.

Laurent was a real son of a peasant, rather heavy �n ga�t, w�th an
arched back, w�th movements that were slow and prec�se, and an
obst�nate tranqu�l manner. One felt that h�s apparel concealed round
and well-developed muscles, and a body of th�ck hard flesh. Thérèse
exam�ned h�m w�th cur�os�ty, glanc�ng from h�s f�sts to h�s face, and
exper�enced l�ttle sh�vers when her eyes fell on h�s bull-l�ke neck.

Cam�lle spread out h�s Buffon volumes, and h�s ser�als at 10
cent�mes the number, to show h�s fr�end that he also stud�ed. Then,
as �f answer�ng an �nqu�ry he had been mak�ng of h�mself for some
m�nutes, he sa�d to Laurent:

“But, surely you must know my w�fe? Don’t you remember that
l�ttle cous�n who used to play w�th us at Vernon?”

“I had no d�ff�culty �n recogn�s�ng Madame,” answered Laurent,
look�ng Thérèse full �n the face.



Th�s penetrat�ng glance troubled the young woman, who,
nevertheless, gave a forced sm�le, and after exchang�ng a few words
w�th Laurent and her husband, hurr�ed away to jo�n her aunt, feel�ng
�ll at ease.

As soon as they had seated themselves at table, and commenced
the soup, Cam�lle thought �t r�ght to be attent�ve to h�s fr�end.

“How �s your father?” he �nqu�red.
“Well, I don’t know,” answered Laurent. “We are not on good

terms; we ceased correspond�ng f�ve years ago.”
“Bah!” excla�med the clerk, aston�shed at such a monstros�ty.
“Yes,” cont�nued the other, “the dear man has �deas of h�s own. As

he �s always at law w�th h�s ne�ghbours, he sent me to college, �n the
fond hope that later on, he would f�nd �n me an advocate who would
w�n h�m all h�s act�ons. Oh! daddy Laurent has naught but useful
amb�t�ons; he even wants to get someth�ng out of h�s foll�es.”

“And you wouldn’t be an advocate?” �nqu�red Cam�lle, more and
more aston�shed.

“Fa�th, no,” answered h�s fr�end w�th a sm�le. “For a couple of
years I pretended to follow the classes, so as to draw the allowance
of 1,200 francs wh�ch my father made me. I l�ved w�th one of my
college chums, who �s a pa�nter, and I set about pa�nt�ng also. It
amused me. The call�ng �s droll, and not at all fat�gu�ng. We smoked
and joked all the l�velong day.”

The Raqu�n fam�ly opened the�r eyes �n amazement.
“Unfortunately,” cont�nued Laurent, “th�s could not last. My father

found out that I was tell�ng h�m falsehoods. He stopped my 100
francs a month, and �nv�ted me to return and plough the land w�th
h�m. I then tr�ed to pa�nt p�ctures on rel�g�ous subjects wh�ch proved
bad bus�ness. As I could pla�nly see that I was go�ng to d�e of
hunger, I sent art to the deuce and sought employment. My father
w�ll d�e one of these days, and I am wa�t�ng for that event to l�ve and
do noth�ng.”

Laurent spoke �n a tranqu�l tone. In a few words he had just related
a character�st�c tale that dep�cted h�m at full length. In real�ty he was
an �dle fellow, w�th the appet�te of a full-blooded man for everyth�ng,



and very pronounced �deas as to easy and last�ng employment. The
only amb�t�on of th�s great powerful frame was to do noth�ng, to
grovel �n �dleness and sat�at�on from hour to hour. He wanted to eat
well, sleep well, to abundantly sat�sfy h�s pass�ons, w�thout mov�ng
from h�s place, w�thout runn�ng the r�sk of the sl�ghtest fat�gue.

The profess�on of advocate had terr�f�ed h�m, and he shuddered at
the �dea of t�ll�ng the so�l. He had plunged �nto art, hop�ng to f�nd
there�n a call�ng su�table to an �dle man. The pa�nt-brush struck h�m
as be�ng an �nstrument l�ght to handle, and he fanc�ed success easy.
H�s dream was a l�fe of cheap sensual�ty, a beaut�ful ex�stence full of
hour�s, of repose on d�vans, of v�ctuals and �ntox�cat�on.

The dream lasted so long as daddy Laurent sent the crown p�eces.
But when the young man, who was already th�rty, perce�ved the wolf
at the door, he began to reflect. Face to face w�th pr�vat�ons, he felt
h�mself a coward. He would not have accepted a day w�thout bread,
for the utmost glory art could bestow. As he had sa�d h�mself, he sent
art to the deuce, as soon as he recogn�sed that �t would never suff�ce
to sat�sfy h�s numerous requ�rements. H�s f�rst efforts had been
below med�ocr�ty; h�s peasant eyes caught a clumsy, slovenly v�ew of
nature; h�s muddy, badly drawn, gr�mac�ng p�ctures, def�ed all
cr�t�c�sm.

But he d�d not seem to have an over-dose of van�ty for an art�st; he
was not �n d�re despa�r when he had to put as�de h�s brushes. All he
really regretted was the vast stud�o of h�s college chum, where he
had been voluptuously grovell�ng for four or f�ve years. He also
regretted the women who came to pose there. Nevertheless he
found h�mself at ease �n h�s pos�t�on as clerk; he l�ved very well �n a
brut�sh fash�on, and he was fond of th�s da�ly task, wh�ch d�d not
fat�gue h�m, and soothed h�s m�nd. St�ll one th�ng �rr�tated h�m: the
food at the e�ghteen sous ord�nar�es fa�led to appease the gluttonous
appet�te of h�s stomach.

As Cam�lle l�stened to h�s fr�end, he contemplated h�m w�th all the
aston�shment of a s�mpleton. Th�s feeble man was dream�ng, �n a
ch�ld�sh manner, of th�s stud�o l�fe wh�ch h�s fr�end had been allud�ng
to, and he quest�oned Laurent on the subject.



“So,” sa�d he, “there were lady models who posed before you �n
the nude?”

“Oh! yes,” answered Laurent w�th a sm�le, and look�ng at Thérèse,
who had turned deadly pale.

“You must have thought that very funny,” cont�nued Cam�lle,
laugh�ng l�ke a ch�ld. “It would have made me feel most awkward. I
expect you were qu�te scandal�sed the f�rst t�me �t happened.”

Laurent had spread out one of h�s great hands and was attent�vely
look�ng at the palm. H�s f�ngers gave sl�ght tw�tches, and h�s cheeks
became flushed.

“The f�rst t�me,” he answered, as �f speak�ng to h�mself, “I fancy I
thought �t qu�te natural. Th�s dev�l�sh art �s exceed�ngly amus�ng, only
�t does not br�ng �n a sou. I had a red-ha�red g�rl as model who was
superb, f�rm wh�te flesh, gorgeous bust, h�ps as w�de as . . .”

Laurent, ra�s�ng h�s head, saw Thérèse mute and mot�onless
oppos�te, gaz�ng at h�m w�th ardent f�xedness. Her dull black eyes
seemed l�ke two fathomless holes, and through her parted l�ps could
be perce�ved the rosy t�nt of the �ns�de of her mouth. She seemed as
�f overpowered by what she heard, and lost �n thought. She
cont�nued l�sten�ng.

Laurent looked from Thérèse to Cam�lle, and the former pa�nter
restra�ned a sm�le. He completed h�s phrase by a broad voluptuous
gesture, wh�ch the young woman followed w�th her eyes. They were
at dessert, and Madame Raqu�n had just run downsta�rs to serve a
customer.

When the cloth was removed Laurent, who for some m�nutes had
been thoughtful, turned to Cam�lle.

“You know,” he blurted out, “I must pa�nt your portra�t.”
Th�s �dea del�ghted Madame Raqu�n and her son, but Thérèse

rema�ned s�lent.
“It �s summer-t�me,” resumed Laurent, “and as we leave the off�ce

at four o’clock, I can come here, and let you g�ve me a s�tt�ng for a
couple of hours �n the even�ng. The p�cture w�ll be f�n�shed �n a
week.”



“That w�ll be f�ne,” answered Cam�lle, flushed w�th joy. “You shall
d�ne w�th us. I w�ll have my ha�r curled, and put on my black frock
coat.”

E�ght o’clock struck. Gr�vet and M�chaud made the�r entry. Ol�v�er
and Suzanne arr�ved beh�nd them.

When Cam�lle �ntroduced h�s fr�end to the company, Gr�vet
p�nched h�s l�ps. He detested Laurent whose salary, accord�ng to h�s
�dea, had r�sen far too rap�dly. Bes�des, the �ntroduct�on of a new-
comer was qu�te an �mportant matter, and the guests of the Raqu�ns
could not rece�ve an �nd�v�dual unknown to them, w�thout some
d�splay of coldness.

Laurent behaved very am�cably. He grasped the s�tuat�on, and d�d
h�s best to please the company, so as to make h�mself acceptable to
them at once. He related anecdotes, enl�vened the party by h�s
merry laughter, and even won the fr�endsh�p of Gr�vet.

That even�ng Thérèse made no attempt to go down to the shop.
She rema�ned seated on her cha�r unt�l eleven o’clock, play�ng and
talk�ng, avo�d�ng the eyes of Laurent, who for that matter d�d not
trouble h�mself about her. The sangu�neous temperament of th�s
strapp�ng fellow, h�s full vo�ce and jov�al laughter, troubled the young
woman and threw her �nto a sort of nervous angu�sh.



CHAPTER VI

Henceforth, Laurent called almost every even�ng on the Raqu�ns.
He l�ved �n the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor, oppos�te the Port aux V�ns, where
he rented a small furn�shed room at 18 francs a month. Th�s att�c,
p�erced at the top by a l�ft-up w�ndow, measured barely n�ne square
yards, and Laurent was �n the hab�t of go�ng home as late as
poss�ble at n�ght. Prev�ous to h�s meet�ng w�th Cam�lle, the state of
h�s purse not perm�tt�ng h�m to �dle away h�s t�me �n the cafes, he
lo�tered at the cheap eat�ng-houses where he took h�s d�nner,
smok�ng h�s p�pe and s�pp�ng h�s coffee and brandy wh�ch cost h�m
three sous. Then he slowly ga�ned the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor, saunter�ng
along the quays, where he seated h�mself on the benches, �n m�ld
weather.

The shop �n the Arcade of the Pont Neuf became a charm�ng
retreat, warm and qu�et, where he found am�cable conversat�on and
attent�on. He saved the three sous h�s coffee and brandy cost h�m,
and gluttonously swallowed the excellent tea prepared by Madame
Raqu�n. He rema�ned there unt�l ten o’clock, doz�ng and d�gest�ng as
�f he were at home; and before tak�ng h�s departure, ass�sted Cam�lle
to put up the shutters and close the shop for the n�ght.

One even�ng, he came w�th h�s easel and box of colours. He was
to commence the portra�t of Cam�lle on the morrow. A canvas was
purchased, m�nute preparat�ons made, and the art�st at last took the
work �n hand �n the room occup�ed by the marr�ed couple, where
Laurent sa�d the l�ght was the best.

He took three even�ngs to draw the head. He carefully tra�led the
charcoal over the canvas w�th short, sorry strokes, h�s r�g�d, cold
draw�ng recall�ng �n a grotesque fash�on that of the pr�m�t�ve masters.
He cop�ed the face of Cam�lle w�th a hes�tat�ng hand, as a pup�l



cop�es an academ�cal f�gure, w�th a clumsy exact�tude that conveyed
a scowl to the face. On the fourth day, he placed t�ny l�ttle dabs of
colour on h�s palette, and commenced pa�nt�ng w�th the po�nt of the
brush; he then dotted the canvas w�th small d�rty spots, and made
short strokes altogether as �f he had been us�ng a penc�l.

At the end of each s�tt�ng, Madame Raqu�n and Cam�lle were �n
ecstas�es. But Laurent sa�d they must wa�t, that the resemblance
would soon come.

S�nce the portra�t had been commenced, Thérèse no longer
qu�tted the room, wh�ch had been transformed �nto a stud�o. Leav�ng
her aunt alone beh�nd the counter, she ran upsta�rs at the least
pretext, and forgot herself watch�ng Laurent pa�nt.

St�ll grave and oppressed, paler and more s�lent, she sat down
and observed the labour of the brushes. But th�s s�ght d�d not seem
to amuse her very much. She came to the spot, as though attracted
by some power, and she rema�ned, as �f r�veted there. Laurent at
t�mes turned round, w�th a sm�le, �nqu�r�ng whether the portra�t
pleased her. But she barely answered, a sh�ver ran through her
frame, and she resumed her med�tat�ve trance.

Laurent, return�ng at n�ght to the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor, reasoned w�th
h�mself at length, d�scuss�ng �n h�s m�nd, whether he should become
the lover of Thérèse, or not.

“Here �s a l�ttle woman,” sa�d he to h�mself, “who w�ll be my
sweetheart whenever I choose. She �s always there, beh�nd my
back, exam�n�ng, measur�ng me, summ�ng me up. She trembles.
She has a strange face that �s mute and yet �mpass�oned. What a
m�serable creature that Cam�lle �s, to be sure.”

And Laurent �nwardly laughed as he thought of h�s pale, th�n
fr�end. Then he resumed:

“She �s bored to death �n that shop. I go there, because I have
nowhere else to go to, otherw�se they would not often catch me �n
the Arcade of the Pont Neuf. It �s damp and sad. A woman must be
wear�ed to death there. I please her, I am sure of �t; then, why not me
rather than another?”



He stopped. Self-conce�t was gett�ng the better of h�m. Absorbed
�n thought, he watched the Se�ne runn�ng by.

“Anyhow, come what may,” he excla�med, “I shall k�ss her at the
f�rst opportun�ty. I bet she falls at once �nto my arms.”

As he resumed h�s walk, he was se�zed w�th �ndec�s�on.
“But she �s ugly,” thought he. “She has a long nose, and a b�g

mouth. Bes�des, I have not the least love for her. I shall perhaps get
myself �nto trouble. The matter requ�res reflect�on.”

Laurent, who was very prudent, turned these thoughts over �n h�s
head for a whole week. He calculated all the poss�ble
�nconven�ences of an �ntr�gue w�th Thérèse, and only dec�ded to
attempt the adventure, when he felt conv�nced that �t could be
attended by no ev�l consequences. Thérèse would have every
�nterest to conceal the�r �nt�macy, and he could get r�d of her
whenever he pleased. Even adm�tt�ng that Cam�lle d�scovered
everyth�ng, and got angry, he would knock h�m down, �f he became
sp�teful. From every po�nt of v�ew that matter appeared to Laurent
easy and engag�ng.

Henceforth he enjoyed gentle qu�etude, wa�t�ng for the hour to
str�ke. He had made up h�s m�nd to act boldly at the f�rst opportun�ty.
In the future he saw comfortable even�ngs, w�th all the Raqu�ns
contr�but�ng to h�s enjoyment: Thérèse g�v�ng h�m her love, Madame
Raqu�n wheedl�ng h�m l�ke a mother, and Cam�lle chatt�ng w�th h�m
so that he m�ght not feel too dull, at n�ght, �n the shop.

The portra�t was almost completed, but the opportun�ty he des�red
d�d not occur. Thérèse, depressed and anx�ous, cont�nued to rema�n
�n the room. But so d�d Cam�lle, and Laurent was �n despa�r at be�ng
unable to get r�d of h�m. Nevertheless, the t�me came when he found
h�mself obl�ged to ment�on that the portra�t would be f�n�shed on the
morrow, and Madame Raqu�n thereupon announced that they would
celebrate the complet�on of the work of the art�st by d�n�ng together.

The next day, when Laurent had g�ven the canvas the last touch,
all the fam�ly assembled to go �nto raptures over the str�k�ng
resemblance. The portra�t was v�le, a d�rty grey colour w�th large
v�olescent patches. Laurent could not use even the br�ghtest colours,
w�thout mak�ng them dull and muddy. In sp�te of h�mself he had



exaggerated the wan complex�on of h�s model, and the countenance
of Cam�lle resembled the green�sh v�sage of a person who had met
death by drown�ng. The gr�mac�ng draw�ng threw the features �nto
convuls�ons, thus render�ng the s�n�ster resemblance all the more
str�k�ng. But Cam�lle was del�ghted; he declared that he had the
appearance of a person of d�st�nct�on on the canvas.

When he had thoroughly adm�red h�s own face, he declared he
would go and fetch a couple of bottles of champagne. Madame
Raqu�n went down to the shop, and the art�st was alone w�th
Thérèse.

The young woman had rema�ned seated, gaz�ng vaguely �n front
of her. Laurent hes�tated. He exam�ned the portra�t, and played w�th
h�s brushes. There was not much t�me to lose. Cam�lle m�ght come
back, and the opportun�ty would perhaps not occur aga�n. The
pa�nter abruptly turned round, and found h�mself face to face w�th
Thérèse.

They contemplated one another for a few seconds. Then, w�th a
v�olent movement, Laurent bent down, and pressed the young
woman to h�m. Throw�ng back her head he crushed her mouth
beneath h�s l�ps. She made a savage, angry effort at revolt, and,
then all at once gave �n. They exchanged not a word. The act was
s�lent and brutal.



CHAPTER VII

The two sweethearts from the commencement found the�r �ntr�gue
necessary, �nev�table and qu�te natural. At the�r f�rst �nterv�ew they
conversed fam�l�arly, k�ss�ng one another w�thout embarrassment,
and w�thout a blush, as �f the�r �nt�macy had dated back several
years. They l�ved qu�te at ease �n the�r new s�tuat�on, w�th a
tranqu�ll�ty and an �ndependence that were perfect.

They made the�r appo�ntments. Thérèse be�ng unable to go out, �t
was arranged that Laurent should come to see her. In a clear, f�rm
vo�ce the young woman expla�ned to h�m the plan she had
conce�ved. The �nterv�ew would take place �n the nupt�al chamber.
The sweetheart would pass by the passage wh�ch ran �nto the
arcade, and Thérèse would open the door on the sta�rcase to h�m.
Dur�ng th�s t�me, Cam�lle would be at h�s off�ce, and Madame Raqu�n
below, �n the shop. Th�s was a dar�ng arrangement that ought to
succeed.

Laurent accepted. There was a sort of brutal temer�ty �n h�s
prudence, the temer�ty of a man w�th b�g f�sts. Choos�ng a pretext, he
obta�ned perm�ss�on from h�s ch�ef to absent h�mself for a couple of
hours, and hastened to the Arcade of the Pont Neuf.

The dealer �n �m�tat�on jewelry was seated just oppos�te the door of
the passage, and he had to wa�t unt�l she was busy, unt�l some
young work-g�rl came to purchase a r�ng or a brooch made of brass.
Then, rap�dly enter�ng the passage, he ascended the narrow, dark
sta�rcase, lean�ng aga�nst the walls wh�ch were clammy w�th damp.
He stumbled aga�nst the stone steps, and each t�me he d�d so, he
felt a red-hot �ron p�erc�ng h�s chest. A door opened, and on the
threshold, �n the m�dst of a gleam of wh�te l�ght he perce�ved



Thérèse, who clos�ng the door after h�m, threw her arms about h�s
neck.

Laurent was aston�shed to f�nd h�s sweetheart handsome. He had
never seen her before as she appeared to h�m then. Thérèse, supple
and strong, pressed h�m �n her arms, fl�ng�ng her head backward,
wh�le on her v�sage coursed ardent rays of l�ght and pass�onate
sm�les. Th�s face seemed as �f transf�gured, w�th �ts mo�st l�ps and
sparkl�ng eyes. It now had a fond caress�ng look. It rad�ated. She
was beaut�ful w�th the strong beauty born of pass�onate abandon.

When Laurent parted from her, after h�s �n�t�al v�s�t, he staggered
l�ke a drunken man, and the next day, on recover�ng h�s cunn�ng
prudent calm, he asked h�mself whether he should return to th�s
young woman whose k�sses gave h�m the fever. F�rst of all he
pos�t�vely dec�ded to keep to h�mself. Then he had a cowardly
feel�ng. He sought to forget, to avo�d see�ng Thérèse, and yet she
always seemed to be there, �mplacably extend�ng her arms. The
phys�cal suffer�ng that th�s spectacle caused h�m became �ntolerable.

He gave way. He arranged another meet�ng, and returned to the
Arcade of the Pont Neuf.

From that day forth, Thérèse entered �nto h�s l�fe. He d�d not yet
accept her, although he bore w�th her. He had h�s hours of terror, h�s
moments of prudence, and, altogether th�s �ntr�gue caused h�m
d�sagreeable ag�tat�on. But h�s d�scomfort and h�s fears d�sappeared.
The meet�ngs cont�nued and mult�pl�ed.

Thérèse exper�enced no hes�tat�on. She went stra�ght where her
pass�on urged her to go. Th�s woman whom c�rcumstances had
bowed down, and who had at length drawn herself up erect, now
revealed all her be�ng and expla�ned her l�fe.

“Oh! �f you only knew,” sa�d she, “how I have suffered. I was
brought up �n the tep�d damp room of an �nval�d. I slept �n the same
bed as Cam�lle. At n�ght I got as far away from h�m as I could, to
avo�d the s�ckly odour of h�s body. He was naughty and obst�nate. He
would not take h�s phys�c unless I shared �t w�th h�m. To please my
aunt I was obl�ged to swallow a dose of every drug. I don’t know how
�t �s I have surv�ved. They made me ugly. They robbed me of the only



th�ng I possessed, and �t �s �mposs�ble for you to love me as I love
you.”

She broke off and wept, and after k�ss�ng Laurent, cont�nued w�th
b�tter hatred:

“I do not w�sh them any harm. They brought me up, they rece�ved
me, and sh�elded me from m�sery. But I should have preferred
abandonment to the�r hosp�tal�ty. I had a burn�ng des�re for the open
a�r. When qu�te young, my dream was to rove barefooted along the
dusty roads, hold�ng out my hand for char�ty, l�v�ng l�ke a g�psy. I
have been told that my mother was a daughter of the ch�ef of a tr�be
�n Afr�ca. I have often thought of her, and I understood that I
belonged to her by blood and �nst�nct. I should have l�ked to have
never parted from her, and to have crossed the sand slung at her
back.

“Ah! what a ch�ldhood! I st�ll feel d�sgust and rebell�on, when I
recall the long days I passed �n the room where Cam�lle was at
death’s door. I sat bent over the f�re, stup�dly watch�ng the �nfus�ons
s�mmer, and feel�ng my l�mbs grow�ng st�ff. And I could not move. My
aunt scolded me �f I made a no�se. Later on, I tasted profound joy �n
the l�ttle house bes�de the r�ver; but I was already half feeble, I could
barely walk, and when I tr�ed to run I fell down. Then they bur�ed me
al�ve �n th�s v�le shop.”

After a pause, she resumed:
“You w�ll hardly cred�t how bad they have made me. They have

turned me �nto a l�ar and a hypocr�te. They have st�fled me w�th the�r
m�ddle-class gentleness, and I can hardly understand how �t �s that
there �s st�ll blood �n my ve�ns. I have lowered my eyes, and g�ven
myself a mournful, �d�ot�c face l�ke the�rs. I have led the�r deathl�ke
l�fe. When you saw me I looked l�ke a blockhead, d�d I not? I was
grave, overwhelmed, brutal�sed. I no longer had any hope. I thought
of fl�ng�ng myself �nto the Se�ne.

“But prev�ous to th�s depress�on, what n�ghts of anger I had. Down
there at Vernon, �n my fr�g�d room, I b�t my p�llow to st�fle my cr�es. I
beat myself, taxed myself w�th coward�ce. My blood was on the bo�l,
and I would have lacerated my body. On two occas�ons, I wanted to
run away, to go stra�ght before me, towards the sun; but my courage



fa�led. They had turned me �nto a doc�le brute w�th the�r tame
benevolence and s�ckly tenderness. Then I l�ed, I always l�ed. I
rema�ned there qu�te gentle, qu�te s�lent, dream�ng of str�k�ng and
b�t�ng.”

After a s�lence, she cont�nued:
“I do not know why I consented to marry Cam�lle. I d�d not protest,

from a feel�ng of a sort of d�sda�nful �nd�fference. I p�t�ed the ch�ld.
When I played w�th h�m, I felt my f�ngers s�nk �nto the flesh of h�s
l�mbs as �nto damp clay. I took h�m because my aunt offered h�m to
me, and because I never �ntended to place any restra�nt on my
act�ons on h�s account.

“I found my husband just the same l�ttle suffer�ng boy whose bed I
had shared when I was s�x years old. He was just as fra�l, just as
pla�nt�ve, and he st�ll had that �ns�p�d odour of a s�ck ch�ld that had
been so repugnant to me prev�ously. I am relat�ng all th�s so that you
may not be jealous. I was se�zed w�th a sort of d�sgust. I
remembered the phys�c I had drank. I got as far away from h�m as
the bed would allow, and I passed terr�ble n�ghts. But you, you——”

Thérèse drew herself up, bend�ng backward, her f�ngers
�mpr�soned �n the mass�ve hands of Laurent, gaz�ng at h�s broad
shoulders, and enormous neck.

“You, I love you,” she cont�nued. “I loved you from the day Cam�lle
pushed you �nto the shop. You have perhaps no esteem for me,
because I gave way at once. Truly, I know not how �t happened. I am
proud. I am pass�onate. I would have l�ked to have beaten you, the
f�rst day, when you k�ssed me. I do not know how �t was I loved you; I
hated you rather. The s�ght of you �rr�tated me, and made me suffer.
When you were there, my nerves were stra�ned f�t to snap. My head
became qu�te empty. I was ready to comm�t a cr�me.

“Oh! how I suffered! And I sought th�s suffer�ng. I wa�ted for you to
arr�ve. I lo�tered round your cha�r, so as to move �n your breath, to
drag my clothes over yours. It seemed as though your blood cast
puffs of heat on me as I passed, and �t was th�s sort of burn�ng cloud
�n wh�ch you were enveloped, that attracted me, and deta�ned me
bes�de you �n sp�te of my secret revolt. You remember when you
were pa�nt�ng here: a fatal power attracted me to your s�de, and I



breathed your a�r w�th cruel del�ght. I know I seemed to be begg�ng
for k�sses, I felt ashamed of my bondage, I felt I should fall, �f you
were to touch me. But I gave way to my coward�ce, I sh�vered w�th
cold, wa�t�ng unt�l you chose to take me �n your arms.”

When Thérèse ceased speak�ng, she was qu�ver�ng, as though
proud at be�ng avenged. In th�s bare and ch�lly room were enacted
scenes of burn�ng lust, s�n�ster �n the�r brutal�ty.

On her part Thérèse seemed to revel �n dar�ng. The only
precaut�on she would take when expect�ng her lover was to tell her
aunt she was go�ng upsta�rs to rest. But then, when he was there
she never bothered about avo�d�ng no�se, walk�ng about and talk�ng.
At f�rst th�s terr�f�ed Laurent.

“For God’s sake,” he wh�spered, “don’t make so much no�se.
Madame Raqu�n w�ll hear.”

Thérèse would laugh. “Who cares, you are always so worr�ed. She
�s at her counter and won’t leave. She �s too afra�d of be�ng robbed.
Bes�des, you can h�de.”

Laurent’s pass�on had not yet st�fled h�s nat�ve peasant caut�on,
but soon he grew used to the r�sks of these meet�ngs, only a few
yards from the old woman.

One day, fear�ng her n�ece was �ll, Madame Raqu�n cl�mbed the
sta�rs. Thérèse never bothered to bolt the bedroom door.

At the sound of the woman’s heavy step on the wooden sta�rs,
Laurent became frant�c. Thérèse laughed as she saw h�m search�ng
for h�s wa�stcoat and hat. She grabbed h�s arm and pushed h�m
down at the foot of the bed. W�th perfect self-possess�on she
wh�spered:

“Stay there. Don’t move.”
She threw all h�s clothes that were ly�ng about over h�m and

covered them w�th a wh�te pett�coat she had taken off. W�thout los�ng
her calm, she lay down, half-naked, w�th her ha�r loose.

When Madame Raqu�n qu�etly opened the door and t�ptoed to the
bed the younger woman pretended to be asleep. Laurent, under all
the clothes was �n a pan�c.



“Thérèse,” asked the old lady w�th some concern, “are you all
r�ght, my dear?”

Thérèse, open�ng her eyes and yawn�ng, answered that she had a
terr�ble m�gra�ne. She begged her aunt to let her sleep some more.
The old lady left the room as qu�etly as she had entered �t.

“So you see,” Thérèse sa�d tr�umphantly, “there �s no reason to
worry. These people are not �n love. They are bl�nd.”

At other t�mes Thérèse seemed qu�te mad, wander�ng �n her m�nd.
She would see the cat, s�tt�ng mot�onless and d�gn�f�ed, look�ng at
them. “Look at Franço�s,” she sa�d to Laurent. “You’d th�nk he
understands and �s plann�ng to tell Cam�lle everyth�ng to-n�ght. He
knows a th�ng or two about us. Wouldn’t �t be funny �f one day, �n the
shop, he just started talk�ng.”

Th�s �dea was del�ghtful to Thérèse but Laurent felt a shudder run
through h�m as he looked at the cat’s b�g green eyes. Thérèse’s hold
on h�m was not total and he was scared. He got up and put the cat
out of the room.



CHAPTER VIII

Laurent was perfectly happy of an even�ng, �n the shop. He
generally returned from the off�ce w�th Cam�lle. Madame Raqu�n had
formed qu�te a motherly affect�on for h�m. She knew he was short of
cash, and �nd�fferently nour�shed, that he slept �n a garret; and she
had told h�m, once for all, that a seat would always be kept for h�m at
the�r table. She l�ked th�s young fellow w�th that expans�ve feel�ng
that old women d�splay for people who come from the�r own part of
the country, br�ng�ng w�th them memor�es of the past.

The young man took full advantage of th�s hosp�tal�ty. Before go�ng
to d�nner, after leav�ng the off�ce for the n�ght, he and Cam�lle went
for a stroll on the quays. Both found sat�sfact�on �n th�s �nt�macy.
They dawdled along, chatt�ng w�th one another, wh�ch prevented
them feel�ng dull, and after a t�me dec�ded to go and taste the soup
prepared by Madame Raqu�n. Laurent opened the shop door as �f he
were master of the house, seated h�mself astr�de a cha�r, smok�ng
and expectorat�ng as though at home.

The presence of Thérèse d�d not embarrass h�m �n the least. He
treated the young woman w�th fr�endly fam�l�ar�ty, pay�ng her
commonplace compl�ments w�thout a l�ne of h�s face becom�ng
d�sturbed. Cam�lle laughed, and, as h�s w�fe conf�ned herself to
answer�ng h�s fr�end �n monosyllables, he f�rmly bel�eved they
detested one another. One day he even reproached Thérèse w�th
what he termed her coldness for Laurent.

Laurent had made a correct guess: he had become the sweetheart
of the woman, the fr�end of the husband, the spo�lt ch�ld of the
mother. Never had he enjoyed such a cap�tal t�me. H�s pos�t�on �n the
fam�ly struck h�m as qu�te natural. He was on the most fr�endly terms
w�th Cam�lle, �n regard to whom he felt ne�ther anger nor remorse.



He was so sure of be�ng prudent and calm that he d�d not even keep
watch on h�s gestures and speech. The egot�sm he d�splayed �n the
enjoyment of h�s good fortune, sh�elded h�m from any fault. All that
kept h�m from k�ss�ng Thérèse �n the shop was the fear that he would
not be allowed to come any more. He would not have cared a b�t
about hurt�ng Cam�lle and h�s mother.

Thérèse, who was of a more nervous and qu�ver�ng temperament,
was compelled to play a part, and she played �t to perfect�on, thanks
to the clever hypocr�sy she had acqu�red �n her br�ng�ng up. For
nearly f�fteen years, she had been ly�ng, st�fl�ng her fever, exert�ng an
�mplacable w�ll to appear gloomy and half asleep. It cost her noth�ng
to keep th�s mask on her face, wh�ch gave her an appearance of �cy
fr�g�d�ty.

When Laurent entered the shop, he found her glum, her nose
longer, her l�ps th�nner. She was ugly, cross, unapproachable.
Nevertheless, she d�d not exaggerate her effects, but only played her
former part, w�thout awaken�ng attent�on by greater harshness. She
exper�enced extraord�nary pleasure �n dece�v�ng Cam�lle and
Madame Raqu�n. She was aware she was do�ng wrong, and at t�mes
she felt a feroc�ous des�re to r�se from table and smother Laurent
w�th k�sses, just to show her husband and aunt that she was not a
fool, and that she had a sweetheart.

At moments, she felt g�ddy w�th joy; good actress as she proved
herself, she could not on such occas�ons refra�n from s�ng�ng, when
her sweetheart d�d not happen to be there, and she had no fear of
betray�ng herself. These sudden outbursts of ga�ety charmed
Madame Raqu�n, who taxed her n�ece w�th be�ng too ser�ous. The
young woman, moreover, decked the w�ndow of her room w�th pots
of flowers, and then had new paper hung �n the apartment. After th�s
she wanted a carpet, curta�ns and rosewood furn�ture.

The nature of the c�rcumstances seemed to have made th�s
woman for th�s man, and to have thrust one towards the other. The
two together, the woman nervous and hypocr�t�cal, the man
sangu�neous and lead�ng the l�fe of a brute, formed a powerful
couple all�ed. The one completed the other, and they mutually
protected themselves. At n�ght, at table, �n the pale l�ght of the lamp,



one felt the strength of the�r un�on, at the s�ght of the heavy, sm�l�ng
face of Laurent, oppos�te the mute, �mpenetrable mask of Thérèse.

Those even�ngs were pleasant and calm. In the s�lence, �n the
transparent shadow and cool atmosphere, arose fr�endly
conversat�on. The fam�ly and the�r guest sat close together round the
table. After the dessert, they chatted about a thousand tr�fles of the
day, about �nc�dents that had occurred the day before, about the�r
hopes for the morrow.

Cam�lle l�ked Laurent, as much as he was capable of l�k�ng
anybody, after the fash�on of a contented egot�st, and Laurent
seemed to show h�m equal attachment. Between them there was an
exchange of k�nd sentences, of obl�g�ng gestures, and thoughtful
attent�ons. Madame Raqu�n, w�th plac�d countenance, contr�buted
her peacefulness to the tranqu�ll�ty of the scene, wh�ch resembled a
gather�ng of old fr�ends who knew one another to the heart, and who
conf�dently rel�ed on the fa�th of the�r fr�endsh�p.

Thérèse, mot�onless, peaceful l�ke the others, observed th�s joy,
th�s sm�l�ng depress�on of these people of the m�ddle class, and �n
her heart there was savage laughter; all her be�ng jeered, but her
face ma�nta�ned �ts fr�g�d r�g�d�ty. Ah! how she dece�ved these worthy
people, and how del�ghted she was to dece�ve them w�th such
tr�umphant �mpudence. Her sweetheart, at th�s moment, was l�ke a
person unknown to her, a comrade of her husband, a sort of
s�mpleton and �nterloper concern�ng whom she had no need to
concern herself. Th�s atroc�ous comedy, these duper�es of l�fe, th�s
compar�son between the burn�ng k�sses �n the dayt�me, and the
�nd�fference played at n�ght, gave new warmth to the blood of the
young woman.

When by chance Madame Raqu�n and Cam�lle went downsta�rs,
Thérèse bounded from her cha�r, to s�lently, and w�th brutal energy,
press her l�ps to those of her sweetheart, rema�n�ng thus breathless
and chok�ng unt�l she heard the sta�rs creak. Then, she br�skly
seated herself aga�n, and resumed her glum gr�mace, wh�le Laurent
calmly cont�nued the �nterrupted conversat�on w�th Cam�lle. It was
l�ke a rap�d, bl�nd�ng flash of l�ghtn�ng �n a leaden sky.



On Thursday, the even�ng became a l�ttle more an�mated. Laurent,
although bored to death, nevertheless made a po�nt of not m�ss�ng
one of these gather�ngs. As a measure of prudence he des�red to be
known and esteemed by the fr�ends of Cam�lle. So he had to lend an
ear to the �dle talk of Gr�vet and old M�chaud. The latter always
related the same tales of robbery and murder, wh�le Gr�vet spoke at
the same t�me about h�s clerks, h�s ch�efs, and h�s adm�n�strat�on,
unt�l the young man sought refuge bes�de Ol�v�er and Suzanne,
whose stup�d�ty seemed less wear�some. But he soon asked for the
dom�noes.

It was on Thursday even�ng that Laurent and Thérèse arranged
the day and hour of the�r meet�ng. In the bustle attend�ng the
departure, when Madame Raqu�n and Cam�lle accompan�ed the
guest to the door of the arcade, the young woman approached
Laurent, to whom she spoke �n an undertone, as she pressed h�s
hand. At t�mes, when all had turned the�r backs, she k�ssed h�m, out
of a sort of bravado.

The l�fe of shocks and appeasements, lasted e�ght months. The
sweethearts l�ved �n complete beat�tude; Thérèse no longer felt dull,
and was perfectly contented. Laurent sat�ated, pampered, fatter than
before, had but one fear, that of see�ng th�s del�ghtful ex�stence come
to an end.



CHAPTER IX

One afternoon, as Laurent was leav�ng h�s off�ce to run and meet
Thérèse who was expect�ng h�m, h�s ch�ef gave h�m to understand
that �n future he was forb�dden to absent h�mself. He had taken too
many hol�days already, and the author�t�es had dec�ded to d�sm�ss
h�m �f he aga�n went out �n off�ce hours.

R�veted to h�s cha�r, he rema�ned �n despa�r unt�l event�de. He had
to earn h�s l�v�ng, and dared not lose h�s place. At n�ght the wrathful
countenance of Thérèse was a torture to h�m, and he was unable to
f�nd an opportun�ty to expla�n to her how �t was he had broken h�s
word. At length, as Cam�lle was putt�ng up the shutters, he br�skly
approached the young woman, to murmur �n an undertone:

“We shall be unable to see one another any more. My ch�ef
refuses to g�ve me perm�ss�on to go out.”

Cam�lle came �nto the shop, and Laurent was obl�ged to w�thdraw
w�thout g�v�ng any further �nformat�on, leav�ng Thérèse under the
d�sagreeable �nfluence of th�s abrupt and unpleasant announcement.
Exasperated at anyone dar�ng to �nterfere w�th her delectat�on, she
passed a sleepless n�ght, arrang�ng extravagant plans for a meet�ng
w�th her sweetheart. The follow�ng Thursday, she spoke w�th Laurent
for a m�nute at the most. The�r anx�ety was all the keener as they d�d
not know where to meet for the purpose of consult�ng and com�ng to
an understand�ng. The young woman, on th�s occas�on, gave her
sweetheart another appo�ntment wh�ch for the second t�me he fa�led
to keep, and she then had but one f�xed �dea—to see h�m at any
cost.

For a fortn�ght Laurent was unable to speak to Thérèse alone, and
he then felt how necessary th�s woman had become to h�s ex�stence.
Far from exper�enc�ng any uneas�ness, as formerly, at the k�sses



wh�ch h�s ladylove showered on h�m, he now sought her embraces
w�th the obst�nacy of a fam�shed an�mal. A sangu�neous pass�on had
lurked �n h�s muscles, and now that h�s sweetheart was taken from
h�m, th�s pass�on burst out �n bl�nd v�olence. He was madly �n love.
Th�s thr�v�ng brut�sh nature seemed unconsc�ous �n everyth�ng. He
obeyed h�s �nst�ncts, perm�tt�ng the w�ll of h�s organ�sm to lead h�m.

A year before, he would have burst �nto laughter, had he been told
he would become the slave of a woman, to the po�nt of r�sk�ng h�s
tranqu�ll�ty. The h�dden forces of lust that had brought about th�s
result had been secretly proceed�ng w�th�n h�m, to end by cast�ng
h�m, bound hand and foot, �nto the arms of Thérèse. At th�s hour, he
was �n dread lest he should om�t to be prudent. He no longer dared
go of an even�ng to the shop �n the Arcade of the Pont Neuf lest he
should comm�t some folly. He no longer belonged to h�mself. H�s
ladylove, w�th her fel�ne suppleness, her nervous flex�b�l�ty, had
gl�ded, l�ttle by l�ttle, �nto each f�bre of h�s body. Th�s woman was as
necessary to h�s l�fe as eat�ng and dr�nk�ng.

He would certa�nly have comm�tted some folly, had he not
rece�ved a letter from Thérèse, ask�ng h�m to rema�n at home the
follow�ng even�ng. H�s sweetheart prom�sed h�m to call about e�ght
o’clock.

On qu�tt�ng the off�ce, he got r�d of Cam�lle by say�ng he was t�red,
and should go to bed at once. Thérèse, after d�nner, also played her
part. She ment�oned a customer who had moved w�thout pay�ng her,
and act�ng the �nd�gnant cred�tor who would l�sten to noth�ng,
declared that she �ntended call�ng on her debtor w�th the v�ew of
ask�ng for payment of the money that was due. The customer now
l�ved at Bat�gnolles. Madame Raqu�n and Cam�lle cons�dered th�s a
long way to go, and thought �t doubtful whether the journey would
have a sat�sfactory result; but they expressed no surpr�se, and
allowed Thérèse to set out on her errand �n all tranqu�ll�ty.

The young woman ran to the Port aux V�ns, gl�d�ng over the
sl�ppery pavement, and knock�ng up aga�nst the passers-by, �n her
hurry to reach her dest�nat�on. Beads of persp�rat�on covered her
face, and her hands were burn�ng. Anyone m�ght have taken her for
a drunken woman. She rap�dly ascended the sta�rcase of the hotel,



and on reach�ng the s�xth floor, out of breath, and w�th wander�ng
eyes, she perce�ved Laurent, who was lean�ng over the ban�ster
awa�t�ng her.

She entered the garret, wh�ch was so small that she could barely
turn round �n �t, and tear�ng off her hat w�th one hand leant aga�nst
the bedstead �n a fa�nt. Through the l�ft-up w�ndow �n the roof, wh�ch
was w�de open, the freshness of the even�ng fell upon the burn�ng
couch.

The couple rema�ned some t�me �n th�s wretched l�ttle room, as
though at the bottom of a hole. All at once, Thérèse heard a clock �n
the ne�ghbourhood str�ke ten. She felt as �f she would have l�ked to
have been deaf. Nevertheless, she looked for her hat wh�ch she
fastened to her ha�r w�th a long p�n, and then seat�ng herself, slowly
murmured:

“I must go.”
Laurent fell on h�s knees before her, and took her hands.
“Good-bye, t�ll we see each other aga�n,” sa�d she, w�thout mov�ng.
“No, not t�ll we see each other aga�n!” he excla�med, “that �s too

�ndef�n�te. When w�ll you come aga�n?”
She looked h�m full �n the face.
“Do you w�sh me to be frank w�th you?” she �nqu�red. “Well, then,

to tell you the truth, I th�nk I shall come no more. I have no pretext,
and I cannot �nvent one.”

“Then we must say farewell,” he remarked.
“No, I w�ll not do that!” she answered.
She pronounced these words �n terr�f�ed anger. Then she added

more gently, w�thout know�ng what she was say�ng, and w�thout
mov�ng from her cha�r:

“I am go�ng.”
Laurent reflected. He was th�nk�ng of Cam�lle.
“I w�sh h�m no harm,” sa�d he at length, w�thout pronounc�ng the

name: “but really he �s too much �n our way. Couldn’t you get r�d of
h�m, send h�m on a journey somewhere, a long way off?”



“Ah! yes, send h�m on a journey!” resumed the young woman,
nodd�ng her head. “And do you �mag�ne a man l�ke that would
consent to travel? There �s only one journey, that from wh�ch you
never return. But he w�ll bury us all. People who are at the�r last
breath, never d�e.”

Then came a s�lence wh�ch was broken by Laurent who remarked:
“I had a day dream. Cam�lle met w�th an acc�dent and d�ed, and I

became your husband. Do you understand?”
“Yes, yes,” answered Thérèse, shudder�ng.
Then, abruptly bend�ng over the face of Laurent, she smothered �t

w�th k�sses, and burst�ng �nto sobs, uttered these d�sjo�ned
sentences am�dst her tears:

“Don’t talk l�ke that, for �f you do, I shall lack the strength to leave
you. I shall rema�n here. G�ve me courage rather. Tell me we shall
see one another aga�n. You have need of me, have you not? Well,
one of these days we shall f�nd a way to l�ve together.”

“Then come back, come back to-morrow,” sa�d Laurent.
“But I cannot return,” she answered. “I have told you. I have no

pretext.”
She wrung her hands and cont�nued:
“Oh! I do not fear the scandal. If you l�ke, when I get back, I w�ll tell

Cam�lle you are my sweetheart, and return here. I am trembl�ng for
you. I do not w�sh to d�sturb your l�fe. I want to make you happy.”

The prudent �nst�ncts of the young man were awakened.
“You are r�ght,” sa�d he. “We must not behave l�ke ch�ldren. Ah! �f

your husband were to d�e!”
“If my husband were to d�e,” slowly repeated Thérèse.
“We would marry,” he cont�nued, “and have noth�ng more to fear.

What a n�ce, gentle l�fe �t would be!”
The young woman stood up erect. Her cheeks were pale, and she

looked at her sweetheart w�th a clouded brow, wh�le her l�ps were
tw�tch�ng.

“Somet�mes people d�e,” she murmured at last. “Only �t �s
dangerous for those who surv�ve.”



Laurent d�d not reply.
“You see,” she cont�nued, “all the methods that are known are

bad.”
“You m�sunderstood me,” sa�d he qu�etly. “I am not a fool, I w�sh to

love you �n peace. I was th�nk�ng that acc�dents happen da�ly, that a
foot may sl�p, a t�le may fall. You understand. In the latter event, the
w�nd alone �s gu�lty.”

He spoke �n a strange vo�ce. Then he sm�led, and added �n a
caress�ng tone:

“Never m�nd, keep qu�et. We w�ll love one another fondly, and l�ve
happ�ly. As you are unable to come here, I w�ll arrange matters.
Should we rema�n a few months w�thout see�ng one another, do not
forget me, and bear �n m�nd that I am labour�ng for your fel�c�ty.”

As Thérèse opened the door to leave, he se�zed her �n h�s arms.
“You are m�ne, are you not?” he cont�nued. “You swear to belong

to me, at any hour, when I choose.”
“Yes!” excla�med the young woman. “I am yours, do as you please

w�th me.”
For a moment they rema�ned locked together and mute. Then

Thérèse tore herself roughly away, and, w�thout turn�ng her head,
qu�tted the garret and went downsta�rs. Laurent l�stened to the sound
of her footsteps fad�ng away.

When he heard the last of them, he returned to h�s wretched room,
and went to bed. The sheets were st�ll warm. W�thout clos�ng the
w�ndow, he lay on h�s back, h�s arms bare, h�s hands open, exposed
to the fresh a�r. And he reflected, w�th h�s eyes on the dark blue
square that the w�ndow framed �n the sky.

He turned the same �dea over �n h�s head unt�l daybreak. Prev�ous
to the v�s�t of Thérèse, the �dea of murder�ng Cam�lle had not
occurred to h�m. He had spoken of the death of th�s man, urged to do
so by the facts, �rr�tated at the thought that he would be unable to
meet h�s sweetheart any more. And �t was thus that a new corner of
h�s unconsc�ous nature came to be revealed.

Now that he was more calm, alone �n the m�ddle of the peaceful
n�ght, he stud�ed the murder. The �dea of death, blurted out �n



despa�r between a couple of k�sses, returned �mplacable and keen.
Racked by �nsomn�a, and unnerved by the v�s�t of Thérèse, he
calculated the d�sadvantages and the advantages of h�s becom�ng
an assass�n.

All h�s �nterests urged h�m to comm�t the cr�me. He sa�d to h�mself
that as h�s father, the Jeufosse peasant, could not make up h�s m�nd
to d�e, he would perhaps have to rema�n a clerk another ten years,
eat�ng �n cheap restaurants, and l�v�ng �n a garret. Th�s �dea
exasperated h�m. On the other hand, �f Cam�lle were dead, he would
marry Thérèse, he would �nher�t from Madame Raqu�n, res�gn h�s
clerksh�p, and saunter about �n the sun. Then, he took pleasure �n
dream�ng of th�s l�fe of �dleness; he saw h�mself w�th noth�ng to do,
eat�ng and sleep�ng, pat�ently awa�t�ng the death of h�s father. And
when the real�ty arose �n the m�ddle of h�s dream, he ran up aga�nst
Cam�lle, and clenched h�s f�sts to knock h�m down.

Laurent des�red Thérèse; he wanted her for h�mself alone, to have
her always w�th�n reach. If he fa�led to make the husband d�sappear,
the woman would escape h�m. She had sa�d so: she could not
return. He would have eloped w�th her, carr�ed her off somewhere,
but then both would d�e of hunger. He r�sked less �n k�ll�ng the
husband. There would be no scandal. He would s�mply push a man
away to take h�s place. In h�s brutal log�c of a peasant, he found th�s
method excellent and natural. H�s �nnate prudence even adv�sed th�s
rap�d exped�ent.

He grovelled on h�s bed, �n persp�rat�on, flat on h�s stomach, w�th
h�s face aga�nst the p�llow, and he rema�ned there breathless, st�fl�ng,
see�ng l�nes of f�re pass along h�s closed eyel�ds. He asked h�mself
how he would k�ll Cam�lle. Then, unable to breathe any more, he
turned round at a bound to resume h�s pos�t�on on h�s back, and w�th
h�s eyes w�de open, rece�ved full �n the face, the puffs of cold a�r
from the w�ndow, seek�ng �n the stars, �n the blu�sh square of sky, a
p�ece of adv�ce about murder, a plan of assass�nat�on.

And he found noth�ng. As he had told h�s ladylove, he was ne�ther
a ch�ld nor a fool. He wanted ne�ther a dagger nor po�son. What he
sought was a subtle cr�me, one that could be accompl�shed w�thout
danger; a sort of s�n�ster suffocat�on, w�thout cr�es and w�thout terror,



a s�mple d�sappearance. Pass�on m�ght well st�r h�m, and urge h�m
forward; all h�s be�ng �mper�ously �ns�sted on prudence. He was too
cowardly, too voluptuous to r�sk h�s tranqu�ll�ty. If he k�lled, �t would be
for a calm and happy l�fe.

L�ttle by l�ttle slumber overcame h�m. Fat�gued and appeased, he
sank �nto a sort of gentle and uncerta�n torpor. As he fell asleep, he
dec�ded he would awa�t a favourable opportun�ty, and h�s thoughts,
fleet�ng further and further away, lulled h�m to rest w�th the murmur:

“I w�ll k�ll h�m, I w�ll k�ll h�m.”
F�ve m�nutes later, he was at rest, breath�ng w�th serene regular�ty.
Thérèse returned home at eleven o’clock, w�th a burn�ng head,

and her thoughts stra�ned, reach�ng the Arcade of the Pont Neuf
unconsc�ous of the road she had taken. It seemed to her that she
had just come downsta�rs from her v�s�t to Laurent, so full were her
ears of the words she had recently heard. She found Madame
Raqu�n and Cam�lle anx�ous and attent�ve; but she answered the�r
quest�ons sharply, say�ng she had been on a fools’ errand, and had
wa�ted an hour on the pavement for an omn�bus.

When she got �nto bed, she found the sheets cold and damp. Her
l�mbs, wh�ch were st�ll burn�ng, shuddered w�th repugnance. Cam�lle
soon fell asleep, and for a long t�me Thérèse watched h�s wan face
repos�ng �d�ot�cally on the p�llow, w�th h�s mouth w�de open. Thérèse
drew away from her husband. She felt a des�re to dr�ve her clenched
f�st �nto that mouth.



CHAPTER X

More than three weeks passed. Laurent came to the shop every
even�ng, look�ng weary and unwell. A l�ght blu�sh c�rcle surrounded
h�s eyes, and h�s l�ps were becom�ng pale and chapped. Otherw�se,
he st�ll ma�nta�ned h�s obtuse tranqu�ll�ty, he looked Cam�lle �n the
face, and showed h�m the same frank fr�endsh�p. Madame Raqu�n
pampered the fr�end of the fam�ly the more, now that she saw h�m
g�v�ng way to a sort of low fever.

Thérèse had resumed her mute, glum countenance and manner.
She was more mot�onless, more �mpenetrable, more peaceful than
ever. She d�d not seem to trouble herself �n the least about Laurent.
She barely looked at h�m, rarely exchanged a word w�th h�m, treat�ng
h�m w�th perfect �nd�fference. Madame Raqu�n, who �n her goodness
of heart, felt pa�ned at th�s att�tude, somet�mes sa�d to the young
man:

“Do not pay attent�on to the manner of my n�ece, I know her; her
face appears cold, but her heart �s warm w�th tenderness and
devotedness.”

The two sweethearts had no more meet�ngs. S�nce the even�ng �n
the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor they had not met alone. At n�ght, when they
found themselves face to face, plac�d �n appearance and l�ke
strangers to one another, storms of pass�on and d�smay passed
beneath the calm flesh of the�r countenance. And wh�le w�th
Thérèse, there were outbursts of fury, base �deas, and cruel jeers,
w�th Laurent there were sombre brutal�t�es, and po�gnant �ndec�s�ons.
Ne�ther dared search to the bottom of the�r be�ngs, to the bottom of
that cloudy fever that f�lled the�r bra�ns w�th a sort of th�ck and acr�d
vapour.



When they could press the hands of one another beh�nd a door,
w�thout speak�ng, they d�d so, f�t to crush them, �n a short rough
clasp. They would have l�ked, mutually, to have carr�ed off str�ps of
the�r flesh cl�ng�ng to the�r f�ngers. They had naught but th�s pressure
of hands to appease the�r feel�ngs. They put all the�r souls �nto them,
and asked for noth�ng more from one another. They wa�ted.

One Thursday even�ng, before s�tt�ng down to the game of
dom�noes, the guests of the Raqu�n fam�ly had a chat, as usual. A
favour�te subject of conversat�on was afforded by the exper�ences of
old M�chaud who was pl�ed w�th quest�ons respect�ng the strange
and s�n�ster adventures w�th wh�ch he must have been connected �n
the d�scharge of h�s former funct�ons. Then Gr�vet and Cam�lle
l�stened to the stor�es of the comm�ssary w�th the affr�ghted and
gap�ng countenances of small ch�ldren l�sten�ng to “Blue Beard” or
“Tom Thumb.” These tales terr�f�ed and amused them.

On th�s part�cular Thursday, M�chaud, who had just g�ven an
account of a horr�ble murder, the deta�ls of wh�ch had made h�s
aud�ence shudder, added as he wagged h�s head:

“And a great deal never comes out at all. How many cr�mes
rema�n und�scovered! How many murderers escape the just�ce of
man!”

“What!” excla�med Gr�vet aston�shed, “you th�nk there are foul
creatures l�ke that walk�ng about the streets, people who have
murdered and are not arrested?”

Ol�v�er sm�led w�th an a�r of d�sda�n.
“My dear s�r,” he answered �n h�s d�ctator�al tone, “�f they are not

arrested �t �s because no one �s aware that they have comm�tted a
murder.”

Th�s reason�ng d�d not appear to conv�nce Gr�vet, and Cam�lle
came to h�s ass�stance.

“I am of the op�n�on of M. Gr�vet,” sa�d he, w�th s�lly �mportance. “I
should l�ke to bel�eve that the pol�ce do the�r duty, and that I never
brush aga�nst a murderer on the pavement.”

Ol�v�er cons�dered th�s remark a personal attack.



“Certa�nly the pol�ce do the�r duty,” he excla�med �n a vexed tone.
“St�ll we cannot do what �s �mposs�ble. There are wretches who have
stud�ed cr�me at Satan’s own school; they would escape the D�v�n�ty
H�mself. Isn’t that so, father?”

“Yes, yes,” conf�rmed old M�chaud. “Thus, wh�le I was at Vernon—
you perhaps remember the �nc�dent, Madame Raqu�n—a wagoner
was murdered on the h�ghway. The corpse was found cut �n p�eces,
at the bottom of a d�tch. The author�t�es were never able to lay hands
on the culpr�t. He �s perhaps st�ll l�v�ng at th�s hour. Maybe he �s our
ne�ghbour, and perhaps M. Gr�vet w�ll meet h�m on h�s way home.”

Gr�vet turned pale as a sheet. He dared not look round. He fanc�ed
the murderer of the wagoner was beh�nd h�m. But for that matter, he
was del�ghted to feel afra�d.

“Well, no,” he faltered, hardly know�ng what he sa�d, “well, no, I
cannot bel�eve that. But I also have a story: once upon a t�me a
servant was put �n pr�son for steal�ng a s�lver spoon and fork
belong�ng to her master and m�stress. Two months afterwards, wh�le
a tree was be�ng felled, the kn�fe and fork were d�scovered �n the
nest of a magp�e. It was the magp�e who was the th�ef. The servant
was released. You see that the gu�lty are always pun�shed.”

Gr�vet tr�umphed. Ol�v�er sneered.
“Then, they put the magp�e �n pr�son,” sa�d he.
“That �s not what M. Gr�vet meant to say,” answered Cam�lle,

annoyed to see h�s ch�ef turned �nto r�d�cule. “Mother, g�ve us the
dom�noes.”

Wh�le Madame Raqu�n went to fetch the box, the young man,
address�ng M�chaud, cont�nued:

“Then you adm�t the pol�ce are powerless, that there are
murderers walk�ng about �n the sunsh�ne?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” answered the comm�ssary.
“It �s �mmoral,” concluded Gr�vet.
Dur�ng th�s conversat�on, Thérèse and Laurent had rema�ned

s�lent. They had not even sm�led at the folly of Gr�vet. Both lean�ng
w�th the�r arms on the table, look�ng sl�ghtly pale, and w�th a vague
express�on �n the�r eyes, l�stened. At one moment those dark, ardent



orbs had met. And small drops of persp�rat�on pearled at the roots of
the ha�r of Thérèse, wh�le ch�lly puffs of breath gave �mpercept�ble
sh�vers to the sk�n of Laurent.



CHAPTER XI

Somet�mes on a Sunday, when the weather was f�ne, Cam�lle
forced Thérèse to go out w�th h�m, for a walk �n the Champs Elysees.
The young woman would have preferred to rema�n �n the damp
obscur�ty of the arcade, for the exerc�se fat�gued her, and �t worr�ed
her to be on the arm of her husband, who dragged her along the
pavement, stopp�ng before the shop w�ndows, express�ng h�s
aston�shment, mak�ng reflect�ons, and then fall�ng �nto r�d�culous
spells of s�lence.

But Cam�lle �ns�sted on these Sunday out�ngs, wh�ch gave h�m the
sat�sfact�on of show�ng off h�s w�fe. When he met a colleague,
part�cularly one of h�s ch�efs, he felt qu�te proud to exchange bows
w�th h�m, �n the company of Madame. Bes�des, he walked for the
sake of walk�ng, and he d�d so almost �n s�lence, st�ff and deformed
�n h�s Sunday clothes, dragg�ng along h�s feet, and look�ng s�lly and
va�n. It made Thérèse suffer to be seen arm �n arm w�th such a man.

On these walk�ng-out days, Madame Raqu�n accompan�ed her
ch�ldren to the end of the arcade, where she embraced them as �f
they were leav�ng on a journey, g�v�ng them endless adv�ce,
accompan�ed by fervent prayers.

“Part�cularly, beware of acc�dents,” she would say. “There are so
many veh�cles �n the streets of Par�s! Prom�se me not to get �n a
crowd.”

At last she allowed them to set out, but she followed them a
cons�derable d�stance w�th her eyes, before return�ng to the shop.
Her lower l�mbs were becom�ng unw�eldy wh�ch proh�b�ted her tak�ng
long walks.



On other occas�ons, but more rarely, the marr�ed couple went out
of Par�s, as far as Sa�nt-Ouen or Asn�ères, where they treated
themselves to a d�sh of fr�ed f�sh �n one of the restaurants bes�de the
r�ver. These were regarded as days of great revelry wh�ch were
spoken of a month beforehand. Thérèse engaged more w�ll�ngly,
almost w�th joy, �n these excurs�ons wh�ch kept her �n the open a�r
unt�l ten or eleven o’clock at n�ght. Sa�nt-Ouen, w�th �ts green �sles,
rem�nded her of Vernon, and rek�ndled all the w�ld love she had felt
for the Se�ne when a l�ttle g�rl.

She seated herself on the gravel, d�pped her hands �n the water,
feel�ng full of l�fe �n the burn�ng heat of the sun, attenuated by the
fresh puffs of breeze �n the shade. Wh�le she tore and so�led her
frock on the stones and clammy ground, Cam�lle neatly spread out
h�s pocket-handkerch�ef and sank down bes�de her w�th endless
precaut�ons. Latterly the young couple almost �nvar�ably took Laurent
w�th them. He enl�vened the excurs�on by h�s laughter and strength
of a peasant.

One Sunday, Cam�lle, Thérèse and Laurent left for Sa�nt-Ouen
after breakfast, at about eleven o’clock. The out�ng had been
projected a long t�me, and was to be the last of the season. Autumn
approached, and the cold breezes at n�ght, began to make the a�r
ch�lly.

On th�s part�cular morn�ng, the sky ma�nta�ned all �ts blue seren�ty.
It proved warm �n the sun and tep�d �n the shade. The party dec�ded
that they must take advantage of the last f�ne weather.

Ha�l�ng a pass�ng cab they set out, accompan�ed by the p�t�ful
express�ons of uneas�ness, and the anx�ous effus�ons of the old
mercer. Cross�ng Par�s, they left the veh�cle at the fort�f�cat�ons, and
ga�ned Sa�nt-Ouen on foot. It was noon. The dusty road, br�ghtly l�t
up by the sun, had the bl�nd�ng wh�teness of snow. The a�r was
�ntensely warm, heavy and pungent. Thérèse, on the arm of Cam�lle,
walked w�th short steps, conceal�ng herself beneath her umbrella,
wh�le her husband fanned h�s face w�th an �mmense handkerch�ef.
Beh�nd them came Laurent, who had the sun stream�ng f�ercely on
the back of h�s neck, w�thout appear�ng to not�ce �t. He wh�stled and
k�cked the stones before h�m as he strolled along. Now and aga�n



there was a f�erce gl�nt �n h�s eyes as he watched Thérèse’s
sw�ng�ng h�ps.

On reach�ng Sa�nt-Ouen, they lost no t�me �n look�ng for a cluster
of trees, a patch of green grass �n the shade. Cross�ng the water to
an �sland, they plunged �nto a b�t of underwood. The fallen leaves
covered the ground w�th a russety bed wh�ch cracked beneath the�r
feet w�th sharp, qu�ver�ng sounds. Innumerable trunks of trees rose
up erect, l�ke clusters of small goth�c columns; the branches
descended to the foreheads of the three hol�day makers, whose only
v�ew was the exp�r�ng copper-l�ke fol�age, and the black and wh�te
stems of the aspens and oaks. They were �n the w�lderness, �n a
melancholy corner, �n a narrow clear�ng that was s�lent and fresh. All
around them they heard the murmur of the Se�ne.

Cam�lle hav�ng selected a dry spot, seated h�mself on the ground,
after l�ft�ng up the sk�rt of h�s frock coat; wh�le Thérèse, am�d a loud
crumpl�ng of pett�coats, had just flung herself among the leaves.
Laurent lay on h�s stomach w�th h�s ch�n rest�ng on the ground.

They rema�ned three hours �n th�s clear�ng, wa�t�ng unt�l �t became
cooler, to take a run �n the country before d�nner. Cam�lle talked
about h�s off�ce, and related s�lly stor�es; then, feel�ng fat�gued, he let
h�mself fall backward and went to sleep w�th the r�m of h�s hat over
h�s eyes. Thérèse had closed her eyel�ds some t�me prev�ously,
fe�gn�ng slumber.

Laurent, who felt w�de awake, and was t�red of h�s recumbent
pos�t�on, crept up beh�nd her and k�ssed her shoe and ankle. For a
month h�s l�fe had been chaste and th�s walk �n the sun had set h�m
on f�re. Here he was, �n a h�dden retreat, and unable to hold to h�s
breast the woman who was really h�s. Her husband m�ght wake up
and all h�s prudent calculat�ons would be ru�ned by th�s obstacle of a
man. So he lay, flat on the ground, h�dden by h�s lover’s sk�rts,
trembl�ng w�th exasperat�on as he pressed k�ss after k�ss upon the
shoe and wh�te stock�ng. Thérèse made no movement. Laurent
thought she was asleep.

He rose to h�s feet and stood w�th h�s back to a tree. Then he
perce�ved that the young woman was gaz�ng �nto space w�th her
great, sparkl�ng eyes w�de open. Her face, ly�ng between her arms,



w�th her hands clasped above her head, was deadly pale, and wore
an express�on of fr�g�d r�g�d�ty. Thérèse was mus�ng. Her f�xed eyes
resembled dark, unfathomable depths, where naught was v�s�ble
save n�ght. She d�d not move, she d�d not cast a glance at Laurent,
who stood erect beh�nd her.

Her sweetheart contemplated her, and was almost affr�ghted to
see her so mot�onless and mute. He would have l�ked to have bent
forward, and closed those great open eyes w�th a k�ss. But Cam�lle
lay asleep close at hand. Th�s poor creature, w�th h�s body tw�sted
out of shape, d�splay�ng h�s lean proport�ons, was gently snor�ng.
Under the hat, half conceal�ng h�s face, could be seen h�s mouth
contorted �nto a s�lly gr�mace �n h�s slumber. A few short redd�sh
ha�rs on a bony ch�n sull�ed h�s l�v�d sk�n, and h�s head be�ng thrown
backward, h�s th�n wr�nkled neck appeared, w�th Adam’s apple
stand�ng out prom�nently �n br�ck red �n the centre, and r�s�ng at each
snore. Cam�lle, spread out on the ground �n th�s fash�on, looked
contempt�ble and v�le.

Laurent who looked at h�m, abruptly ra�sed h�s heel. He was go�ng
to crush h�s face at one blow.

Thérèse restra�ned a cry. She went a shade paler than before,
closed her eyes and turned her head away as �f to avo�d be�ng
bespattered w�th blood.

Laurent, for a few seconds, rema�ned w�th h�s heel �n the a�r,
above the face of the slumber�ng Cam�lle. Then slowly, stra�ghten�ng
h�s leg, he moved a few paces away. He reflected that th�s would be
a form of murder such as an �d�ot would choose. Th�s pounded head
would have set all the pol�ce on h�m. If he wanted to get r�d of
Cam�lle, �t was solely for the purpose of marry�ng Thérèse. It was h�s
�ntent�on to bask �n the sun, after the cr�me, l�ke the murderer of the
wagoner, �n the story related by old M�chaud.

He went as far as the edge of the water, and watched the runn�ng
r�ver �n a stup�d manner. Then, he abruptly turned �nto the
underwood aga�n. He had just arranged a plan. He had thought of a
mode of murder that would be conven�ent, and w�thout danger to
h�mself.



He awoke the sleeper by t�ckl�ng h�s nose w�th a straw. Cam�lle
sneezed, got up, and pronounced the joke a cap�tal one. He l�ked
Laurent on account of h�s tomfoolery, wh�ch made h�m laugh. He
now roused h�s w�fe, who kept her eyes closed. When she had r�sen
to her feet, and shaken her sk�rt, wh�ch was all crumpled, and
covered w�th dry leaves, the party qu�tted the clear�ng, break�ng the
small branches they found �n the�r way.

They left the �sland, and walked along the roads, along the byways
crowded w�th groups �n Sunday f�nery. Between the hedges ran g�rls
�n l�ght frocks; a number of boat�ng men passed by s�ng�ng; f�les of
m�ddle-class couples, of elderly persons, of clerks and shopmen w�th
the�r w�ves, walked the short steps, bes�des the d�tches. Each
roadway seemed l�ke a populous, no�sy street. The sun alone
ma�nta�ned �ts great tranqu�l�ty. It was descend�ng towards the
hor�zon, cast�ng on the reddened trees and wh�te thoroughfares
�mmense sheets of pale l�ght. Penetrat�ng freshness began to fall
from the qu�ver�ng sky.

Cam�lle had ceased g�v�ng h�s arm to Thérèse. He was chatt�ng
w�th Laurent, laugh�ng at the jests, at the feats of strength of h�s
fr�end, who leapt the d�tches and ra�sed huge stones above h�s head.
The young woman, on the other s�de of the road, advanced w�th her
head bent forward, stoop�ng down from t�me to t�me to gather an
herb. When she had fallen beh�nd, she stopped and observed her
sweetheart and husband �n the d�stance.

“Heh! Aren’t you hungry?” shouted Cam�lle at her.
“Yes,” she repl�ed.
“Then, come on!” sa�d he.
Thérèse was not hungry; but felt t�red and uneasy. She was �n

�gnorance as to the des�gns of Laurent, and her lower l�mbs were
trembl�ng w�th anx�ety.

The three, return�ng to the r�vers�de, found a restaurant, where
they seated themselves at table on a sort of terrace formed of planks
�n an �nd�fferent eat�ng-house reek�ng w�th the odour of grease and
w�ne. Th�s place resounded w�th cr�es, songs, and the clatter of
plates and d�shes. In each pr�vate room and publ�c saloon, were
part�es talk�ng �n loud vo�ces, and the th�n part�t�ons gave v�brat�ng



sonor�ty to all th�s r�ot. The wa�ters, ascend�ng to the upper rooms,
caused the sta�rcase to shake.

Above, on the terrace, the puffs of a�r from the r�ver drove away
the smell of fat. Thérèse, lean�ng over the balustrade, observed the
quay. To r�ght and left, extended two l�nes of w�ne-shops and
shant�es of showmen. Beneath the arbours �n the gardens of the
former, am�d the few rema�n�ng yellow leaves, one perce�ved the
wh�te tablecloths, the dabs of black formed by men’s coats, and the
br�ll�ant sk�rts of women. People passed to and fro, bareheaded,
runn�ng, and laugh�ng; and w�th the bawl�ng no�se of the crowd was
m�ngled the lamentable stra�ns of the barrel organs. An odour of dust
and fry�ng food hung �n the calm a�r.

Below Thérèse, some tarts from the Lat�n Quarter were danc�ng �n
a r�ng on a patch of worn turf s�ng�ng an �nfant�ne roundelay. W�th
hats fallen on the�r shoulders, and ha�r unbound, they held one
another by the hands, play�ng l�ke l�ttle ch�ldren. They st�ll managed
to f�nd a small thread of fresh vo�ce, and the�r pale countenances,
ruffled by brutal caresses, became tenderly coloured w�th v�rg�n-l�ke
blushes, wh�le the�r great �mpure eyes f�lled w�th mo�sture. A few
students, smok�ng clean clay p�pes, who were watch�ng them as they
turned round, greeted them w�th r�bald jests.

And beyond, on the Se�ne, on the h�llocks, descended the seren�ty
of n�ght, a sort of vague blu�sh m�st, wh�ch bathed the trees �n
transparent vapour.

“Heh! Wa�ter!” shouted Laurent, lean�ng over the ban�ster, “what
about th�s d�nner?”

Then, chang�ng h�s m�nd, he turned to Cam�lle and sa�d:
“I say, Cam�lle, let us go for a pull on the r�ver before s�tt�ng down

to table. It w�ll g�ve them t�me to roast the fowl. We shall be bored to
death wa�t�ng an hour here.”

“As you l�ke,” answered Cam�lle carelessly. “But Thérèse �s
hungry.”

“No, no, I can wa�t,” hastened to say the young woman, at whom
Laurent was f�xedly look�ng.



All three went downsta�rs aga�n. Pass�ng before the rostrum where
the lady cash�er was seated, they reta�ned a table, and dec�ded on a
menu, say�ng they would return �n an hour. As the host let out
pleasure boats, they asked h�m to come and detach one. Laurent
selected a sk�ff, wh�ch appeared so l�ght that Cam�lle was terr�f�ed by
�ts frag�l�ty.

“The deuce,” sa�d he, “we shall have to be careful not to move
about �n th�s, otherw�se we shall get a famous duck�ng.”

The truth was that the clerk had a horr�ble dread of the water. At
Vernon, h�s s�ckly cond�t�on d�d not perm�t h�m, when a ch�ld, to go
and dabble �n the Se�ne. Wh�lst h�s schoolfellows ran and threw
themselves �nto the r�ver, he lay abed between a couple of warm
blankets. Laurent had become an �ntrep�d sw�mmer, and an
�ndefat�gable oarsman. Cam�lle had preserved that terror for deep
water wh�ch �s �nherent �n women and ch�ldren. He tapped the end of
the boat w�th h�s foot to make sure of �ts sol�d�ty.

“Come, get �n,” cr�ed Laurent w�th a laugh, “you’re always
trembl�ng.”

Cam�lle stepped over the s�de, and went stagger�ng to seat h�mself
at the stern. When he felt the planks under h�m, he was at ease, and
joked to show h�s courage.

Thérèse had rema�ned on the bank, stand�ng grave and
mot�onless bes�de her sweetheart, who held the rope. He bent down,
and rap�dly murmured �n an undertone:

“Be careful. I am go�ng to p�tch h�m �n the r�ver. Obey me. I answer
for everyth�ng.”

The young woman turned horr�bly pale. She rema�ned as �f r�veted
to the ground. She was r�g�d, and her eyes had opened w�der.

“Get �nto the boat,” Laurent murmured aga�n.
She d�d not move. A terr�ble struggle was pass�ng w�th�n her. She

stra�ned her w�ll w�th all her m�ght, to avo�d burst�ng �nto sobs, and
fall�ng to the ground.

“Ah! ah!” cr�ed Cam�lle. “Laurent, just look at Thérèse. It’s she who
�s afra�d. She’ll get �n; no, she won’t get �n.”



He had now spread h�mself out on the back seat, h�s two arms on
the s�des of the boat, and was show�ng off w�th fanfaronade. The
chuckles of th�s poor man were l�ke cuts from a wh�p to Thérèse,
lash�ng and urg�ng her on. She abruptly sprang �nto the boat,
rema�n�ng �n the bows. Laurent grasped the skulls. The sk�ff left the
bank, advanc�ng slowly towards the �sles.

Tw�l�ght came. Huge shadows fell from the trees, and the water
ran black at the edges. In the m�ddle of the r�ver were great, pale,
s�lver tra�ls. The boat was soon �n full steam. There, all the sounds of
the quays softened; the s�ng�ng, and the cr�es came vague and
melancholy, w�th sad langu�dness. The odour of fry�ng and dust had
passed away. The a�r freshened. It turned cold.

Laurent, rest�ng on h�s skulls, allowed the boat to dr�ft along �n the
current.

Oppos�te, rose the great redd�sh mass of trees on the �slands. The
two sombre brown banks, patched w�th grey, were l�ke a couple of
broad bands stretch�ng towards the hor�zon. The water and sky
seemed as �f cut from the same wh�t�sh p�ece of mater�al. Noth�ng
looks more pa�nfully calm than an autumn tw�l�ght. The sun rays pale
�n the qu�ver�ng a�r, the old trees cast the�r leaves. The country,
scorched by the ardent beams of summer, feels death com�ng w�th
the f�rst cold w�nds. And, �n the sky, there are pla�nt�ve s�ghs of
despa�r. N�ght falls from above, br�ng�ng w�nd�ng sheets �n �ts shade.

The party were s�lent. Seated at the bottom of the boat dr�ft�ng w�th
the stream, they watched the f�nal gleams of l�ght qu�tt�ng the tall
branches. They approached the �slands. The great russety masses
grew sombre; all the landscape became s�mpl�f�ed �n the tw�l�ght; the
Se�ne, the sky, the �slands, the slopes were naught but brown and
grey patches wh�ch faded away am�dst m�lky fog.

Cam�lle, who had ended by ly�ng down on h�s stomach, w�th h�s
head over the water, d�pped h�s hands �n the r�ver.

“The deuce! How cold �t �s!” he excla�med. “It would not be
pleasant to go �n there head foremost.”

Laurent d�d not answer. For an �nstant he had been observ�ng the
two banks of the r�ver w�th uneas�ness. He advanced h�s huge hands



to h�s knees, t�ghtly compress�ng h�s l�ps. Thérèse, r�g�d and
mot�onless, w�th her head thrown sl�ghtly backward, wa�ted.

The sk�ff was about to enter a small arm of the r�ver, that was
sombre and narrow, penetrat�ng between two �slands. Beh�nd one of
these �slands could be d�st�ngu�shed the softened melody of a
boat�ng party who seemed to be ascend�ng the Se�ne. Up the r�ver �n
the d�stance, the water was free.

Then Laurent rose and grasped Cam�lle round the body. The clerk
burst �nto laughter.

“Ah, no, you t�ckle me,” sa�d he, “none of those jokes. Look here,
stop; you’ll make me fall over.”

Laurent grasped h�m t�ghter, and gave a jerk. Cam�lle turn�ng
round, perce�ved the terr�fy�ng face of h�s fr�end, v�olently ag�tated.
He fa�led to understand. He was se�zed w�th vague terror. He wanted
to shout, and felt a rough hand se�ze h�m by the throat. W�th the
�nst�nct of an an�mal on the defens�ve, he rose to h�s knees, clutch�ng
the s�de of the boat, and struggled for a few seconds.

“Thérèse! Thérèse!” he called �n a st�fl�ng, s�b�lant vo�ce.
The young woman looked at h�m, cl�ng�ng w�th both hands to the

seat. The sk�ff creaked and danced upon the r�ver. She could not
close her eyes, a fr�ghtful contract�on kept them w�de open r�veted on
the h�deous struggle. She rema�ned r�g�d and mute.

“Thérèse! Thérèse!” aga�n cr�ed the unfortunate man who was �n
the throes of death.

At th�s f�nal appeal, Thérèse burst �nto sobs. Her nerves had g�ven
way. The attack she had been dread�ng, cast her to the bottom of the
boat, where she rema�ned doubled up �n a swoon, and as �f dead.

Laurent cont�nued tugg�ng at Cam�lle, press�ng w�th one hand on
h�s throat. W�th the other hand he ended by tear�ng h�s v�ct�m away
from the s�de of the sk�ff, and held h�m up �n the a�r, �n h�s powerful
arms, l�ke a ch�ld. As he bent down h�s head, h�s v�ct�m, mad w�th
rage and terror, tw�sted h�mself round, and reach�ng forward w�th h�s
teeth, bur�ed them �n the neck of h�s aggressor. And when the
murderer, restra�n�ng a yell of pa�n, abruptly flung the clerk �nto the
r�ver, the latter carr�ed a p�ece of h�s flesh away w�th h�m.



Cam�lle fell �nto the water w�th a shr�ek. He returned to the surface
two or three t�mes, utter�ng cr�es that were more and more hollow.

Laurent, w�thout los�ng a second, ra�sed the collar of h�s coat to
h�de h�s wound. Then se�z�ng the unconsc�ous Thérèse �n h�s arms,
he caps�zed the sk�ff w�th h�s foot, as he fell �nto the Se�ne w�th the
young woman, whom he supported on the surface, wh�lst call�ng �n a
lamentable vo�ce for help.

The boat�ng party he had heard s�ng�ng beh�nd the po�nt of the
�sland, understand�ng that an acc�dent had happened, advanced w�th
long, rap�d strokes of the oars, and rescued the �mmerged couple.
Wh�le Thérèse was la�d on a bench, Laurent gave vent to h�s despa�r
at the death of h�s fr�end. Plung�ng �nto the water aga�n, he searched
for Cam�lle �n places where he knew he was not to be found, and
returned �n tears, wr�ng�ng h�s hands, and tear�ng h�s ha�r, wh�le the
boat�ng party d�d the�r best to calm and console h�m.

“It �s all my fault,” he excla�med. “I ought never to have allowed
that poor fellow to dance and move about as he d�d. At a certa�n
moment we all three found ourselves on one s�de of the boat, and
we caps�zed. As we fell �nto the water, he shouted out to me to save
h�s w�fe.”

In accordance w�th what usually happens under s�m�lar
c�rcumstances, three or four young fellows among the boat�ng party,
ma�nta�ned that they had w�tnessed the acc�dent.

“We saw you well enough,” sa�d they. “And, then, hang �t all, a boat
�s not so f�rm as a danc�ng floor. Ah! the poor l�ttle woman, �t’ll be a
n�ce awaken�ng for her.”

They took the�r oars, and tow�ng the caps�zed sk�ff beh�nd them,
conducted Thérèse and Laurent to the restaurant, where the d�nner
was ready to be served.

The restaurant keeper and h�s w�fe were worthy people who
placed the�r wardrobe at the serv�ce of the drenched pa�r. When
Thérèse recovered consc�ousness, she had a nervous attack, and
burst �nto heartrend�ng sobs. It became necessary to put her to bed.
Nature ass�sted the s�n�ster comedy that had just been performed.



As soon as the young woman became calmer, Laurent entrust�ng
her to the care of the host and h�s w�fe, set out to return to Par�s,
where he w�shed to arr�ve alone to break the fr�ghtful �ntell�gence to
Madame Raqu�n, w�th all poss�ble precaut�ons. The truth was that he
feared the nervous fever�sh exc�tement of Thérèse, and preferred to
g�ve her t�me to reflect, and learn her part.

It was the boat�ng men who sat down to the d�nner prepared for
Cam�lle.



CHAPTER XII

Laurent, �n the dark corner of the omn�bus that took h�m back to
Par�s, cont�nued perfect�ng h�s plan. He was almost certa�n of
�mpun�ty, and he felt heavy, anx�ous joy, the joy of hav�ng got over
the cr�me. On reach�ng the gate at Cl�chy, he ha�led a cab, and drove
to the res�dence of old M�chaud �n the Rue de Se�ne. It was n�ne
o’clock at n�ght when he arr�ved.

He found the former comm�ssary of pol�ce at table, �n the company
of Ol�v�er and Suzanne. The mot�ve of h�s v�s�t was to seek
protect�on, �n case he should be suspected, and also to escape
break�ng the fr�ghtful news to Madame Raqu�n h�mself. Such an
errand was strangely repugnant to h�m. He ant�c�pated encounter�ng
such terr�ble despa�r that he feared he would be unable to play h�s
part w�th suff�c�ent tears. Then the gr�ef of th�s mother we�ghed upon
h�m, although at the bottom of h�s heart, he cared but l�ttle about �t.

When M�chaud saw h�m enter, clothed �n coarse-look�ng garments
that were too t�ght for h�m, he quest�oned h�m w�th h�s eyes, and
Laurent gave an account of the acc�dent �n a broken vo�ce, as �f
exhausted w�th gr�ef and fat�gue.

“I have come to you,” sa�d he �n conclus�on, “because I do not
know what to do about the two poor women so cruelly affl�cted. I
dare not go to the bereaved mother alone, and want you to
accompany me.”

As he spoke, Ol�v�er looked at h�m f�xedly, and w�th so stra�ght a
glance that he terr�f�ed h�m. The murderer had flung h�mself head
down among these people belong�ng to the pol�ce, w�th an audac�ty
calculated to save h�m. But he could not repress a shudder as he felt
the�r eyes exam�n�ng h�m. He saw d�strust where there was naught
but stupor and p�ty.



Suzanne weaker and paler than usual, seemed ready to fa�nt.
Ol�v�er, who was alarmed at the �dea of death, but whose heart
rema�ned absolutely cold, made a gr�mace express�ng pa�nful
surpr�se, wh�le by hab�t he scrut�n�sed the countenance of Laurent,
w�thout hav�ng the least susp�c�on of the s�n�ster truth. As to old
M�chaud, he uttered exclamat�ons of fr�ght, comm�serat�on, and
aston�shment; he f�dgeted on h�s cha�r, jo�ned h�s hands together,
and cast up h�s eyes to the ce�l�ng.

“Ah! good heavens,” sa�d he �n a broken vo�ce, “ah! good heavens,
what a fr�ghtful th�ng! To leave one’s home, and d�e, l�ke that, all of a
sudden. It’s horr�ble. And that poor Madame Raqu�n, h�s mother,
whatever shall we say to her? Certa�nly, you were qu�te r�ght to come
and f�nd us. We w�ll go w�th you.”

R�s�ng from h�s seat, he walked h�ther and th�ther about the
apartment, stamp�ng w�th h�s feet, �n search of h�s hat and walk�ng-
st�ck; and, as he bustled from corner to corner, he made Laurent
repeat the deta�ls of the catastrophe, g�v�ng utterance to fresh
exclamat�ons at the end of each sentence.

At last all four went downsta�rs. On reach�ng the entrance to the
Arcade of the Pont Neuf, Laurent was stopped by M�chaud.

“Do not accompany us any further,” sa�d he; “your presence would
be a sort of brutal avowal wh�ch must be avo�ded. The wretched
mother would suspect a m�sfortune, and th�s would force us to
confess the truth sooner than we ought to tell �t to her. Wa�t for us
here.”

Th�s arrangement rel�eved the murderer, who shuddered at the
thought of enter�ng the shop �n the arcade. He recovered h�s calm,
and began walk�ng up and down the pavement, go�ng and com�ng, �n
perfect peace of m�nd. At moments, he forgot the events that were
pass�ng. He looked at the shops, wh�stled between h�s teeth, turned
round to ogle the women who brushed past h�m. He rema�ned thus
for a full half-hour �n the street, recover�ng h�s composure more and
more.

He had not eaten s�nce the morn�ng, and feel�ng hungry he
entered a pastrycook’s and stuffed h�mself w�th cakes.



A heartrend�ng scene was pass�ng at the shop �n the arcade.
Notw�thstand�ng precaut�ons, notw�thstand�ng the soft, fr�endly
sentences of old M�chaud, there came a moment when Madame
Raqu�n understood that her son had met w�th m�sfortune. From that
moment, she �ns�sted on know�ng the truth w�th such a pass�onate
outburst of despa�r, w�th such a v�olent flow of tears and shr�eks, that
her old fr�end could not avo�d g�v�ng way to her.

And when she learnt the truth, her gr�ef was trag�c. She gave
hollow sobs, she rece�ved shocks that threw her backward, �n a
d�stract�ng attack of terror and angu�sh. She rema�ned there chok�ng,
utter�ng from t�me to t�me a p�erc�ng scream am�dst the profound roar
of her affl�ct�on. She would have dragged herself along the ground,
had not Suzanne taken her round the wa�st, weep�ng on her knees,
and ra�s�ng her pale countenance towards her. Ol�v�er and h�s father
on the�r feet, unnerved and mute, turned as�de the�r heads, be�ng
d�sagreeably affected at th�s pa�nful s�ght wh�ch wounded them �n
the�r egot�sm.

The poor mother saw her son roll�ng along �n the th�ck waters of
the Se�ne, a r�g�d and horr�bly swollen corpse; wh�le at the same
t�me, she perce�ved h�m a babe, �n h�s cradle, when she drove away
death bend�ng over h�m. She had brought h�m back �nto the world on
more than ten occas�ons; she loved h�m for all the love she had
bestowed on h�m dur�ng th�rty years. And now he had met h�s death
far away from her, all at once, �n the cold and d�rty water, l�ke a dog.

Then she remembered the warm blankets �n wh�ch she had
enveloped h�m. What care she had taken of her boy! What a tep�d
temperature he had been reared �n! How she had coaxed and
fondled h�m! And all th�s to see h�m one day m�serably drown
h�mself! At these thoughts Madame Raqu�n felt a t�ghten�ng at the
throat, and she hoped she was go�ng to d�e, strangled by despa�r.

Old M�chaud hastened to w�thdraw. Leav�ng Suzanne beh�nd to
look after the mercer, he and Ol�v�er went to f�nd Laurent, so that
they m�ght hurry to Sa�nt-Ouen w�th all speed.

Dur�ng the journey, they barely exchanged a few words. Each of
them bur�ed h�mself �n a corner of the cab wh�ch jolted along over the
stones. There they rema�ned mot�onless and mute �n the obscur�ty



that preva�led w�th�n the veh�cle. Ever and anon a rap�d flash from a
gas lamp, cast a br�ght gleam on the�r faces. The s�n�ster event that
had brought them together, threw a sort of d�smal deject�on upon
them.

When they at length arr�ved at the restaurant bes�de the r�ver, they
found Thérèse �n bed w�th burn�ng head and hands. The landlord
told them �n an undertone, that the young woman had a v�olent fever.
The truth was that Thérèse, feel�ng herself weak �n character and
want�ng �n courage, feared she m�ght confess the cr�me �n one of her
nervous attacks, and had dec�ded to fe�gn �llness.

Ma�nta�n�ng sullen s�lence, she kept her l�ps and eyes closed,
unw�ll�ng to see anyone lest she should speak. W�th the bedclothes
to her ch�n, her face half concealed by the p�llow, she made herself
qu�te small, anx�ously l�sten�ng to all that was sa�d around her. And,
am�dst the redd�sh gleam that passed beneath her closed l�ds, she
could st�ll see Cam�lle and Laurent struggl�ng at the s�de of the boat.
She perce�ved her husband, l�v�d, horr�ble, �ncreased �n he�ght,
rear�ng up stra�ght above the turb�d water, and th�s �mplacable v�s�on
he�ghtened the fever�sh heat of her blood.

Old M�chaud endeavoured to speak to her and console her. But
she made a movement of �mpat�ence, and turn�ng round, broke out
�nto a fresh f�t of sobb�ng.

“Leave her alone, s�r,” sa�d the restaurant keeper, “she shudders at
the sl�ghtest sound. You see, she wants rest.”

Below, �n the general room, was a pol�ceman draw�ng up a
statement of the acc�dent. M�chaud and h�s son went downsta�rs,
followed by Laurent. When Ol�v�er had made h�mself known as an
upper off�c�al at the Préfecture of Pol�ce, everyth�ng was over �n ten
m�nutes. The boat�ng men, who were st�ll there, gave an account of
the drown�ng �n �ts smallest deta�ls, descr�b�ng how the three hol�day-
makers had fallen �nto the water, as �f they themselves had
w�tnessed the m�sfortune. Had Ol�v�er and h�s father the least
susp�c�on, �t would have been d�spelled at once by th�s test�mony.

But they had not doubted the verac�ty of Laurent for an �nstant. On
the contrary, they �ntroduced h�m to the pol�ceman as the best fr�end
of the v�ct�m, and they were careful to see �nserted �n the report, that



the young man had plunged �nto the water to save Cam�lle Raqu�n.
The follow�ng day, the newspapers related the acc�dent w�th a great
d�splay of deta�l: the unfortunate mother, the �nconsolable w�dow, the
noble and courageous fr�end, noth�ng was m�ss�ng from th�s event of
the day, wh�ch went the round of the Par�s�an press, and then found
an echo �n the prov�nces.

When the report was completed, Laurent exper�enced l�vely joy,
wh�ch penetrated h�s be�ng l�ke new l�fe. From the moment h�s v�ct�m
had bur�ed h�s teeth �n h�s neck, he had been as �f st�ffened, act�ng
mechan�cally, accord�ng to a plan arranged long �n advance. The
�nst�nct of self-preservat�on alone �mpelled h�m, d�ctat�ng to h�m h�s
words, afford�ng h�m adv�ce as to h�s gestures.

At th�s hour, �n the face of the certa�nty of �mpun�ty, the blood
resumed flow�ng �n h�s ve�ns w�th del�c�ous gentleness. The pol�ce
had passed bes�de h�s cr�me, and had seen noth�ng. They had been
duped, for they had just acqu�tted h�m. He was saved. Th�s thought
caused h�m to exper�ence a feel�ng of del�ghtful mo�sture all along h�s
body, a warmth that restored flex�b�l�ty to h�s l�mbs and to h�s
�ntell�gence. He cont�nued to act h�s part of a weep�ng fr�end w�th
�ncomparable sc�ence and assurance. At the bottom of h�s heart, he
felt brutal sat�sfact�on; and he thought of Thérèse who was �n bed �n
the room above.

“We cannot leave th�s unhappy woman here,” sa�d he to M�chaud.
“She �s perhaps threatened w�th grave �llness. We must pos�t�vely
take her back to Par�s. Come, let us persuade her to accompany us.”

Upsta�rs, he begged and prayed of Thérèse to r�se and dress, and
allow herself to be conducted to the Arcade of the Pont Neuf. When
the young woman heard the sound of h�s vo�ce, she started, and
stared at h�m w�th eyes w�de open. She seemed as �f crazy, and was
shudder�ng. Pa�nfully she ra�sed herself �nto a s�tt�ng posture w�thout
answer�ng. The men qu�tted the room, leav�ng her alone w�th the w�fe
of the restaurant keeper. When ready to start, she came downsta�rs
stagger�ng, and was ass�sted �nto the cab by Ol�v�er.

The journey was a s�lent one. Laurent, w�th perfect audac�ty and
�mpudence, sl�pped h�s hand along the sk�rt of Thérèse and caught
her f�ngers. He was seated oppos�te her, �n a float�ng shadow, and



could not see her face wh�ch she kept bowed down on her breast. As
soon as he had grasped her hand, he pressed �t v�gorously, reta�n�ng
�t unt�l they reached the Rue Mazar�ne. He felt the hand tremble; but
�t was not w�thdrawn. On the contrary �t ever and anon gave a
sudden caress.

These two hands, one �n the other, were burn�ng; the mo�st palms
adhered, and the f�ngers t�ghtly held together, were hurt at each
pressure. It seemed to Laurent and Thérèse that the blood from one
penetrated the chest of the other, pass�ng through the�r jo�ned f�sts.
These f�sts became a l�ve f�re whereon the�r l�ves were bo�l�ng.
Am�dst the n�ght, am�dst the heartrend�ng s�lence that preva�led, the
fur�ous gr�ps they exchanged, were l�ke a crush�ng we�ght cast on the
head of Cam�lle to keep h�m under water.

When the cab stopped, M�chaud and h�s son got out the f�rst, and
Laurent bend�ng towards h�s sweetheart gently murmured:

“Be strong, Thérèse. We have a long t�me to wa�t. Recollect.”
Then the young woman opened her l�ps for the f�rst t�me s�nce the

death of her husband.
“Oh! I shall recollect,” sa�d she w�th a shudder, and �n a vo�ce l�ght

as a puff of breath.
Ol�v�er extended h�s hand, �nv�t�ng her to get down. On th�s

occas�on, Laurent went as far as the shop. Madame Raqu�n was
abed, a prey to v�olent del�r�um. Thérèse dragged herself to her
room, where Suzanne had barely t�me to undress her before she
gave way. Tranqu�ll�sed, perce�v�ng that everyth�ng was proceed�ng
as well as he could w�sh, Laurent w�thdrew, and slowly ga�ned h�s
wretched den �n the rue Sa�nt-V�ctor.

It was past m�dn�ght. Fresh a�r c�rculated �n the deserted, s�lent
streets. The young man could hear naught but h�s own footsteps
resound�ng on the pavement. The nocturnal coolness of the
atmosphere cheered h�m up; the s�lence, the darkness gave h�m
sharp sensat�ons of del�ght, and he lo�tered on h�s way.

At last he was r�d of h�s cr�me. He had k�lled Cam�lle. It was a
matter that was settled, and would be spoken of no more. He was
now go�ng to lead a tranqu�l ex�stence, unt�l he could take



possess�on of Thérèse. The thought of the murder had at t�mes half
choked h�m, but now that �t was accompl�shed, he felt a we�ght
removed from h�s chest, and breathed at ease, cured of the suffer�ng
that hes�tat�on and fear had g�ven h�m.

At the bottom of h�s heart, he was a tr�fle hebetated. Fat�gue had
rendered h�s l�mbs and thoughts heavy. He went �n to bed and slept
soundly. Dur�ng h�s slumber sl�ght nervous cr�spat�ons coursed over
h�s face.



CHAPTER XIII

The follow�ng morn�ng, Laurent awoke fresh and f�t. He had slept
well. The cold a�r enter�ng by the open w�ndow, wh�pped h�s slugg�sh
blood. He had no clear recollect�on of the scenes of the prev�ous
day, and had �t not been for the burn�ng sensat�on at h�s neck, he
m�ght have thought that he had ret�red to rest after a calm even�ng.

But the b�te Cam�lle had g�ven h�m stung as �f h�s sk�n had been
branded w�th a red-hot �ron. When h�s thoughts settled on the pa�n
th�s gash caused h�m, he suffered cruelly. It seemed as though a
dozen needles were penetrat�ng l�ttle by l�ttle �nto h�s flesh.

He turned down the collar of h�s sh�rt, and exam�ned the wound �n
a wretched f�fteen sous look�ng-glass hang�ng aga�nst the wall. It
formed a red hole, as b�g as a penny p�ece. The sk�n had been torn
away, d�splay�ng the rosy flesh, studded w�th dark specks. Streaks of
blood had run as far as the shoulder �n th�n threads that had dr�ed
up. The b�te looked a deep, dull brown colour aga�nst the wh�te sk�n,
and was s�tuated under the r�ght ear. Laurent scrut�n�sed �t w�th
curved back and craned neck, and the green�sh m�rror gave h�s face
an atroc�ous gr�mace.

Sat�sf�ed w�th h�s exam�nat�on, he had a thorough good wash,
say�ng to h�mself that the wound would be healed �n a few days.
Then he dressed, and qu�etly repa�red to h�s off�ce, where he related
the acc�dent �n an affected tone of vo�ce. When h�s colleagues had
read the account �n the newspapers, he became qu�te a hero. Dur�ng
a whole week the clerks at the Orleans Ra�lway had no other subject
of conversat�on: they were all proud that one of the�r staff should
have been drowned. Gr�vet never ceased h�s remarks on the
�mprudence of adventur�ng �nto the m�ddle of the Se�ne, when �t was
so easy to watch the runn�ng water from the br�dges.



Laurent reta�ned a feel�ng of �ntense uneas�ness. The decease of
Cam�lle had not been formally proved. The husband of Thérèse was
�ndeed dead, but the murderer would have l�ked to have found h�s
body, so as to obta�n a cert�f�cate of death. The day follow�ng the
acc�dent, a fru�tless search had been made for the corpse of the
drowned man. It was thought that �t had probably gone to the bottom
of some hole near the banks of the �slands, and men were act�vely
dragg�ng the Se�ne to get the reward.

In the meant�me Laurent �mposed on h�mself the task of pass�ng
each morn�ng by the Morgue, on the way to h�s off�ce. He had made
up h�s m�nd to attend to the bus�ness h�mself. Notw�thstand�ng that
h�s heart rose w�th repugnance, notw�thstand�ng the shudders that
somet�mes ran through h�s frame, for over a week he went and
exam�ned the countenance of all the drowned persons extended on
the slabs.

When he entered the place an unsavoury odour, an odour of
freshly washed flesh, d�sgusted h�m and a ch�ll ran over h�s sk�n: the
dampness of the walls seemed to add we�ght to h�s cloth�ng, wh�ch
hung more heav�ly on h�s shoulders. He went stra�ght to the glass
separat�ng the spectators from the corpses, and w�th h�s pale face
aga�nst �t, looked. Fac�ng h�m appeared rows of grey slabs, and upon
them, here and there, the naked bod�es formed green and yellow,
wh�te and red patches. Wh�le some reta�ned the�r natural cond�t�on �n
the r�g�d�ty of death, others seemed l�ke lumps of bleed�ng and
decay�ng meat. At the back, aga�nst the wall, hung some lamentable
rags, pett�coats and trousers, puckered aga�nst the bare plaster.
Laurent at f�rst only caught s�ght of the wan ensemble of stones and
walls, spotted w�th dabs of russet and black formed by the clothes
and corpses. A melod�ous sound of runn�ng water broke the s�lence.

L�ttle by l�ttle he d�st�ngu�shed the bod�es, and went from one to the
other. It was only the drowned that �nterested h�m. When several
human forms were there, swollen and blued by the water, he looked
at them eagerly, seek�ng to recogn�se Cam�lle. Frequently, the flesh
on the faces had gone away by str�ps, the bones had burst through
the mellow sk�ns, the v�sages were l�ke lumps of boned, bo�led beef.
Laurent hes�tated; he looked at the corpses, endeavour�ng to



d�scover the lean body of h�s v�ct�m. But all the drowned were stout.
He saw enormous stomachs, puffy th�ghs, and strong round arms.
He d�d not know what to do. He stood there shudder�ng before those
green�sh-look�ng rags, wh�ch seemed l�ke mock�ng h�m, w�th the�r
horr�ble wr�nkles.

One morn�ng, he was se�zed w�th real terror. For some moments,
he had been look�ng at a corpse, taken from the water, that was
small �n bu�ld and atroc�ously d�sf�gured. The flesh of th�s drowned
person was so soft and broken-up that the runn�ng water wash�ng �t,
carr�ed �t away b�t by b�t. The jet fall�ng on the face, bored a hole to
the left of the nose. And, abruptly, the nose became flat, the l�ps
were detached, show�ng the wh�te teeth. The head of the drowned
man burst out laugh�ng.

Each t�me Laurent fanc�ed he recogn�sed Cam�lle, he felt a burn�ng
sensat�on �n the heart. He ardently des�red to f�nd the body of h�s
v�ct�m, and he was se�zed w�th coward�ce when he �mag�ned �t before
h�m. H�s v�s�ts to the Morgue f�lled h�m w�th n�ghtmare, w�th shudders
that set h�m pant�ng for breath. But he shook off h�s fear, tax�ng
h�mself w�th be�ng ch�ld�sh, when he w�shed to be strong. St�ll, �n
sp�te of h�mself, h�s frame revolted, d�sgust and terror ga�ned
possess�on of h�s be�ng, as soon as ever he found h�mself �n the
dampness, and unsavoury odour of the hall.

When there were no drowned persons on the back row of slabs,
he breathed at ease; h�s repugnance was not so great. He then
became a s�mple spectator, who took strange pleasure �n look�ng
death by v�olence �n the face, �n �ts lugubr�ously fantast�c and
grotesque att�tudes. Th�s s�ght amused h�m, part�cularly when there
were women there d�splay�ng the�r bare bosoms. These nud�t�es,
brutally exposed, bloodsta�ned, and �n places bored w�th holes,
attracted and deta�ned h�m.

Once he saw a young woman of twenty there, a ch�ld of the
people, broad and strong, who seemed asleep on the stone. Her
fresh, plump, wh�te form d�splayed the most del�cate softness of t�nt.
She was half sm�l�ng, w�th her head sl�ghtly �ncl�ned on one s�de.
Around her neck she had a black band, wh�ch gave her a sort of



necklet of shadow. She was a g�rl who had hanged herself �n a f�t of
love madness.

Each morn�ng, wh�le Laurent was there, he heard beh�nd h�m the
com�ng and go�ng of the publ�c who entered and left.

The morgue �s a s�ght w�th�n reach of everybody, and one to wh�ch
passers-by, r�ch and poor al�ke, treat themselves. The door stands
open, and all are free to enter. There are adm�rers of the scene who
go out of the�r way so as not to m�ss one of these performances of
death. If the slabs have noth�ng on them, v�s�tors leave the bu�ld�ng
d�sappo�nted, feel�ng as �f they had been cheated, and murmur�ng
between the�r teeth; but when they are fa�rly well occup�ed, people
crowd �n front of them and treat themselves to cheap emot�ons; they
express horror, they joke, they applaud or wh�stle, as at the theatre,
and w�thdraw sat�sf�ed, declar�ng the Morgue a success on that
part�cular day.

Laurent soon got to know the publ�c frequent�ng the place, that
m�xed and d�ss�m�lar publ�c who p�ty and sneer �n common.
Workmen looked �n on the�r way to the�r work, w�th a loaf of bread
and tools under the�r arms. They cons�dered death droll. Among
them were com�cal compan�ons of the workshops who el�c�ted a
sm�le from the onlookers by mak�ng w�tty remarks about the faces of
each corpse. They styled those who had been burnt to death,
coalmen; the hanged, the murdered, the drowned, the bod�es that
had been stabbed or crushed, exc�ted the�r jeer�ng v�vac�ty, and the�r
vo�ces, wh�ch sl�ghtly trembled, stammered out com�cal sentences
am�d the shudder�ng s�lence of the hall.

There came persons of small �ndependent means, old men who
were th�n and shr�velled-up, �dlers who entered because they had
noth�ng to do, and who looked at the bod�es �n a s�lly manner w�th
the pouts of peaceful, del�cate-m�nded men. Women were there �n
great numbers: young work-g�rls, all rosy, w�th wh�te l�nen, and clean
pett�coats, who tr�pped along br�skly from one end of the glazed
part�t�on to the other, open�ng great attent�ve eyes, as �f they were
before the dressed shop w�ndow of a l�nendraper. There were also
women of the lower orders look�ng stupef�ed, and g�v�ng themselves



lamentable a�rs; and well-dressed lad�es, carelessly dragg�ng the�r
s�lk gowns along the floor.

On a certa�n occas�on Laurent not�ced one of the latter stand�ng at
a few paces from the glass, and press�ng her cambr�c handkerch�ef
to her nostr�ls. She wore a del�c�ous grey s�lk sk�rt w�th a large black
lace mantle; her face was covered by a ve�l, and her gloved hands
seemed qu�te small and del�cate. Around her hung a gentle perfume
of v�olet.

She stood scrut�n�s�ng a corpse. On a slab a few paces away, was
stretched the body of a great, b�g fellow, a mason who had recently
k�lled h�mself on the spot by fall�ng from a scaffold�ng. He had a
broad chest, large short muscles, and a wh�te, well-nour�shed body;
death had made a marble statue of h�m. The lady exam�ned h�m,
turned h�m round and we�ghed h�m, so to say, w�th her eyes. For a
t�me, she seemed qu�te absorbed �n the contemplat�on of th�s man.
She ra�sed a corner of her ve�l for one last look. Then she w�thdrew.

At moments, bands of lads arr�ved—young people between twelve
and f�fteen, who leant w�th the�r hands aga�nst the glass, nudg�ng
one another w�th the�r elbows, and mak�ng brutal observat�ons.

At the end of a week, Laurent became d�sheartened. At n�ght he
dreamt of the corpses he had seen �n the morn�ng. Th�s suffer�ng,
th�s da�ly d�sgust wh�ch he �mposed on h�mself, ended by troubl�ng
h�m to such a po�nt, that he resolved to pay only two more v�s�ts to
the place. The next day, on enter�ng the Morgue, he rece�ved a
v�olent shock �n the chest. Oppos�te h�m, on a slab, Cam�lle lay
look�ng at h�m, extended on h�s back, h�s head ra�sed, h�s eyes half
open.

The murderer slowly approached the glass, as �f attracted there,
unable to detach h�s eyes from h�s v�ct�m. He d�d not suffer; he
merely exper�enced a great �nner ch�ll, accompan�ed by sl�ght pr�cks
on h�s sk�n. He would have thought that he would have trembled
more v�olently. For fully f�ve m�nutes, he stood mot�onless, lost �n
unconsc�ous contemplat�on, engrav�ng, �n sp�te of h�mself, �n h�s
memory, all the horr�ble l�nes, all the d�rty colours of the p�cture he
had before h�s eyes.



Cam�lle was h�deous. He had been a fortn�ght �n the water. H�s
face st�ll appeared f�rm and r�g�d; the features were preserved, but
the sk�n had taken a yellow�sh, muddy t�nt. The th�n, bony, and
sl�ghtly tumef�ed head, wore a gr�mace. It was a tr�fle �ncl�ned on one
s�de, w�th the ha�r st�ck�ng to the temples, and the l�ds ra�sed,
d�splay�ng the dull globes of the eyes. The tw�sted l�ps were drawn to
a corner of the mouth �n an atroc�ous gr�n; and a p�ece of black�sh
tongue appeared between the wh�te teeth. Th�s head, wh�ch looked
tanned and drawn out lengthw�se, wh�le preserv�ng a human
appearance, had rema�ned all the more fr�ghtful w�th pa�n and terror.

The body seemed a mass of ruptured flesh; �t had suffered
horr�bly. You could feel that the arms no longer held to the�r sockets;
and the clav�cles were p�erc�ng the sk�n of the shoulders. The r�bs
formed black bands on the green�sh chest; the left s�de, r�pped open,
was gap�ng am�dst dark red shreds. All the torso was �n a state of
putrefact�on. The extended legs, although f�rmer, were daubed w�th
d�rty patches. The feet dangled down.

Laurent gazed at Cam�lle. He had never yet seen the body of a
drowned person present�ng such a dreadful aspect. The corpse,
moreover, looked p�nched. It had a th�n, poor appearance. It had
shrunk up �n �ts decay, and the heap �t formed was qu�te small.
Anyone m�ght have guessed that �t belonged to a clerk at 1,200
francs a year, who was stup�d and s�ckly, and who had been brought
up by h�s mother on �nfus�ons. Th�s m�serable frame, wh�ch had
grown to matur�ty between warm blankets, was now sh�ver�ng on a
cold slab.

When Laurent could at last tear h�mself from the po�gnant cur�os�ty
that kept h�m mot�onless and gap�ng before h�s v�ct�m, he went out
and begun walk�ng rap�dly along the quay. And as he stepped out,
he repeated:

“That �s what I have done. He �s h�deous.”
A smell seemed to be follow�ng h�m, the smell that the putrefy�ng

body must be g�v�ng off.
He went to f�nd old M�chaud, and told h�m he had just recogn�zed

Cam�lle ly�ng on one of the slabs �n the Morgue. The formal�t�es were
performed, the drowned man was bur�ed, and a cert�f�cate of death



del�vered. Laurent, henceforth at ease, felt del�ghted to be able to
bury h�s cr�me �n obl�v�on, along w�th the vexat�ous and pa�nful
scenes that had followed �t.



CHAPTER XIV

The shop �n the Arcade of the Pont Neuf rema�ned closed for three
days. When �t opened aga�n, �t appeared darker and damper. The
shop-front d�splay, wh�ch the dust had turned yellow, seemed to be
wear�ng the mourn�ng of the house; the var�ous art�cles were
scattered at s�xes and sevens �n the d�rty w�ndows. Beh�nd the l�nen
caps hang�ng from the rusty �ron rods, the face of Thérèse presented
a more ol�ve, a more sallow pall�dness, and the �mmob�l�ty of s�n�ster
calm.

All the goss�ps �n the arcade were moved to p�ty. The dealer �n
�m�tat�on jewelry po�nted out the emac�ated prof�le of the young
w�dow to each of her customers, as an �nterest�ng and lamentable
cur�os�ty.

For three days, Madame Raqu�n and Thérèse had rema�ned �n
bed w�thout speak�ng, and w�thout even see�ng one another. The old
mercer, propped up by p�llows �n a s�tt�ng posture, gazed vaguely
before her w�th the eyes of an �d�ot. The death of her son had been
l�ke a blow on the head that had felled her senseless to the ground.
For hours she rema�ned tranqu�l and �nert, absorbed �n her despa�r;
then she was at t�mes se�zed w�th attacks of weep�ng, shr�ek�ng and
del�r�um.

Thérèse �n the adjo�n�ng room, seemed to sleep. She had turned
her face to the wall, and drawn the sheet over her eyes. There she
lay stretched out at full length, r�g�d and mute, w�thout a sob ra�s�ng
the bed-clothes. It looked as �f she was conceal�ng the thoughts that
made her r�g�d �n the darkness of the alcove.

Suzanne, who attended to the two women, went feebly from one
to the other, gently dragg�ng her feet along the floor, bend�ng her
wax-l�ke countenance over the two couches, w�thout succeed�ng �n



persuad�ng Thérèse, who had sudden f�ts of �mpat�ence, to turn
round, or �n consol�ng Madame Raqu�n, whose tears began to flow
as soon as a vo�ce drew her from her prostrat�on.

On the th�rd day, Thérèse, rap�dly and w�th a sort of fever�sh
dec�s�on, threw the sheet from her, and seated herself up �n bed. She
thrust back her ha�r from her temples, and for a moment rema�ned
w�th her hands to her forehead and her eyes f�xed, seem�ng st�ll to
reflect. Then, she sprang to the carpet. Her l�mbs were sh�ver�ng,
and red w�th fever; large l�v�d patches marbled her sk�n, wh�ch had
become wr�nkled �n places as �f she had lost flesh. She had grown
older.

Suzanne, on enter�ng the room, was struck w�th surpr�se to f�nd
her up. In a plac�d, drawl�ng tone, she adv�sed her to go to bed
aga�n, and cont�nue rest�ng. Thérèse pa�d no heed to her, but sought
her clothes and put them on w�th hurr�ed, trembl�ng gestures. When
she was dressed, she went and looked at herself �n a glass, rubb�ng
her eyes, and pass�ng her hands over her countenance, as �f to
efface someth�ng. Then, w�thout pronounc�ng a syllable, she qu�ckly
crossed the d�n�ng-room and entered the apartment occup�ed by
Madame Raqu�n.

She caught the old mercer �n a moment of dolt�sh calm. When
Thérèse appeared, she turned her head follow�ng the movements of
the young w�dow w�th her eyes, wh�le the latter came and stood
before her, mute and oppressed. The two women contemplated one
another for some seconds, the n�ece w�th �ncreas�ng anx�ety, the
aunt w�th pa�nful efforts of memory. Madame Raqu�n, at last
remember�ng, stretched out her trembl�ng arms, and, tak�ng Thérèse
by the neck, excla�med:

“My poor ch�ld, my poor Cam�lle!”
She wept, and her tears dr�ed on the burn�ng sk�n of the young

w�dow, who concealed her own dry eyes �n the folds of the sheet.
Thérèse rema�ned bend�ng down, allow�ng the old mother to exhaust
her outburst of gr�ef. She had dreaded th�s f�rst �nterv�ew ever s�nce
the murder; and had kept �n bed to delay �t, to reflect at ease on the
terr�ble part she had to play.



When she perce�ved Madame Raqu�n more calm, she bus�ed
herself about her, adv�s�ng her to r�se, and go down to the shop. The
old mercer had almost fallen �nto dotage. The abrupt appar�t�on of
her n�ece had brought about a favourable cr�s�s that had just restored
her memory, and the consc�ousness of th�ngs and be�ngs around
her. She thanked Suzanne for her attent�on. Although weakened,
she talked, and had ceased wander�ng, but she spoke �n a vo�ce so
full of sadness that at moments she was half choked. She watched
the movements of Thérèse w�th sudden f�ts of tears; and would then
call her to the beds�de, and embrace her am�d more sobs, tell�ng her
�n a suffocat�ng tone that she, now, had nobody but her �n the world.

In the even�ng, she consented to get up, and make an effort to eat.
Thérèse then saw what a terr�ble shock her aunt had rece�ved. The
legs of the old lady had become so ponderous that she requ�red a
st�ck to ass�st her to drag herself �nto the d�n�ng-room, and there she
thought the walls were vac�llat�ng around her.

Nevertheless, the follow�ng day she w�shed the shop to be
opened. She feared she would go mad �f she cont�nued to rema�n
alone �n her room. She went down the wooden sta�rcase w�th heavy
tread, plac�ng her two feet on each step, and seated herself beh�nd
the counter. From that day forth, she rema�ned r�veted there �n plac�d
affl�ct�on.

Thérèse, bes�de her, mused and wa�ted. The shop resumed �ts
gloomy calm.



CHAPTER XV

Laurent resumed call�ng of an even�ng, every two or three days,
rema�n�ng �n the shop talk�ng to Madame Raqu�n for half an hour.
Then he went off w�thout look�ng Thérèse �n the face. The old mercer
regarded h�m as the rescuer of her n�ece, as a noble-hearted young
man who had done h�s utmost to restore her son to her, and she
welcomed h�m w�th tender k�ndness.

One Thursday even�ng, when Laurent happened to be there, old
M�chaud and Gr�vet entered. E�ght o’clock was str�k�ng. The clerk
and the former comm�ssary of pol�ce had both thought,
�ndependently of one another, that they could resume the�r dear
custom, w�thout appear�ng �mportunate, and they arr�ved at the same
moment, as �f urged by the same �mpulse. Beh�nd them, came
Ol�v�er and Suzanne.

Everyone went upsta�rs to the d�n�ng-room. Madame Raqu�n who
expected nobody, hastened to l�ght the lamp, and prepare the tea.
When all were seated round the table, each before a cup, when the
box of dom�noes had been empt�ed on the board, the old mother,
w�th the past suddenly brought back to her, looked at her guests, and
burst �nto sobs. There was a vacant place, that of her son.

Th�s despa�r cast a ch�ll upon the company and annoyed them.
Every countenance wore an a�r of egot�st�c beat�tude. These people
felt �ll at ease, hav�ng no longer the sl�ghtest recollect�on of Cam�lle
al�ve �n the�r hearts.

“Come, my dear lady,” excla�med old M�chaud, sl�ghtly �mpat�ently,
“you must not g�ve way to despa�r l�ke that. You w�ll make yourself
�ll.”

“We are all mortal,” aff�rmed Gr�vet.



“Your tears w�ll not restore your son to you,” sentent�ously
observed Ol�v�er.

“Do not cause us pa�n, I beg you,” murmured Suzanne.
And as Madame Raqu�n sobbed louder, unable to restra�n her

tears, M�chaud resumed:
“Come, come, have a l�ttle courage. You know we come here to

g�ve you some d�stract�on. Then do not let us feel sad. Let us try to
forget. We are play�ng two sous a game. Eh! What do you say?”

The mercer st�fled her sobs w�th a v�olent effort. Perhaps she was
consc�ous of the happy egot�sm of her guests. She dr�ed her tears,
but was st�ll qu�te upset. The dom�noes trembled �n her poor hands,
and the mo�sture �n her eyes prevented her see�ng.

The game began.
Laurent and Thérèse had w�tnessed th�s br�ef scene �n a grave

and �mpass�ve manner. The young man was del�ghted to see these
Thursday even�ngs resumed. He ardently des�red them to be
cont�nued, aware that he would have need of these gather�ngs to
atta�n h�s end. Bes�des, w�thout ask�ng h�mself the reason, he felt
more at ease among these few persons whom he knew, and �t gave
h�m courage to look Thérèse �n the face.

The young woman, att�red �n black, pale and med�tat�ve, seemed
to h�m to possess a beauty that he had h�therto �gnored. He was
happy to meet her eyes, and to see them rest upon h�s own w�th
courageous f�xedness. Thérèse st�ll belonged to h�m, heart and soul.



CHAPTER XVI

A fortn�ght passed. The b�tterness of the f�rst hours was soften�ng;
each day brought add�t�onal tranqu�ll�ty and calm; l�fe resumed �ts
course w�th weary langu�dness, and w�th the monotonous �ntellectual
�nsens�b�l�ty wh�ch follows great shocks. At the commencement,
Laurent and Thérèse allowed themselves to dr�ft �nto th�s new
ex�stence wh�ch was transform�ng them; w�th�n the�r be�ngs was
proceed�ng a s�lent labour wh�ch would requ�re analys�ng w�th
extreme del�cacy �f one des�red to mark all �ts phases.

It was not long before Laurent came every n�ght to the shop as
formerly. But he no longer d�ned there, he no longer made the place
a lounge dur�ng the ent�re even�ng. He arr�ved at half-past n�ne, and
rema�ned unt�l he had put up the shutters. It seemed as �f he was
accompl�sh�ng a duty �n plac�ng h�mself at the serv�ce of the two
women. If he happened occas�onally to neglect the t�resome job, he
apolog�sed w�th the hum�l�ty of a valet the follow�ng day. On
Thursdays he ass�sted Madame Raqu�n to l�ght the f�re, to do the
honours of the house, and d�splayed all k�nds of gentle attent�ons
that charmed the old mercer.

Thérèse peacefully watched the act�v�ty of h�s movements round
about her. The pall�dness of her face had departed. She appeared �n
better health, more sm�l�ng and gentle. It was only rarely that her l�ps,
becom�ng p�nched �n a nervous contract�on, produced two deep
pleats wh�ch conveyed to her countenance a strange express�on of
gr�ef and fr�ght.

The two sweethearts no longer sought to see one another �n
pr�vate. Not once d�d they suggest a meet�ng, nor d�d they ever
furt�vely exchange a k�ss. The murder seemed to have momentar�ly
appeased the�r warmth. In k�ll�ng Cam�lle, they had succeeded �n



sat�sfy�ng the�r pass�on. The�r cr�me appeared to have g�ven them a
keen pleasure that s�ckened and d�sgusted them of the�r embraces.

They had a thousand fac�l�t�es for enjoy�ng the freedom that had
been the�r dream, and the atta�nment of wh�ch had urged them on to
murder. Madame Raqu�n, �mpotent and ch�ld�sh, ceased to be an
obstacle. The house belonged to them. They could go abroad where
they pleased. But love d�d not trouble them, �ts f�re had d�ed out.
They rema�ned there, calmly talk�ng, look�ng at one another w�thout
redden�ng and w�thout a thr�ll. They even avo�ded be�ng alone. In
the�r �nt�macy, they found noth�ng to say, and both were afra�d that
they appeared too cold. When they exchanged a pressure of the
hand, they exper�enced a sort of d�scomfort at the touch of the�r
sk�ns.

Both �mag�ned they could expla�n what made them so �nd�fferent
and alarmed when face to face w�th one another. They put the
coldness of the�r att�tude down to prudence. The�r calm, accord�ng to
them, was the result of great caut�on on the�r part. They pretended
they des�red th�s tranqu�ll�ty, and somnolence of the�r hearts. On the
other hand, they regarded the repugnance, the uncomfortable feel�ng
exper�enced as a rema�ns of terror, as the secret dread of
pun�shment. Somet�mes, forc�ng themselves to hope, they sought to
resume the burn�ng dreams of other days, and were qu�te aston�shed
to f�nd they had no �mag�nat�on.

Then, they clung to the �dea of the�r forthcom�ng marr�age. They
fanc�ed that hav�ng atta�ned the�r end, w�thout a s�ngle fear to trouble
them, del�vered over to one another, the�r pass�on would burn aga�n,
and they would taste the del�ghts that had been the�r dream. Th�s
prospect brought them calm, and prevented them descend�ng to the
vo�d hollowed out beneath them. They persuaded themselves they
loved one another as �n the past, and they awa�ted the moment
when they were to be perfectly happy bound together for ever.

Never had Thérèse possessed so plac�d a m�nd. She was certa�nly
becom�ng better. All her �mplacable, natural w�ll was g�v�ng way. She
felt happy at n�ght, alone �n her bed; no longer d�d she f�nd the th�n
face, and p�teous form of Cam�lle at her s�de to exasperate her. She
�mag�ned herself a l�ttle g�rl, a ma�d beneath the wh�te curta�ns, ly�ng



peacefully am�dst the s�lence and darkness. Her spac�ous, and
sl�ghtly cold room rather pleased her, w�th �ts lofty ce�l�ng, �ts obscure
corners, and �ts smack of the clo�ster.

She even ended by l�k�ng the great black wall wh�ch rose up
before her w�ndow. Every n�ght dur�ng one ent�re summer, she
rema�ned for hours gaz�ng at the grey stones �n th�s wall, and at the
narrow str�ps of starry sky cut out by the ch�mneys and roofs. She
only thought of Laurent when awakened w�th a start by n�ghtmare.
Then, s�tt�ng up, trembl�ng, w�th d�lated eyes, and press�ng her
n�ghtdress to her, she sa�d to herself that she would not exper�ence
these sudden fears, �f she had a man ly�ng bes�de her. She thought
of her sweetheart as of a dog who would have guarded and
protected her.

Of a dayt�me, �n the shop, she took an �nterest �n what was go�ng
on outs�de; she went out at her own �nst�gat�on, and no longer l�ved
�n sullen revolt, occup�ed w�th thoughts of hatred and vengeance. It
worr�ed her to s�t mus�ng. She felt the necess�ty of act�ng and see�ng.
From morn�ng to n�ght, she watched the people pass�ng through the
arcade. The no�se, and go�ng and com�ng d�verted her. She became
�nqu�s�t�ve and talkat�ve, �n a word a woman, for h�therto she had only
d�splayed the act�ons and �deas of a man.

From her po�nt of observat�on, she remarked a young man, a
student, who l�ved at an hotel �n the ne�ghbourhood, and who passed
several t�mes da�ly before the shop. Th�s youth had a handsome,
pale face, w�th the long ha�r of a poet, and the moustache of an
off�cer. Thérèse thought h�m super�or look�ng. She was �n love w�th
h�m for a week, �n love l�ke a schoolg�rl. She read novels, she
compared the young man to Laurent, and found the latter very
coarse and heavy. Her read�ng revealed to her romant�c scenes that,
h�therto, she had �gnored. She had only loved w�th blood and nerves,
as yet, and she now began to love w�th her head. Then, one day, the
student d�sappeared. No doubt he had moved. In a few hours
Thérèse had forgotten h�m.

She now subscr�bed to a c�rculat�ng l�brary, and conce�ved a
pass�on for the heroes of all the stor�es that passed under her eyes.
Th�s sudden love for read�ng had great �nfluence on her



temperament. She acqu�red nervous sens�b�l�ty wh�ch caused her to
laugh and cry w�thout any mot�ve. The equ�l�br�um wh�ch had shown
a tendency to be establ�shed �n her, was upset. She fell �nto a sort of
vague med�tat�on. At moments, she became d�sturbed by thoughts of
Cam�lle, and she dreamt of Laurent and fresh love, full of terror and
d�strust. She aga�n became a prey to angu�sh. At one moment she
sought for the means of marry�ng her sweetheart at that very �nstant,
at another she had an �dea of runn�ng away never to see h�m aga�n.

The novels, wh�ch spoke to her of chast�ty and honour, placed a
sort of obstacle between her �nst�ncts and her w�ll. She rema�ned the
ungovernable creature who had wanted to struggle w�th the Se�ne
and who had thrown herself v�olently �nto �ll�c�t love; but she was
consc�ous of goodness and gentleness, she understood the putty
face and l�feless att�tude of the w�fe of Ol�v�er, and she knew �t was
poss�ble to be happy w�thout k�ll�ng one’s husband. Then, she d�d not
see herself �n a very good l�ght, and l�ved �n cruel �ndec�s�on.

Laurent, on h�s s�de, passed through several d�fferent phases of
love and fever. F�rst of all he enjoyed profound tranqu�l�ty; he
seemed as �f rel�eved of an enormous we�ght. At t�mes he
quest�oned h�mself w�th aston�shment, fancy�ng he had had a bad
dream. He asked h�mself whether �t was really true that he had flung
Cam�lle �nto the water, and had seen h�s corpse on the slab at the
Morgue.

The recollect�on of h�s cr�me caused h�m strange surpr�se; never
could he have �mag�ned h�mself capable of murder. He so prudent,
so cowardly, shuddered at the mere thought; �ce-l�ke beads of
persp�rat�on stood out on h�s forehead when he reflected that the
author�t�es m�ght have d�scovered h�s cr�me and gu�llot�ned h�m.
Then he felt the cold kn�fe on h�s neck. So long as he had acted, he
had gone stra�ght before h�m, w�th the obst�nacy and bl�ndness of a
brute. Now, he turned round, and at the s�ght of the gulf he had just
cleared, grew fa�nt w�th terror.

“Assuredly, I must have been drunk,” thought he; “that woman
must have �ntox�cated me w�th caresses. Good heavens! I was a fool
and mad! I r�sked the gu�llot�ne �n a bus�ness l�ke that. Fortunately �t
passed off all r�ght. But �f �t had to be done aga�n, I would not do �t.”



Laurent lost all h�s v�gor. He became �nact�ve, and more cowardly
and prudent than ever. He grew fat and flabby. No one who had
stud�ed th�s great body, p�led up �n a lump, apparently w�thout bones
or muscles, would ever have had the �dea of accus�ng the man of
v�olence and cruelty.

He resumed h�s former hab�ts. For several months, he proved
h�mself a model clerk, do�ng h�s work w�th exemplary brut�shness. At
n�ght, he took h�s meal at a cheap restaurant �n the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor,
cutt�ng h�s bread �nto th�n sl�ces, mast�cat�ng h�s food slowly, mak�ng
h�s repast last as long as poss�ble. When �t was over, he threw
h�mself back aga�nst the wall and smoked h�s p�pe. Anyone m�ght
have taken h�m for a stout, good-natured father. In the dayt�me, he
thought of noth�ng; at n�ght, he reposed �n heavy sleep free from
dreams. W�th h�s face fat and rosy, h�s belly full, h�s bra�n empty, he
felt happy.

H�s frame seemed dead, and Thérèse barely entered h�s m�nd.
Occas�onally he thought of her as one th�nks of a woman one has to
marry later on, �n the �ndef�n�te future. He pat�ently awa�ted the t�me
for h�s marr�age, forgetful of the br�de, and dream�ng of the new
pos�t�on he would then enjoy. He would leave h�s off�ce, he would
pa�nt for amusement, and saunter about h�ther and th�ther. These
hopes brought h�m n�ght after n�ght, to the shop �n the arcade, �n
sp�te of the vague d�scomfort he exper�enced on enter�ng the place.

One Sunday, w�th noth�ng to do and be�ng bored, he went to see
h�s old school fr�end, the young pa�nter he had l�ved w�th for a t�me.
The art�st was work�ng on a p�cture of a nude Bacchante sprawled
on some drapery. The model, ly�ng w�th her head thrown back and
her torso tw�sted somet�mes laughed and threw her bosom forward,
stretch�ng her arms. As Laurent smoked h�s p�pe and chatted w�th
h�s fr�end, he kept h�s eyes on the model. He took the woman home
w�th h�m that even�ng and kept her as h�s m�stress for many months.
The poor g�rl fell �n love w�th h�m. Every morn�ng she went off and
posed as a model all day. Then she came back each even�ng. She
d�dn’t cost Laurent a penny, keep�ng herself out of her own earn�ngs.
Laurent never bothered to f�nd out about her, where she went, what
she d�d. She was a steady�ng �nfluence �n h�s l�fe, a useful and



necessary th�ng. He never wondered �f he loved her and he never
cons�dered that he was be�ng unfa�thful to Thérèse. He s�mply felt
better and happ�er.

In the meanwh�le the per�od of mourn�ng that Thérèse had
�mposed on herself, had come to an end, and the young woman put
on l�ght-coloured gowns. One even�ng, Laurent found her look�ng
younger and handsomer. But he st�ll felt uncomfortable �n her
presence. For some t�me past, she seemed to h�m fever�sh, and full
of strange capr�c�ousness, laugh�ng and turn�ng sad w�thout reason.
Th�s unsettled demeanour alarmed h�m, for he guessed, �n part, what
her struggles and troubles must be l�ke.

He began to hes�tate, hav�ng an atroc�ous dread of r�sk�ng h�s
tranqu�ll�ty. He was now l�v�ng peacefully, �n w�se contentment, and
he feared to endanger the equ�l�br�um of h�s l�fe, by b�nd�ng h�mself to
a nervous woman, whose pass�on had already dr�ven h�m crazy. But
he d�d not reason these matters out, he felt by �nst�nct all the angu�sh
he would be subjected to, �f he made Thérèse h�s w�fe.

The f�rst shock he rece�ved, and one that roused h�m �n h�s
slugg�shness, was the thought that he must at length beg�n to th�nk
of h�s marr�age. It was almost f�fteen months s�nce the death of
Cam�lle. For an �nstant, Laurent had the �dea of not marry�ng at all, of
j�lt�ng Thérèse. Then he sa�d to h�mself that �t was no good k�ll�ng a
man for noth�ng. In recall�ng the cr�me, and the terr�ble efforts he had
made to be the sole possessor of th�s woman who was now troubl�ng
h�m, he felt that the murder would become useless and atroc�ous
should he not marry her. Bes�des, was he not bound to Thérèse by a
bond of blood and horror? Moreover, he feared h�s accompl�ce;
perhaps, �f he fa�led to marry her, she would go and relate everyth�ng
to the jud�c�al author�t�es out of vengeance and jealousy. W�th these
�deas beat�ng �n h�s head the fever settled on h�m aga�n.

Now, one Sunday the model d�d not return; no doubt she had
found a warmer and more comfortable place to lodge. Laurent was
only moderately upset, but he felt a sudden gap �n h�s l�fe w�thout a
woman ly�ng bes�de h�m at n�ght. In a week h�s pass�ons rebelled
and he began spend�ng ent�re even�ngs at the shop aga�n. He



watched Thérèse who was st�ll palp�tat�ng from the novels wh�ch she
read.

After a year of �nd�fferent wa�t�ng they both were aga�n tormented
by des�re. One even�ng wh�le shutt�ng up the shop, Laurent spoke to
Thérèse �n the passage.

“Do you want me to come to your room to-n�ght,” he asked
pass�onately.

She started w�th fear. “No, let’s wa�t. Let’s be prudent.”
“It seems to me that I’ve already wa�ted a long t�me,” he went on.

“I’m s�ck of wa�t�ng.”
Thérèse, her hands and face burn�ng hot, looked at h�m w�ldly.

She seemed to hes�tate, and then sa�d qu�ckly:
“Let’s get marr�ed.”



CHAPTER XVII

Laurent left the arcade w�th a stra�ned m�nd. Thérèse had f�lled
h�m w�th the old long�ng lusts aga�n. He walked along w�th h�s hat �n
h�s hand, so as to get the fresh a�r full �n h�s face.

On reach�ng the door of h�s hotel �n the Rue Sa�nt-V�ctor, he was
afra�d to go upsta�rs, and rema�n alone. A ch�ld�sh, �nexpl�cable,
unforeseen terror made h�m fear he would f�nd a man h�dden �n h�s
garret. Never had he exper�enced such poltroonery. He d�d not even
seek to account for the strange shudder that ran through h�m. He
entered a w�ne-shop and rema�ned an hour there, unt�l m�dn�ght,
mot�onless and s�lent at a table, mechan�cally absorb�ng great
glasses of w�ne. Th�nk�ng of Thérèse, h�s anger raged at her refusal
to have h�m �n her room that very n�ght. He felt that w�th her he would
not have been afra�d.

When the t�me came for clos�ng the shop, he was obl�ged to leave.
But he went back aga�n to ask for matches. The off�ce of the hotel
was on the f�rst floor. Laurent had a long alley to follow and a few
steps to ascend, before he could take h�s candle. Th�s alley, th�s b�t
of sta�rcase wh�ch was fr�ghtfully dark, terr�f�ed h�m. Hab�tually, he
passed boldly through the darkness. But on th�s part�cular n�ght he
had not even the courage to r�ng. He sa�d to h�mself that �n a certa�n
recess, formed by the entrance to the cellar, assass�ns were perhaps
concealed, who would suddenly spr�ng at h�s throat as he passed
along.

At last he pulled the bell, and l�ght�ng a match, made up h�s m�nd
to enter the alley. The match went out. He stood mot�onless,
breathless, w�thout the courage to run away, rubb�ng luc�fers aga�nst
the damp wall �n such anx�ety that h�s hand trembled. He fanc�ed he
heard vo�ces, and the sound of footsteps before h�m. The matches



broke between h�s f�ngers; but he succeeded �n str�k�ng one. The
sulphur began to bo�l, to set f�re to the wood, w�th a tard�ness that
�ncreased h�s d�stress. In the pale blu�sh l�ght of the sulphur, �n the
vac�llat�ng gl�mmer, he fanc�ed he could d�st�ngu�sh monstrous forms.
Then the match crackled, and the l�ght became wh�te and clear.

Laurent, rel�eved, advanced w�th caut�on, careful not to be w�thout
a match. When he had passed the entrance to the cellar, he clung to
the oppos�te wall where a mass of darkness terr�f�ed h�m. He next
br�skly scaled the few steps separat�ng h�m from the off�ce of the
hotel, and thought h�mself safe when he held h�s candlest�ck. He
ascended to the other floors more gently, hold�ng aloft h�s candle,
l�ght�ng all the corners before wh�ch he had to pass. The great
fantast�c shadows that come and go, �n ascend�ng a sta�rcase w�th a
l�ght, caused h�m vague d�scomfort, as they suddenly rose and
d�sappeared before h�m.

As soon as he was upsta�rs, and had rap�dly opened h�s door and
shut h�mself �n, h�s f�rst care was to look under h�s bed, and make a
m�nute �nspect�on of the room to see that nobody was concealed
there. He closed the w�ndow �n the roof th�nk�ng someone m�ght
perhaps get �n that way, and feel�ng more calm after tak�ng these
measures, he undressed, aston�shed at h�s coward�ce. He ended by
laugh�ng and call�ng h�mself a ch�ld. Never had he been afra�d, and
he could not understand th�s sudden f�t of terror.

He went to bed. When he was �n the warmth beneath the
bedclothes, he aga�n thought of Thérèse, whom fr�ght had dr�ven
from h�s m�nd. Do what he would, obst�nately close h�s eyes,
endeavour to sleep, he felt h�s thoughts at work command�ng h�s
attent�on, connect�ng one w�th the other, to ever po�nt out to h�m the
advantage he would reap by marry�ng as soon as poss�ble. Ever and
anon he would turn round, say�ng to h�mself:

“I must not th�nk any more; I shall have to get up at e�ght o’clock
to-morrow morn�ng to go to my off�ce.”

And he made an effort to sl�p off to sleep. But the �deas returned
one by one. The dull labour of h�s reason�ng began aga�n; and he
soon found h�mself �n a sort of acute rever�e that d�splayed to h�m �n
the depths of h�s bra�n, the necess�ty for h�s marr�age, along w�th the



arguments h�s des�re and prudence advanced �n turn, for and aga�nst
the possess�on of Thérèse.

Then, see�ng he was unable to sleep, that �nsomn�a kept h�s body
�n a state of �rr�tat�on, he turned on h�s back, and w�th h�s eyes w�de
open, gave up h�s m�nd to the young woman. H�s equ�l�br�um was
upset, he aga�n trembled w�th v�olent fever, as formerly. He had an
�dea of gett�ng up, and return�ng to the Arcade of the Pont Neuf. He
would have the �ron gate opened, and Thérèse would rece�ve h�m.
The thought sent h�s blood rac�ng.

The luc�d�ty of h�s rever�e was aston�sh�ng. He saw h�mself �n the
streets walk�ng rap�dly bes�de the houses, and he sa�d to h�mself:

“I w�ll take th�s Boulevard, I w�ll cross th�s Square, so as to arr�ve
there qu�cker.”

Then the �ron gate of the arcade grated, he followed the narrow,
dark, deserted corr�dor, congratulat�ng h�mself at be�ng able to go up
to Thérèse w�thout be�ng seen by the dealer �n �m�tat�on jewelry. Next
he �mag�ned he was �n the alley, �n the l�ttle sta�rcase he had so
frequently ascended. He �nhaled the s�ckly odour of the passage, he
touched the st�cky walls, he saw the d�rty shadow that hung about
there. And he ascended each step, breathless, and w�th h�s ear on
the alert. At last he scratched aga�nst the door, the door opened, and
Thérèse stood there awa�t�ng h�m.

H�s thoughts unfolded before h�m l�ke real scenes. W�th h�s eyes
f�xed on darkness, he saw. When at the end of h�s journey through
the streets, after enter�ng the arcade, and cl�mb�ng the l�ttle
sta�rcase, he thought he perce�ved Thérèse, ardent and pale, he
br�skly sprang from h�s bed, murmur�ng:

“I must go there. She’s wa�t�ng for me.”
Th�s abrupt movement drove away the halluc�nat�on. He felt the

ch�ll of the t�le floor�ng, and was afra�d. For a moment he stood
mot�onless on h�s bare feet, l�sten�ng. He fanc�ed he heard a sound
on the land�ng. And he reflected that �f he went to Thérèse, he would
aga�n have to pass before the door of the cellar below. Th�s thought
sent a cold sh�ver down h�s back. Aga�n he was se�zed w�th fr�ght, a
sort of stup�d crush�ng terror. He looked d�strustfully round the room,
where he d�st�ngu�shed shreds of wh�t�sh l�ght. Then gently, w�th



anx�ous, hasty precaut�ons, he went to bed aga�n, and there huddl�ng
h�mself together, h�d h�mself, as �f to escape a weapon, a kn�fe that
threatened h�m.

The blood had flown v�olently to h�s neck, wh�ch was burn�ng h�m.
He put h�s hand there, and beneath h�s f�ngers felt the scar of the
b�te he had rece�ved from Cam�lle. He had almost forgotten th�s
wound and was terr�f�ed when he found �t on h�s sk�n, where �t
seemed to be gnaw�ng �nto h�s flesh. He rap�dly w�thdrew h�s hand
so as not to feel the scar, but he was st�ll consc�ous of �ts be�ng there
bor�ng �nto and devour�ng h�s neck. Then, when he del�cately
scratched �t w�th h�s na�l, the terr�ble burn�ng sensat�on �ncreased
twofold. So as not to tear the sk�n, he pressed h�s two hands
between h�s doubled-up knees, and he rema�ned thus, r�g�d and
�rr�tated, w�th the gnaw�ng pa�n �n h�s neck, and h�s teeth chatter�ng
w�th fr�ght.

H�s m�nd now settled on Cam�lle w�th fr�ghtful tenac�ty. H�therto the
drowned man had not troubled h�m at n�ght. And behold the thought
of Thérèse brought up the spectre of her husband. The murderer
dared not open h�s eyes, afra�d of perce�v�ng h�s v�ct�m �n a corner of
the room. At one moment, he fanc�ed h�s bedstead was be�ng
shaken �n a pecul�ar manner. He �mag�ned Cam�lle was beneath �t,
and that �t was he who was toss�ng h�m about �n th�s way so as to
make h�m fall and b�te h�m. W�th haggard look and ha�r on end, he
clung to h�s mattress, �mag�n�ng the jerks were becom�ng more and
more v�olent.

Then, he perce�ved the bed was not mov�ng, and he felt a
react�on. He sat up, l�t h�s candle, and taxed h�mself w�th be�ng an
�d�ot. He next swallowed a large glassful of water to appease h�s
fever.

“I was wrong to dr�nk at that w�ne-shop,” thought he. “I don’t know
what �s the matter w�th me to-n�ght. It’s s�lly. I shall be worn out to-
morrow at my off�ce. I ought to have gone to sleep at once, when I
got �nto bed, �nstead of th�nk�ng of a lot of th�ngs. That �s what gave
me �nsomn�a. I must get to sleep at once.”

Aga�n he blew out the l�ght. He bur�ed h�s head �n the p�llow,
feel�ng sl�ghtly refreshed, and thoroughly determ�ned not to th�nk any



more, and to be no more afra�d. Fat�gue began to relax h�s nerves.
He d�d not fall �nto h�s usual heavy, crush�ng sleep, but gl�ded

l�ghtly �nto unsettled slumber. He s�mply felt as �f benumbed, as �f
plunged �nto gentle and del�ghtful stupor. As he dozed, he could feel
h�s l�mbs. H�s �ntell�gence rema�ned awake �n h�s deadened frame.
He had dr�ven away h�s thoughts, he had res�sted the v�g�l. Then,
when he became appeased, when h�s strength fa�led and h�s w�ll
escaped h�m, h�s thoughts returned qu�etly, one by one, rega�n�ng
possess�on of h�s falter�ng be�ng.

H�s rever�e began once more. Aga�n he went over the d�stance
separat�ng h�m from Thérèse: he went downsta�rs, he passed before
the cellar at a run, and found h�mself outs�de the house; he took all
the streets he had followed before, when he was dream�ng w�th h�s
eyes open; he entered the Arcade of the Pont Neuf, ascended the
l�ttle sta�rcase and scratched at the door. But �nstead of Thérèse, �t
was Cam�lle who opened the door, Cam�lle, just as he had seen h�m
at the Morgue, look�ng green�sh, and atroc�ously d�sf�gured. The
corpse extended h�s arms to h�m, w�th a v�le laugh, d�splay�ng the t�p
of a black�sh tongue between �ts wh�te teeth.

Laurent shr�eked, and awoke w�th a start. He was bathed �n
persp�rat�on. He pulled the bedclothes over h�s eyes, swear�ng and
gett�ng �nto a rage w�th h�mself. He wanted to go to sleep aga�n. And
he d�d so as before, slowly.

The same feel�ng of heav�ness overcame h�m, and as soon as h�s
w�ll had aga�n escaped �n the langu�dness of sem�-slumber, he set
out aga�n. He returned where h�s f�xed �dea conducted h�m; he ran to
see Thérèse, and once more �t was the drowned man who opened
the door.

The wretch sat up terr�f�ed. He would have g�ven anyth�ng �n the
world to be able to dr�ve away th�s �mplacable dream. He longed for
heavy sleep to crush h�s thoughts. So long as he rema�ned awake,
he had suff�c�ent energy to expel the phantom of h�s v�ct�m; but as
soon as he lost command of h�s m�nd �t led h�m to the acme of terror.

He aga�n attempted to sleep. Then came a success�on of del�c�ous
spells of drows�ness, and abrupt, harrow�ng awaken�ngs. In h�s
fur�ous obst�nacy, he st�ll went to Thérèse, but only to always run



aga�nst the body of Cam�lle. He performed the same journey more
than ten t�mes over. He started all af�re, followed the same �t�nerary,
exper�enced the same sensat�ons, accompl�shed the same acts, w�th
m�nute exact�tude; and more than ten t�mes over, he saw the
drowned man present h�mself to be embraced, when he extended
h�s arms to se�ze and clasp h�s love.

Th�s same s�n�ster catastrophe wh�ch awoke h�m on each
occas�on, gasp�ng and d�stracted, d�d not d�scourage h�m. After an
�nterval of a few m�nutes, as soon as he had fallen asleep aga�n,
forgetful of the h�deous corpse awa�t�ng h�m, he once more hurr�ed
away to seek the young woman.

Laurent passed an hour a prey to these success�ve n�ghtmares, to
these bad dreams that followed one another ceaselessly, w�thout any
warn�ng, and he was struck w�th more acute terror at each start they
gave h�m.

The last of these shocks proved so v�olent, so pa�nful that he
determ�ned to get up, and struggle no longer. Day was break�ng. A
gleam of dull, grey l�ght was enter�ng at the w�ndow �n the roof wh�ch
cut out a pale grey square �n the sky.

Laurent slowly dressed h�mself, w�th a feel�ng of sullen �rr�tat�on,
exasperated at hav�ng been unable to sleep, exasperated at allow�ng
h�mself to be caught by a fr�ght wh�ch he now regarded as ch�ld�sh.
As he drew on h�s trousers he stretched h�mself, he rubbed h�s
l�mbs, he passed h�s hands over h�s face, harassed and clouded by
a fever�sh n�ght. And he repeated:

“I ought not to have thought of all that, I should have gone to
sleep. Had I done so, I should be fresh and well-d�sposed now.”

Then �t occurred to h�m that �f he had been w�th Thérèse, she
would have prevented h�m be�ng afra�d, and th�s �dea brought h�m a
l�ttle calm. At the bottom of h�s heart he dreaded pass�ng other n�ghts
s�m�lar to the one he had just gone through.

After splash�ng some water �n h�s face, he ran the comb through
h�s ha�r, and th�s b�t of to�let wh�le refresh�ng h�s head, drove away
the f�nal vest�ges of terror. He now reasoned freely, and exper�enced
no other �nconven�ence from h�s restless n�ght, than great fat�gue �n
all h�s l�mbs.



“I am not a poltroon though,” he sa�d to h�mself as he f�n�shed
dress�ng. “I don’t care a f�g about Cam�lle. It’s absurd to th�nk that
th�s poor dev�l �s under my bed. I shall, perhaps, have the same �dea,
now, every n�ght. I must certa�nly marry as soon as poss�ble. When
Thérèse has me �n her arms, I shall not th�nk much about Cam�lle.
She w�ll k�ss me on the neck, and I shall cease to feel the atroc�ous
burn that troubles me at present. Let me exam�ne th�s b�te.”

He approached h�s glass, extended h�s neck and looked. The scar
presented a rosy appearance. Then, Laurent, perce�v�ng the marks
of the teeth of h�s v�ct�m, exper�enced a certa�n emot�on. The blood
flew to h�s head, and he now observed a strange phenomenon. The
ruby flood rush�ng to the scar had turned �t purple, �t became raw and
sangu�neous, stand�ng out qu�te red aga�nst the fat, wh�te neck.
Laurent at the same t�me felt a sharp pr�ck�ng sensat�on, as �f
needles were be�ng thrust �nto the wound, and he hurr�edly ra�sed
the collar of h�s sh�rt aga�n.

“Bah!” he excla�med, “Thérèse w�ll cure that. A few k�sses w�ll
suff�ce. What a fool I am to th�nk of these matters!”

He put on h�s hat, and went downsta�rs. He wanted to be �n the
open a�r and walk. Pass�ng before the door of the cellar, he sm�led.
Nevertheless, he made sure of the strength of the hook fasten�ng the
door. Outs�de, on the deserted pavement, he moved along w�th short
steps �n the fresh matut�nal a�r. It was then about f�ve o’clock.

Laurent passed an atroc�ous day. He had to struggle aga�nst the
overpower�ng drows�ness that settled on h�m �n the afternoon at h�s
off�ce. H�s heavy, ach�ng head nodded �n sp�te of h�mself, but he
abruptly brought �t up, as soon as he heard the step of one of h�s
ch�efs. Th�s struggle, these shocks completed wear�ng out h�s l�mbs,
wh�le caus�ng h�m �ntolerable anx�ety.

In the even�ng, notw�thstand�ng h�s lass�tude, he went to see
Thérèse, only to f�nd her fever�sh, extremely low-sp�r�ted, and as
weary as h�mself.

“Our poor Thérèse has had a bad n�ght,” Madame Raqu�n sa�d to
h�m, as soon as he had seated h�mself. “It seems she was suffer�ng
from n�ghtmare, and terr�ble �nsomn�a. I heard her cry�ng out on
several occas�ons. Th�s morn�ng she was qu�te �ll.”



Thérèse, wh�le her aunt was speak�ng, looked f�xedly at Laurent.
No doubt, they guessed the�r common terror, for a nervous shudder
ran over the�r countenances. Unt�l ten o’clock they rema�ned face to
face w�th one another, talk�ng of commonplace matters, but st�ll
understand�ng each other, and mutually �mplor�ng themselves w�th
the�r eyes, to hasten the moment when they could un�te aga�nst the
drowned man.



CHAPTER XVIII

Thérèse also had been v�s�ted by the spectre of Cam�lle, dur�ng
th�s fever�sh n�ght.

After over a year of �nd�fference, Laurent’s sudden attent�ons had
aroused her senses. As she tossed herself about �n �nsomn�a, she
had seen the drowned man r�se up before her; l�ke Laurent she had
wr�thed �n terror, and she had sa�d as he had done, that she would
no longer be afra�d, that she would no more exper�ence such
suffer�ngs, when she had her sweetheart �n her arms.

Th�s man and woman had exper�enced at the same hour, a sort of
nervous d�sorder wh�ch set them pant�ng w�th terror. A consangu�n�ty
had become establ�shed between them. They shuddered w�th the
same shudder; the�r hearts �n a k�nd of po�gnant fr�endsh�p, were
wrung w�th the same angu�sh. From that moment they had one body
and one soul for enjoyment and suffer�ng.

Th�s commun�on, th�s mutual penetrat�on �s a psycholog�cal and
phys�olog�cal phenomenon wh�ch �s often found to ex�st �n be�ngs
who have been brought �nto v�olent contact by great nervous shocks.

For over a year, Thérèse and Laurent l�ghtly bore the cha�n r�veted
to the�r l�mbs that un�ted them. In the depress�on succeed�ng the
acute cr�s�s of the murder, am�dst the feel�ngs of d�sgust, and the
need for calm and obl�v�on that had followed, these two conv�cts
m�ght fancy they were free, that they were no longer shackled
together by �ron fetters. The slackened cha�n dragged on the ground.
They reposed, they found themselves struck w�th a sort of del�ghtful
�nsens�b�l�ty, they sought to love elsewhere, to l�ve �n a state of w�se
equ�l�br�um. But from the day when urged forward by events, they
came to the po�nt of aga�n exchang�ng burn�ng sentences, the cha�n



became v�olently stra�ned, and they rece�ved such a shock, that they
felt themselves for ever l�nked to one another.

The day follow�ng th�s f�rst attack of n�ghtmare, Thérèse secretly
set to work to br�ng about her marr�age w�th Laurent. It was a d�ff�cult
task, full of per�l. The sweethearts trembled lest they should comm�t
an �mprudence, arouse susp�c�ons, and too abruptly reveal the
�nterest they had �n the death of Cam�lle.

Conv�nced that they could not ment�on marr�age themselves, they
arranged a very clever plan wh�ch cons�sted �n gett�ng Madame
Raqu�n herself, and the Thursday even�ng guests, to offer them what
they dared not ask for. It then only became necessary to convey to
these worthy people the �dea of remarry�ng Thérèse, and part�cularly
to make them bel�eve that th�s �dea or�g�nated w�th themselves, and
was the�r own.

The comedy was long and del�cate to perform. Thérèse and
Laurent took the parts adapted to them, and proceeded w�th extreme
prudence, calculat�ng the sl�ghtest gesture, and the least word. At
the bottom of the�r hearts, they were devoured by a feel�ng of
�mpat�ence that st�ffened and stra�ned the�r nerves. They l�ved �n a
state of constant �rr�tat�on, and �t requ�red all the�r natural coward�ce
to compel them to show a sm�l�ng and peaceful exter�or.

If they yearned to br�ng the bus�ness to an end, �t was because
they could no longer rema�n separate and sol�tary. Each n�ght, the
drowned man v�s�ted them, �nsomn�a stretched them on beds of l�ve
coal and turned them over w�th f�ery tongs. The state of enervat�on �n
wh�ch they l�ved, n�ghtly �ncreased the fever of the�r blood, wh�ch
resulted �n atroc�ous halluc�nat�ons r�s�ng up before them.

Thérèse no longer dared enter her room after dusk. She
exper�enced the keenest angu�sh, when she had to shut herself unt�l
morn�ng �n th�s large apartment, wh�ch became l�t-up w�th strange
gl�mmers, and peopled w�th phantoms as soon as the l�ght was out.
She ended by leav�ng her candle burn�ng, and by prevent�ng herself
fall�ng asleep, so as to always have her eyes w�de open. But when
fat�gue lowered her l�ds, she saw Cam�lle �n the dark, and reopened
her eyes w�th a start. In the morn�ng she dragged herself about,
broken down, hav�ng only slumbered for a few hours at dawn.



As to Laurent, he had dec�dedly become a poltroon s�nce the n�ght
he had taken fr�ght when pass�ng before the cellar door. Prev�ous to
that �nc�dent he had l�ved w�th the conf�dence of a brute; now, at the
least sound, he trembled and turned pale l�ke a l�ttle boy. A shudder
of terror had suddenly shaken h�s l�mbs, and had clung to h�m. At
n�ght, he suffered even more than Thérèse; and fr�ght, �n th�s great,
soft, cowardly frame, produced profound lacerat�on to the feel�ngs.
He watched the fall of day w�th cruel apprehens�on. On several
occas�ons, he fa�led to return home, and passed whole n�ghts
walk�ng �n the m�ddle of the deserted streets.

Once he rema�ned beneath a br�dge, unt�l morn�ng, wh�le the ra�n
poured down �n torrents; and there, huddled up, half frozen, not
dar�ng to r�se and ascend to the quay, he for nearly s�x hours
watched the d�rty water runn�ng �n the wh�t�sh shadow. At t�mes a f�t
of terror brought h�m flat down on the damp ground: under one of the
arches of the br�dge he seemed to see long l�nes of drowned bod�es
dr�ft�ng along �n the current. When wear�ness drove h�m home, he
shut h�mself �n, and double-locked the door. There he struggled unt�l
daybreak am�dst fr�ghtful attacks of fever.

The same n�ghtmare returned pers�stently: he fanc�ed he fell from
the ardent clasp of Thérèse �nto the cold, st�cky arms of Cam�lle. He
dreamt, f�rst of all, that h�s sweetheart was st�fl�ng h�m �n a warm
embrace, and then that the corpse of the drowned man pressed h�m
to h�s chest �n an �ce-l�ke stra�n. These abrupt and alternate
sensat�ons of voluptuousness and d�sgust, these success�ve
contacts of burn�ng love and fr�g�d death, set h�m pant�ng for breath,
and caused h�m to shudder and gasp �n angu�sh.

Each day, the terror of the lovers �ncreased, each day the�r attacks
of n�ghtmare crushed and maddened them the more. They no longer
rel�ed on the�r k�sses to dr�ve away �nsomn�a. By prudence, they d�d
not dare make appo�ntments, but looked forward to the�r wedd�ng-
day as a day of salvat�on, to be followed by an untroubled n�ght.

It was the�r des�re for calm slumber that made them w�sh for the�r
un�on. They had hes�tated dur�ng the hours of �nd�fference, both
be�ng obl�v�ous of the egot�st�c and �mpass�oned reasons that had
urged them to the cr�me, and wh�ch were now d�spelled. It was �n



vague despa�r that they took the supreme resolut�on to un�te openly.
At the bottom of the�r hearts they were afra�d. They had leant, so to
say, one on the other above an unfathomable depth, attracted to �t by
�ts horror. They bent over the abyss together, cl�ng�ng s�lently to one
another, wh�le feel�ngs of �ntense g�dd�ness enfeebled the�r l�mbs and
gave them fall�ng madness.

But at the present moment, face to face w�th the�r anx�ous
expectat�on and t�morous des�res, they felt the �mperat�ve necess�ty
of clos�ng the�r eyes, and of dream�ng of a future full of amorous
fel�c�ty and peaceful enjoyment. The more they trembled one before
the other, the better they foresaw the horror of the abyss to the
bottom of wh�ch they were about to plunge, and the more they
sought to make prom�ses of happ�ness to themselves, and to spread
out before the�r eyes the �nv�nc�ble facts that fatally led them to
marr�age.

Thérèse des�red her un�on w�th Laurent solely because she was
afra�d and wanted a compan�on. She was a prey to nervous attacks
that drove her half crazy. In real�ty she reasoned but l�ttle, she flung
herself �nto love w�th a m�nd upset by the novels she had recently
been read�ng, and a frame �rr�tated by the cruel �nsomn�a that had
kept her awake for several weeks.

Laurent, who was of a stouter const�tut�on, wh�le g�v�ng way to h�s
terror and h�s des�re, had made up h�s m�nd to reason out h�s
dec�s�on. To thoroughly prove to h�mself that h�s marr�age was
necessary, that he was at last go�ng to be perfectly happy, and to
dr�ve away the vague fears that beset h�m, he resumed all h�s former
calculat�ons.

H�s father, the peasant of Jeufosse, seemed determ�ned not to d�e,
and Laurent sa�d to h�mself that he m�ght have to wa�t a long t�me for
the �nher�tance. He even feared that th�s �nher�tance m�ght escape
h�m, and go �nto the pockets of one of h�s cous�ns, a great b�g fellow
who turned the so�l over to the keen sat�sfact�on of the old boy. And
he would rema�n poor; he would l�ve the l�fe of a bachelor �n a garret,
w�th a bad bed and a worse table. Bes�des, he d�d not contemplate
work�ng all h�s l�fe; already he began to f�nd h�s off�ce s�ngularly



ted�ous. The l�ght labour entrusted to h�m became �rksome ow�ng to
h�s laz�ness.

The �nvar�able result of these reflect�ons was that supreme
happ�ness cons�sted �n do�ng noth�ng. Then he remembered that �f
he had drowned Cam�lle, �t was to marry Thérèse, and work no
more. Certa�nly, the thought of hav�ng h�s sweetheart all to h�mself
had greatly �nfluenced h�m �n comm�tt�ng the cr�me, but he had
perhaps been led to �t st�ll more, by the hope of tak�ng the place of
Cam�lle, of be�ng looked after �n the same way, and of enjoy�ng
constant beat�tude. Had pass�on alone urged h�m to the deed, he
would not have shown such coward�ce and prudence. The truth was
that he had sought by murder to assure h�mself a calm, �ndolent l�fe,
and the sat�sfact�on of h�s crav�ngs.

All these thoughts, avowedly or unconsc�ously, returned to h�m. To
f�nd encouragement, he repeated that �t was t�me to gather �n the
harvest ant�c�pated by the death of Cam�lle, and he spread out
before h�m the advantages and bless�ngs of h�s future ex�stence: he
would leave h�s off�ce, and l�ve �n del�c�ous �dleness; he would eat,
dr�nk and sleep to h�s heart’s content; he would have an affect�onate
w�fe bes�de h�m; and, he would shortly �nher�t the 40,000 francs and
more of Madame Raqu�n, for the poor old woman was dy�ng, l�ttle by
l�ttle, every day; �n a word, he would carve out for h�mself the
ex�stence of a happy brute, and would forget everyth�ng.

Laurent mentally repeated these �deas at every moment, s�nce h�s
marr�age w�th Thérèse had been dec�ded on. He also sought other
advantages that would result therefrom, and felt del�ghted when he
found a new argument, drawn from h�s egot�sm, �n favour of h�s
un�on w�th the w�dow of the drowned man. But however much he
forced h�mself to hope, however much he dreamed of a future full of
�dleness and pleasure, he never ceased to feel abrupt shudders that
gave h�s sk�n an �cy ch�ll, wh�le at moments he cont�nued to
exper�ence an anx�ety that st�fled h�s joy �n h�s throat.



CHAPTER XIX

In the meanwh�le, the secret work of Thérèse and Laurent was
product�ve of results. The former had assumed a woeful and
despa�r�ng demeanour wh�ch at the end of a few days alarmed
Madame Raqu�n. When the old mercer �nqu�red what made her
n�ece so sad, the young woman played the part of an �nconsolable
w�dow w�th consummate sk�ll. She spoke �n a vague manner of
feel�ng weary, depressed, of suffer�ng from her nerves, w�thout
mak�ng any prec�se compla�nt. When pressed by her aunt w�th
quest�ons, she repl�ed that she was well, that she could not �mag�ne
what �t was that made her so low-sp�r�ted, and that she shed tears
w�thout know�ng why.

Then, the constant chok�ng f�ts of sobb�ng, the wan, heartrend�ng
sm�les, the spells of crush�ng s�lence full of empt�ness and despa�r,
cont�nued.

The s�ght of th�s young woman who was always g�v�ng way to her
gr�ef, who seemed to be slowly dy�ng of some unknown compla�nt,
ended by ser�ously alarm�ng Madame Raqu�n. She had, now, no one
�n the whole world but her n�ece, and she prayed the Alm�ghty every
n�ght to preserve her th�s relat�ve to close her eyes. A l�ttle egot�sm
was m�ngled w�th th�s f�nal love of her old age. She felt herself
affected �n the sl�ght consolat�ons that st�ll ass�sted her to l�ve, when
�t crossed her m�nd that she m�ght d�e alone �n the damp shop �n the
arcade. From that t�me, she never took her eyes off her n�ece, and �t
was w�th terror that she watched her sadness, wonder�ng what she
could do to cure her of her s�lent despa�r.

Under these grave c�rcumstances, she thought she ought to take
the adv�ce of her old fr�end M�chaud. One Thursday even�ng, she
deta�ned h�m �n the shop, and spoke to h�m of her alarm.



“Of course,” answered the old man, w�th that frank brutal�ty he had
acqu�red �n the performance of h�s former funct�ons, “I have not�ced
for some t�me past that Thérèse has been look�ng sour, and I know
very well why her face �s qu�te yellow and overspread w�th gr�ef.”

“You know why!” excla�med the w�dow. “Speak out at once. If we
could only cure her!”

“Oh! the treatment �s s�mple,” resumed M�chaud w�th a laugh.
“Your n�ece f�nds l�fe �rksome because she had been alone for nearly
two years. She wants a husband; you can see that �n her eyes.”

The brutal frankness of the former comm�ssary, gave Madame
Raqu�n a pa�nful shock. She fanc�ed that the wound Thérèse had
rece�ved through the fatal acc�dent at Sa�nt-Ouen, was st�ll as fresh,
st�ll as cruel at the bottom of her heart. It seemed to her that her son,
once dead, Thérèse could have no thought for a husband, and here
was M�chaud aff�rm�ng, w�th a hearty laugh, that Thérèse was out of
sorts because she wanted one.

“Marry her as soon as you can,” sa�d he, as he took h�mself off, “�f
you do not w�sh to see her shr�vel up ent�rely. That �s my adv�ce, my
dear lady, and �t �s good, bel�eve me.”

Madame Raqu�n could not, at f�rst, accustom herself to the thought
that her son was already forgotten. Old M�chaud had not even
pronounced the name of Cam�lle, and had made a joke of the
pretended �llness of Thérèse. The poor mother understood that she
alone preserved at the bottom of her heart, the l�v�ng recollect�on of
her dear ch�ld, and she wept, for �t seemed to her that Cam�lle had
just d�ed a second t�me.

Then, when she had had a good cry, and was weary of mourn�ng,
she thought, �n sp�te of herself, of what M�chaud had sa�d, and
became fam�l�ar w�th the �dea of purchas�ng a l�ttle happ�ness at the
cost of a marr�age wh�ch, accord�ng to her del�cate m�nd, was l�ke
k�ll�ng her son aga�n.

Frequently, she gave way to feel�ngs of coward�ce when she came
face to face w�th the dejected and broken-down Thérèse, am�dst the
�cy s�lence of the shop. She was not one of those dry, r�g�d persons
who f�nd b�tter del�ght �n l�v�ng a l�fe of eternal despa�r. Her character
was full of pl�ancy, devotedness, and effus�on, wh�ch contr�buted to



make up her temperament of a stout and affable good lady, and
prompted her to l�ve �n a state of act�ve tenderness.

S�nce her n�ece no longer spoke, and rema�ned there pale and
feeble, her own l�fe became �ntolerable, wh�le the shop seemed to
her l�ke a tomb. What she requ�red was to f�nd some warm affect�on
bes�de her, some l�vel�ness, some caresses, someth�ng sweet and
gay wh�ch would help her to wa�t peacefully for death. It was these
unconsc�ous des�res that made her accept the �dea of marry�ng
Thérèse aga�n; she even forgot her son a l�ttle. In the ex�stence of
the tomb that she was lead�ng, came a sort of awaken�ng, someth�ng
l�ke a w�ll, and fresh occupat�on for the m�nd. She sought a husband
for her n�ece, and th�s search gave her matter for cons�derat�on.

The cho�ce of a husband was an �mportant bus�ness. The poor old
lady thought much more of her own comfort than of Thérèse. She
w�shed to marry her n�ece �n order to be happy herself, for she had
keen m�sg�v�ngs lest the new husband of the young woman should
come and trouble the last hours of her old age. The �dea that she
was about to �ntroduce a stranger �nto her da�ly ex�stence terr�f�ed
her. It was th�s thought alone that stopped her, that prevented her
from talk�ng openly w�th her n�ece about matr�mony.

Wh�le Thérèse acted the comedy of wear�ness and deject�on w�th
that perfect hypocr�sy she had acqu�red by her educat�on, Laurent
took the part of a sens�ble and serv�ceable man. He was full of l�ttle
attent�ons for the two women, part�cularly for Madame Raqu�n, whom
he overwhelmed w�th del�cate attent�on. L�ttle by l�ttle he made
h�mself �nd�spensable �n the shop; �t was h�m alone who brought a
l�ttle ga�ety �nto th�s black hole. When he d�d not happen to be there
of an even�ng, the old mercer searched round her, �ll at ease, as �f
she m�ssed someth�ng, be�ng almost afra�d to f�nd herself face to
face w�th the despa�r�ng Thérèse.

But Laurent only occas�onally absented h�mself to better prove h�s
power. He went to the shop da�ly, on qu�tt�ng h�s off�ce, and rema�ned
there unt�l the arcade was closed at n�ght. He ran the errands, and
handed Madame Raqu�n, who could only walk w�th d�ff�culty, the
small art�cles she requ�red. Then he seated h�mself and chatted. He
had acqu�red the gentle penetrat�ng vo�ce of an actor wh�ch he



employed to flatter the ears and heart of the good old lady. In a
fr�endly way, he seemed part�cularly anx�ous about the health of
Thérèse, l�ke a tender-hearted man who feels for the suffer�ngs of
others. On repeated occas�ons, he took Madame Raqu�n to one s�de,
and terr�f�ed her by appear�ng very much alarmed h�mself at the
changes and ravages he sa�d he perce�ved on the face of the young
woman.

“We shall soon lose her,” he murmured �n a tearful vo�ce. “We
cannot conceal from ourselves that she �s extremely �ll. Ah! alas, for
our poor happ�ness, and our n�ce tranqu�l even�ngs!”

Madame Raqu�n l�stened to h�m w�th angu�sh. Laurent even had
the audac�ty to speak of Cam�lle.

“You see,” sa�d he to the mercer, “the death of my poor fr�end has
been a terr�ble blow to her. She had been dy�ng for the last two
years, s�nce that fatal day when she lost Cam�lle. Noth�ng w�ll
console her, noth�ng w�ll cure her. We must be res�gned.”

These �mpudent falsehoods made the old lady shed b�tter tears.
The memory of her son troubled and bl�nded her. Each t�me the
name of Cam�lle was pronounced, she gave way, burst�ng �nto sobs.
She would have embraced the person who ment�oned her poor boy.
Laurent had not�ced the trouble, and outburst of tender feel�ng that
th�s name produced. He could make her weep at w�ll, upset her w�th
such emot�on that she fa�led to d�st�ngu�sh the clear aspect of th�ngs;
and he took advantage of th�s power to always hold her pl�ant and �n
pa�n �n h�s hand, as �t were.

Each even�ng �n sp�te of the secret revolt of h�s trembl�ng �nner
be�ng, he brought the conversat�on to bear on the rare qual�t�es, on
the tender heart and m�nd of Cam�lle, pra�s�ng h�s v�ct�m w�th most
shameless �mpudence. At moments, when he found the eyes of
Thérèse f�xed w�th a strange express�on on h�s own, he shuddered,
and ended by bel�ev�ng all the good he had been say�ng about the
drowned man. Then he held h�s tongue, suddenly se�zed w�th
atroc�ous jealousy, fear�ng that the young w�dow loved the man he
had flung �nto the water, and whom he now lauded w�th the
conv�ct�on of an enthus�ast.



Throughout the conversat�on Madame Raqu�n was �n tears, and
unable to d�st�ngu�sh anyth�ng around her. As she wept, she reflected
that Laurent must have a lov�ng and generous heart. He alone
remembered her son, he alone st�ll spoke of h�m �n a trembl�ng and
affected vo�ce. She dr�ed her eyes, gaz�ng at the young man w�th
�nf�n�te tenderness, and feel�ng that she loved h�m as her own ch�ld.

One Thursday even�ng, M�chaud and Gr�vet were already �n the
d�n�ng-room, when Laurent com�ng �n, approached Thérèse, and w�th
gentle anx�ety �nqu�red after her health. He seated h�mself for a
moment bes�de her, perform�ng for the ed�f�cat�on of the persons
present, h�s part of an alarmed and affect�onate fr�end. As the young
couple sat close together, exchang�ng a few words, M�chaud, who
was observ�ng them, bent down, and sa�d �n a low vo�ce to the old
mercer, as he po�nted to Laurent:

“Look, there �s the husband who w�ll su�t your n�ece. Arrange th�s
marr�age qu�ckly. We w�ll ass�st you �f �t be necessary.”

Th�s remark came as a revelat�on to Madame Raqu�n. She saw, at
once, all the advantages she would der�ve, personally, from the
un�on of Thérèse and Laurent. The marr�age would t�ghten the bonds
already connect�ng her and her n�ece w�th the fr�end of her son, w�th
that good-natured fellow who came to amuse them �n the even�ng.

In th�s manner, she would not be �ntroduc�ng a stranger �nto her
home, she would not run the r�sk of unhapp�ness. On the contrary,
wh�le g�v�ng Thérèse a support, she added another joy to her old
age, she found a second son �n th�s young man who for three years
had shown her such f�l�al affect�on.

Then �t occurred to her that Thérèse would be less fa�thless to the
memory of Cam�lle by marry�ng Laurent. The rel�g�on of the heart �s
pecul�arly del�cate. Madame Raqu�n, who would have wept to see a
stranger embrace the young w�dow, felt no repuls�on at the thought
of g�v�ng her to the comrade of her son.

Throughout the even�ng, wh�le the guests played at dom�noes, the
old mercer watched the couple so tenderly, that they guessed the
comedy had succeeded, and that the denouement was at hand.
M�chaud, before w�thdraw�ng, had a short conversat�on �n an
undertone w�th Madame Raqu�n. Then, he po�ntedly took the arm of



Laurent say�ng he would accompany h�m a b�t of the way. As Laurent
went off, he exchanged a rap�d glance w�th Thérèse, a glance full of
urgent enjo�nment.

M�chaud had undertaken to feel the ground. He found the young
man very much devoted to the two lad�es, but exceed�ngly
aston�shed at the �dea of a marr�age between Thérèse and h�mself.
Laurent added, �n an unsteady tone of vo�ce, that he loved the w�dow
of h�s poor fr�end as a s�ster, and that �t would seem to h�m a perfect
sacr�lege to marry her. The former comm�ssary of pol�ce �ns�sted,
g�v�ng numerous good reasons w�th a v�ew to obta�n�ng h�s consent.
He even spoke of devotedness, and went so far as to tell the young
man that �t was clearly h�s duty to g�ve a son to Madame Raqu�n and
a husband to Thérèse.

L�ttle by l�ttle Laurent allowed h�mself to be won over, fe�gn�ng to
g�ve way to emot�on, to accept the �dea of th�s marr�age as one fallen
from the clouds, d�ctated by feel�ngs of devotedness and duty, as old
M�chaud had sa�d. When the latter had obta�ned a formal answer �n
the aff�rmat�ve, he parted w�th h�s compan�on, rubb�ng h�s hands, for
he fanc�ed he had just ga�ned a great v�ctory. He pr�ded h�mself on
hav�ng had the f�rst �dea of th�s marr�age wh�ch would convey to the
Thursday even�ngs all the�r former ga�ety.

Wh�le M�chaud was talk�ng w�th Laurent, slowly follow�ng the
quays, Madame Raqu�n had an almost �dent�cal conversat�on w�th
Thérèse. At the moment when her n�ece, pale and unsteady �n ga�t,
as usual, was about to ret�re to rest, the old mercer deta�ned her an
�nstant. She quest�oned her �n a tender tone, �mplor�ng her to be
frank, and confess the cause of the trouble that overwhelmed her.
Then, as she only obta�ned vague repl�es, she spoke of the
empt�ness of w�dowhood, and l�ttle by l�ttle came to talk �n a more
prec�se manner of the offer of a second marr�age, conclud�ng by
ask�ng Thérèse, pla�nly, whether she had not a secret des�re to
marry aga�n.

Thérèse protested, say�ng that such a thought had never entered
her m�nd, and that she �ntended rema�n�ng fa�thful to Cam�lle.
Madame Raqu�n began to weep. Plead�ng aga�nst her heart, she
gave her n�ece to understand that despa�r should not be eternal;



and, f�nally, �n response to an exclamat�on of the young woman
say�ng she would never replace Cam�lle, Madame Raqu�n abruptly
pronounced the name of Laurent. Then she enlarged w�th a flood of
words on the propr�ety and advantages of such an un�on. She
poured out her m�nd, repeat�ng aloud all she had been th�nk�ng
dur�ng the even�ng, dep�ct�ng w�th na�ve egot�sm, the p�cture of her
f�nal days of happ�ness, between her two dear ch�ldren. Thérèse,
res�gned and doc�le, l�stened to her w�th bowed head, ready to g�ve
sat�sfact�on to her sl�ghtest w�sh.

“I love Laurent as a brother,” sa�d she gr�evously, when her aunt
had ceased speak�ng. “But, as you des�re �t, I w�ll endeavour to love
h�m as a husband. I w�sh to make you happy. I had hoped that you
would have allowed me to weep �n peace, but I w�ll dry my tears, as
�t �s a quest�on of your happ�ness.”

She k�ssed the old lady, who rema�ned surpr�sed and fr�ghtened at
hav�ng been the f�rst to forget her son. As Madame Raqu�n went to
bed, she sobbed b�tterly, accus�ng herself of hav�ng less strength
than Thérèse, and of des�r�ng, out of egot�sm, a marr�age that the
young w�dow accepted by s�mple abnegat�on.

The follow�ng morn�ng, M�chaud and h�s old fr�end had a short
conversat�on �n the arcade, before the door of the shop, where they
commun�cated to one another the result of the�r efforts, and agreed
to hurry matters on by forc�ng the young people to become aff�anced
the same even�ng.

At f�ve o’clock, M�chaud was already �n the shop when Laurent
entered. As soon as the young man had seated h�mself, the former
comm�ssary of pol�ce sa�d �n h�s ear:

“She accepts.”
Th�s blunt remark was overheard by Thérèse who rema�ned pale,

w�th her eyes �mpudently f�xed on Laurent. The two sweethearts
looked at each other for a few seconds as �f consult�ng. Both
understood that they must accept the pos�t�on w�thout hes�tat�on, and
f�n�sh the bus�ness at one stroke. Laurent, r�s�ng, went and took the
hand of Madame Raqu�n, who made every effort to restra�n her
tears.



“Dear mother,” sa�d he sm�l�ng, “I was talk�ng about your fel�c�ty,
last n�ght, w�th M. M�chaud. Your ch�ldren w�sh to make you happy.”

The poor old lady, on hear�ng herself called “dear mother,” allowed
her tears to flow. She qu�etly se�zed the hand of Thérèse and placed
�t �n that of Laurent, unable to utter a s�ngle word.

The two sweethearts sh�vered on feel�ng the�r sk�ns touch, and
rema�ned w�th the�r burn�ng f�ngers pressed together, �n a nervous
clasp. After a pause, the young man, �n a hes�tat�ng tone, resumed:

“Thérèse, shall we g�ve your aunt a br�ght and peaceful
ex�stence?”

“Yes,” feebly repl�ed the young woman, “we have a duty to
perform.”

Then Laurent, becom�ng very pale, turned towards Madame
Raqu�n, and added:

“When Cam�lle fell �nto the water, he shouted out to me: ‘Save my
w�fe, I entrust her to you.’ I bel�eve I am act�ng �n accordance w�th h�s
last w�sh �n marry�ng Thérèse.”

Thérèse, on hear�ng these words, let go the hand of Laurent. She
had rece�ved a shock l�ke a blow �n the chest. The �mpudence of her
sweetheart overwhelmed her. She observed h�m w�th a senseless
look, wh�le Madame Raqu�n, half st�fled by sobs, stammered:

“Yes, yes, my fr�end, marry her, make her happy; my son, from the
depth of h�s tomb, w�ll thank you.”

Laurent, feel�ng h�mself g�v�ng way, leant on the back of a cha�r,
wh�le M�chaud, who was h�mself moved to tears, pushed h�m
towards Thérèse w�th the remark:

“K�ss one another. It w�ll be your betrothal.”
When the l�ps of the young man came �n contact w�th the cheeks

of the w�dow, he exper�enced a pecul�arly uncomfortable feel�ng,
wh�le the latter abruptly drew back, as �f the two k�sses of her
sweetheart burnt her. Th�s was the f�rst caress he had g�ven her �n
the presence of w�tnesses. All her blood rushed to her face, and she
felt herself red and burn�ng.



After th�s cr�s�s, the two murderers breathed. The�r marr�age was
dec�ded on. At last they approached the goal they had so long had �n
v�ew. Everyth�ng was settled the same even�ng. The Thursday
follow�ng, the marr�age was announced to Gr�vet, as well as to
Ol�v�er and h�s w�fe. M�chaud, �n commun�cat�ng the news to them,
d�d not conceal h�s del�ght. He rubbed h�s hands, repeat�ng as he d�d
so:

“It was I who thought of �t. It �s I who have marr�ed them. You w�ll
see what a n�ce couple they’ll make!”

Suzanne s�lently embraced Thérèse. Th�s poor creature, who was
half dead, and as wh�te as a sheet, had formed a fr�endsh�p for the
r�g�d and sombre young w�dow. She showed her a sort of ch�ldl�ke
affect�on m�ngled w�th a k�nd of respectful terror. Ol�v�er
compl�mented the aunt and n�ece, wh�le Gr�vet hazarded a few sp�cy
jokes that met w�th m�ddl�ng success. Altogether the company were
del�ghted, enchanted, and declared that everyth�ng was for the best;
�n real�ty all they thought about was the wedd�ng feast.

Thérèse and Laurent were clever enough to ma�nta�n a su�table
demeanour, by s�mply d�splay�ng tender and obl�g�ng fr�endsh�p to
one another. They gave themselves an a�r of accompl�sh�ng an act of
supreme devotedness. Noth�ng �n the�r faces betrayed a susp�c�on of
the terror and des�re that d�sturbed them. Madame Raqu�n watched
the couple w�th fa�nt sm�les, and a look of feeble, but grateful
goodw�ll.

A few formal�t�es requ�red fulf�ll�ng. Laurent had to wr�te to h�s
father to ask h�s consent to the marr�age. The old peasant of
Jeufosse who had almost forgotten that he had a son at Par�s,
answered h�m, �n four l�nes, that he could marry, and go and get
hanged �f he chose. He gave h�m to understand that be�ng resolved
never to g�ve h�m a sou, he left h�m master of h�s body, and
author�sed h�m to be gu�lty of all �mag�nable foll�es. A perm�ss�on
accorded �n such terms, caused Laurent s�ngular anx�ety.

Madame Raqu�n, after read�ng the letter of th�s unnatural father, �n
a transport of k�nd-heartedness, acted very fool�shly. She made over
to her n�ece the 40,000 francs and more, that she possessed,
str�pp�ng herself ent�rely for the young couple, on whose affect�on



she rel�ed, w�th the des�re of be�ng �ndebted to them for all her
happ�ness.

Laurent brought noth�ng �nto the commun�ty, and he even gave �t
to be understood that he d�d not always �ntend to rema�n �n h�s
present employment, but would perhaps take up pa�nt�ng aga�n. In
any case, the future of the l�ttle fam�ly was assured; the �nterest on
the money put as�de added to the prof�t on the mercery bus�ness,
would be suff�c�ent to keep three persons comfortably. As a matter of
fact �t was only just suff�c�ent to make them happy.

The preparat�ons for the marr�age were hurr�ed on, the formal�t�es
be�ng abr�dged as much as poss�ble, and at last the welcome day
arr�ved.



CHAPTER XX

In the morn�ng, Laurent and Thérèse, awoke �n the�r respect�ve
rooms, w�th the same feel�ng of profound joy �n the�r hearts: both
sa�d to themselves that the�r last n�ght of terror had passed. They
would no longer have to sleep alone, and they would mutually
defend themselves aga�nst the drowned man.

Thérèse looked around her, g�v�ng a strange sm�le as she
measured her great bed w�th her eyes. She rose and began to slowly
dress herself, �n ant�c�pat�on of the arr�val of Suzanne, who was to
come and ass�st her w�th her br�dal to�let.

Laurent, on awaken�ng, sat up �n bed, and rema�ned �n that
pos�t�on for a few m�nutes, b�dd�ng farewell to h�s garret, wh�ch struck
h�m as v�le. At last he was to qu�t th�s kennel and have a w�fe. It was
�n the month of December and he sh�vered. He sprang on the t�le
floor, say�ng to h�mself that he would be warm at n�ght.

A week prev�ously, Madame Raqu�n, know�ng how short he was of
money, had sl�pped a purse �nto h�s hand conta�n�ng 500 francs,
wh�ch represented all her sav�ngs. The young man had accepted th�s
present w�thout d�ff�culty, and had r�gged h�mself out from t�p to toe.
Moreover, the money of the old mercer perm�tted h�m to make
Thérèse the customary presents.

The black trousers, dress coat, wh�te wa�stcoat, sh�rt and cambr�c
t�e, hung spread out on a couple of cha�rs. Laurent washed,
perfumed h�mself w�th a bottle of eau de Cologne, and then
proceeded to carefully att�re h�mself. He w�shed to look handsome.
As he fastened h�s collar, a collar wh�ch was h�gh and st�ff, he
exper�enced keen pa�n �n the neck. The button escaped from h�s
f�ngers. He lost pat�ence. The starched l�nen seemed to cut �nto h�s
flesh. W�sh�ng to see what was the matter, he ra�sed h�s ch�n, and



perce�ved the b�te Cam�lle had g�ven h�m look�ng qu�te red. The
collar had sl�ghtly galled the scar.

Laurent pressed h�s l�ps together, and turned pale; the s�ght of th�s
mark seam�ng h�s neck, fr�ghtened and �rr�tated h�m at th�s moment.
He crumpled up the collar, and selected another wh�ch he put on
w�th every precaut�on, and then f�n�shed dress�ng h�mself. As he
went downsta�rs h�s new clothes made h�m look r�g�d. W�th h�s neck
�mpr�soned �n the �nflex�ble l�nen, he dared not turn h�s head. At
every movement he made, a pleat p�nched the wound that the teeth
of the drowned man had made �n h�s flesh, and �t was under the
�rr�tat�on of these sharp pr�cks, that he got �nto the carr�age, and went
to fetch Thérèse to conduct her to the town-hall and church.

On the way, he p�cked up a clerk employed at the Orleans Ra�lway
Company, and old M�chaud, who were to act as w�tnesses. When
they reached the shop, everyone was ready: Gr�vet and Ol�v�er, the
w�tnesses of Thérèse, were there, along w�th Suzanne, who looked
at the br�de as l�ttle g�rls look at dolls they have just dressed up.
Although Madame Raqu�n was no longer able to walk, she des�red to
accompany the couple everywhere, so she was ho�sted �nto a
conveyance and the party set out.

Everyth�ng passed off �n a sat�sfactory manner at the town-hall and
church. The calm and modest att�tude of the br�de and br�degroom
was remarked and approved. They pronounced the sacramental
“yes” w�th an emot�on that moved Gr�vet h�mself. They were as �f �n a
dream. Whether seated, or qu�etly kneel�ng s�de by s�de, they were
rent by rag�ng thoughts that flashed through the�r m�nds �n sp�te of
themselves, and they avo�ded look�ng at one another. When they
seated themselves �n the�r carr�age, they seemed to be greater
strangers than before.

It had been dec�ded that the wedd�ng feast should be a fam�ly
affa�r at a l�ttle restaurant on the he�ghts of Bellev�lle. The M�chauds
and Gr�vet alone were �nv�ted. Unt�l s�x �n the even�ng, the wedd�ng
party drove along the boulevards, and then repa�red to the cheap
eat�ng-house where a table was spread w�th seven covers �n a small
pr�vate room pa�nted yellow, and reek�ng of dust and w�ne.



The repast was not accompan�ed by much ga�ety. The newly
marr�ed pa�r were grave and thoughtful. S�nce the morn�ng, they had
been exper�enc�ng strange sensat�ons, wh�ch they d�d not seek to
fathom. From the commencement, they had felt bew�ldered at the
rap�d�ty w�th wh�ch the formal�t�es and ceremony were performed,
that had just bound them together for ever.

Then, the long dr�ve on the boulevards had soothed them and
made them drowsy. It appeared to them that th�s dr�ve lasted
months. Nevertheless, they allowed themselves to be taken through
the monotonous streets w�thout d�splay�ng �mpat�ence, look�ng at the
shops and people w�th sparkless eyes, overcome by a numbness
that made them feel stup�d, and wh�ch they endeavoured to shake
off by burst�ng �nto f�ts of laughter. When they entered the restaurant,
they were we�ghed down by oppress�ve fat�gue, wh�le �ncreas�ng
stupor cont�nued to settle on them.

Placed at table oppos�te one another, they sm�led w�th an a�r of
constra�nt, and then fell �nto the same heavy rever�e as before,
eat�ng, answer�ng quest�ons, mov�ng the�r l�mbs l�ke mach�nes.
Am�dst the �dle lass�tude of the�r m�nds, the same str�ng of fly�ng
thoughts returned ceaselessly. They were marr�ed, and yet
unconsc�ous of the�r new cond�t�on, wh�ch caused them profound
aston�shment. They �mag�ned an abyss st�ll separated them, and at
moments asked themselves how they could get over th�s
unfathomable depth. They fanc�ed they were l�v�ng prev�ous to the
murder, when a mater�al obstacle stood between them.

Then they abruptly remembered they would occupy the same
apartment that n�ght, �n a few hours, and they gazed at one another
�n aston�shment, unable to comprehend why they should be
perm�tted to do so. They d�d not feel they were un�ted, but, on the
contrary, were dream�ng that they had just been v�olently separated,
and one cast far from the other.

The s�lly chuckl�ng of the guests bes�de them, who w�shed to hear
them talk fam�l�arly, so as to d�spel all restra�nt, made them stammer
and colour. They could never make up the�r m�nds to treat one
another as sweethearts �n the presence of company.



Wa�t�ng had ext�ngu�shed the flame that had formerly f�red them.
All the past had d�sappeared. They had forgotten the�r v�olent
pass�on, they forgot even the�r joy of the morn�ng, that profound joy
they had exper�enced at the thought that they would no more be
afra�d. They were s�mply wear�ed and bew�ldered at all that was
tak�ng place. The events of the day turned round and round �n the�r
heads, appear�ng �ncomprehens�ble and monstrous. They sat there
mute and sm�l�ng, expect�ng noth�ng, hop�ng for noth�ng. M�ngled
w�th the�r deject�on of sp�r�ts, was a restless anx�ety that proved
vaguely pa�nful.

At every movement Laurent made w�th h�s neck, he felt a sharp
burn devour�ng h�s flesh; h�s collar cut and p�nched the b�te of
Cam�lle. Wh�le the mayor read out to h�m the law bear�ng on
marr�age, wh�le the pr�est spoke to h�m of the Alm�ghty, at every
m�nute of th�s long day, he had felt the teeth of the drowned man
enter�ng h�s sk�n. At t�mes, he �mag�ned a streak of blood was
runn�ng down h�s chest, and would bespatter h�s wh�te wa�stcoat w�th
cr�mson.

Madame Raqu�n was �nwardly grateful to the newly marr�ed couple
for the�r grav�ty. No�sy joy would have wounded the poor mother. In
her m�nd, her son was there, �nv�s�ble, hand�ng Thérèse over to
Laurent.

Gr�vet had other �deas. He cons�dered the wedd�ng party sad, and
wanted to enl�ven �t, notw�thstand�ng the looks of M�chaud and
Ol�v�er wh�ch r�veted h�m to h�s cha�r each t�me he w�shed to get up
and say someth�ng s�lly. Nevertheless, he managed to r�se once and
propose a toast.

“I dr�nk to the offspr�ng of mons�eur and madame,” quoth he �n a
spr�ghtly tone.

It was necessary to touch glasses. Thérèse and Laurent had
turned extremely pale on hear�ng th�s sentence. They had never
dreamed that they m�ght have ch�ldren. The thought flashed through
them l�ke an �cy sh�ver. They nervously jo�ned glasses w�th the
others, exam�n�ng one another, surpr�sed and alarmed to f�nd
themselves there, face to face.



The party rose from table early. The guests w�shed to accompany
the newly marr�ed pa�r to the nupt�al chamber. It was barely half-past
n�ne when they all returned to the shop �n the arcade. The dealer �n
�m�tat�on jewelry was st�ll there �n her cupboard, before the box l�ned
w�th blue velvet. She ra�sed her head �nqu�s�t�vely, gaz�ng at the
young husband and w�fe w�th a sm�le. The latter caught her eyes,
and was terr�f�ed. It struck her that perhaps th�s old woman was
aware of the�r former meet�ngs, by hav�ng not�ced Laurent sl�pp�ng
�nto the l�ttle corr�dor.

When they all arr�ved on the upper floor, Thérèse w�thdrew almost
�mmed�ately, w�th Madame Raqu�n and Suzanne, the men rema�n�ng
�n the d�n�ng-room, wh�le the br�de performed her to�let for the n�ght.
Laurent, nerveless and depressed, d�d not exper�ence the least
�mpat�ence, but l�stened complacently to the coarse jokes of old
M�chaud and Gr�vet, who �ndulged themselves to the�r hearts’
content, now that the lad�es were no longer present. When Suzanne
and Madame Raqu�n qu�tted the nupt�al apartment, and the old
mercer �n an unsteady vo�ce told the young man that h�s w�fe
awa�ted h�m, he started. For an �nstant he rema�ned bew�ldered.
Then he fever�shly grasped the hands extended to h�m, and entered
the room, cl�ng�ng to the door l�ke a man under the �nfluence of dr�nk.



CHAPTER XXI

Laurent carefully closed the door beh�nd h�m, and for a moment or
two stood lean�ng aga�nst �t, gaz�ng round the apartment �n anx�ety
and embarrassment.

A clear f�re burned on the hearth, send�ng large sheets of l�ght
danc�ng on ce�l�ng and walls. The room was thus l�t-up by br�ght
vac�llat�ng gleams, that �n a measure annulled the effects of the lamp
placed on a table �n the�r m�dst. Madame Raqu�n had done her best
to convey a coquett�sh aspect to the apartment. It was one mass of
wh�te, and perfumed throughout, as �f to serve as a nest for young,
fresh love. The good lady, moreover, had taken pleasure �n add�ng a
few b�ts of lace to the bed, and �n f�ll�ng the vases on the ch�mney-
p�ece w�th bunches of roses. Gentle warmth and pleasant fragrance
re�gned over all, and not a sound broke the s�lence, save the
crackl�ng and l�ttle sharp reports of the wood aglow on the hearth.

Thérèse was seated on a low cha�r to the r�ght of the ch�mney,
star�ng f�xedly at the br�ght flames, w�th her ch�n �n her hand. She d�d
not turn her head when Laurent entered. Clothed �n a pett�coat and
l�nen n�ght-jacket bordered w�th lace, she looked snowy wh�te �n the
br�ght l�ght of the f�re. Her jacket had become d�sarranged, and part
of her rosy shoulder appeared, half h�dden by a tress of raven ha�r.

Laurent advanced a few paces w�thout speak�ng, and took off h�s
coat and wa�stcoat. When he stood �n h�s sh�rt sleeves, he aga�n
looked at Thérèse, who had not moved, and he seemed to hes�tate.
Then, perce�v�ng the b�t of shoulder, he bent down qu�ver�ng, to
press h�s l�ps to �t. The young woman, abruptly turn�ng round,
w�thdrew her shoulder, and �n do�ng so, f�xed on Laurent such a
strange look of repugnance and horror, that he shrank back, troubled
and �ll at ease, as �f h�mself se�zed w�th terror and d�sgust.



Laurent then seated h�mself oppos�te Thérèse, on the other s�de of
the ch�mney, and they rema�ned thus, s�lent and mot�onless, for fully
f�ve m�nutes. At t�mes, tongues of redd�sh flame escaped from the
wood, and then the faces of the murderers were touched w�th
fleet�ng gleams of blood.

It was more than a couple of years s�nce the two sweethearts had
found themselves shut up alone �n th�s room. They had arranged no
love-meet�ngs s�nce the day when Thérèse had gone to the Rue
Sa�nt-V�ctor to convey to Laurent the �dea of murder. Prudence had
kept them apart. Barely had they, at long �ntervals, ventured on a
pressure of the hand, or a stealthy k�ss. After the murder of Cam�lle,
they had restra�ned the�r pass�on, awa�t�ng the nupt�al n�ght. Th�s had
at last arr�ved, and now they rema�ned anx�ously face to face,
overcome w�th sudden d�scomfort.

They had but to stretch forth the�r arms to clasp one another �n a
pass�onate embrace, and the�r arms rema�ned l�feless, as �f worn out
w�th fat�gue. The depress�on they had exper�enced dur�ng the
dayt�me, now oppressed them more and more. They observed one
another w�th t�m�d embarrassment, pa�ned to rema�n so s�lent and
cold. The�r burn�ng dreams ended �n a pecul�ar real�ty: �t suff�ced that
they should have succeeded �n k�ll�ng Cam�lle, and have become
marr�ed, �t suff�ced that the l�ps of Laurent should have grazed the
shoulder of Thérèse, for the�r lust to be sat�sf�ed to the po�nt of
d�sgust and horror.

In despa�r, they sought to f�nd w�th�n them a l�ttle of that pass�on
wh�ch formerly had devoured them. The�r frames seemed depr�ved
of muscles and nerves, and the�r embarrassment and anx�ety
�ncreased. They felt ashamed of rema�n�ng so s�lent and gloomy face
to face w�th one another. They would have l�ked to have had the
strength to squeeze each other to death, so as not to pass as �d�ots
�n the�r own eyes.

What! they belonged one to the other, they had k�lled a man, and
played an atroc�ous comedy �n order to be able to love �n peace, and
they sat there, one on e�ther s�de of a mantelshelf, r�g�d, exhausted,
the�r m�nds d�sturbed and the�r frames l�feless! Such a denouement
appeared to them horr�bly and cruelly r�d�culous. It was then that



Laurent endeavoured to speak of love, to conjure up the
remembrances of other days, appeal�ng to h�s �mag�nat�on for a
rev�val of h�s tenderness.

“Thérèse,” he sa�d, “don’t you recall our afternoons �n th�s room?
Then I came �n by that door, but today I came �n by th�s one. We are
free now. We can make love �n peace.”

He spoke �n a hes�tat�ng, sp�r�tless manner, and the young woman,
huddled up on her low cha�r, cont�nued gaz�ng dream�ly at the flame
w�thout l�sten�ng. Laurent went on:

“Remember how I used to dream of stay�ng a whole n�ght w�th
you? I dreamed of wak�ng up �n the morn�ng to your k�sses, now �t
can come true.”

Thérèse all at once started as though surpr�sed to hear a vo�ce
stammer�ng �n her ears. Turn�ng towards Laurent, on whose
countenance the f�re, at th�s moment, cast a broad redd�sh reflect�on,
she gazed at h�s sangu�nary face, and shuddered.

The young man, more troubled and anx�ous, resumed:
“We have succeeded, Thérèse; we have broken through all

obstacles, and we belong to one another. The future �s ours, �s �t
not? A future of tranqu�l happ�ness, of sat�sf�ed love. Cam�lle �s no
longer here——”

Laurent ceased speak�ng. H�s throat had suddenly become dry,
and he was chok�ng, unable to cont�nue. On hear�ng the name of
Cam�lle, Thérèse rece�ved a v�olent shock. The two murderers
contemplated one another, stupef�ed, pale, and trembl�ng. The
yellow gleams of l�ght from the f�re cont�nued to dance on ce�l�ng and
walls, the soft odour of roses l�ngered �n the a�r, the crackl�ng of the
wood broke the s�lence w�th short, sharp reports.

Remembrances were abandoned. The spectre of Cam�lle wh�ch
had been evoked, came and seated �tself between the newly marr�ed
pa�r, �n front of the flam�ng f�re. Thérèse and Laurent recogn�sed the
cold, damp smell of the drowned man �n the warm a�r they were
breath�ng. They sa�d to themselves that a corpse was there, close to
them, and they exam�ned one another w�thout dar�ng to move. Then
all the terr�ble story of the�r cr�me was unfolded �n the�r memory. The



name of the�r v�ct�m suff�ced to f�ll them w�th thoughts of the past, to
compel them to go through all the angu�sh of the murder over aga�n.
They d�d not open the�r l�ps, but looked at one another, and both at
the same t�me were troubled w�th the same n�ghtmare, both w�th
the�r eyes broached the same cruel tale.

Th�s exchange of terr�f�ed looks, th�s mute narrat�on they were
about to make to themselves of the murder, caused them keen and
�ntolerable apprehens�on. The stra�n on the�r nerves threatened an
attack, they m�ght cry out, perhaps f�ght. Laurent, to dr�ve away h�s
recollect�ons, v�olently tore h�mself from the ecstasy of horror that
enthralled h�m �n the gaze of Thérèse. He took a few str�des �n the
room; he removed h�s boots and put on sl�ppers; then, return�ng to
h�s former place, he sat down at the ch�mney corner, and tr�ed to talk
on matters of �nd�fference.

Thérèse, understand�ng what he des�red, strove to answer h�s
quest�ons. They chatted about the weather, endeavour�ng to force on
a commonplace conversat�on. Laurent sa�d the room was warm, and
Thérèse repl�ed that, nevertheless, a draught came from under the
small door on the sta�rcase, and both turned �n that d�rect�on w�th a
sudden shudder. The young man hastened to speak about the roses,
the f�re, about everyth�ng he saw before h�m. The young woman,
w�th an effort, rejo�ned �n monosyllables, so as not to allow the
conversat�on to drop. They had drawn back from one another, and
were g�v�ng themselves easy a�rs, endeavour�ng to forget whom they
were, treat�ng one another as strangers brought together by chance.

But, �n sp�te of themselves, by a strange phenomenon, wh�lst they
uttered these empty phrases, they mutually guessed the thoughts
concealed �n the�r banal words. Do what they would, they both
thought of Cam�lle. The�r eyes cont�nued the story of the past. They
st�ll ma�nta�ned by looks a mute d�scourse, apart from the
conversat�on they held aloud, wh�ch ran haphazard. The words they
cast here and there had no s�gn�f�cat�on, be�ng d�sconnected and
contrad�ctory; all the�r �ntell�gence was bent on the s�lent exchange of
the�r terr�fy�ng recollect�ons.

When Laurent spoke of the roses, or of the f�re, of one th�ng or
another, Thérèse was perfectly well aware that he was rem�nd�ng her



of the struggle �n the sk�ff, of the dull fall of Cam�lle; and, when
Thérèse answered yes or no to an �ns�gn�f�cant quest�on, Laurent
understood that she sa�d she remembered or d�d not remember a
deta�l of the cr�me. They charted �t �n th�s manner open-heartedly
w�thout need�ng words, wh�le they spoke aloud of other matters.

Moreover, unconsc�ous of the syllables they pronounced, they
followed the�r secret thoughts sentence by sentence; they m�ght
abruptly have cont�nued the�r conf�dences aloud, w�thout ceas�ng to
understand each other. Th�s sort of d�v�nat�on, th�s obst�nacy of the�r
memory �n present�ng to themselves w�thout pause, the �mage of
Cam�lle, l�ttle by l�ttle drove them crazy. They thoroughly well
perce�ved that they guessed the thoughts of one another, and that �f
they d�d not hold the�r tongues, the words would r�se of themselves
to the�r mouths, to name the drowned man, and descr�be the murder.
Then they closely p�nched the�r l�ps and ceased the�r conversat�on.

In the overwhelm�ng s�lence that ensued, the two murderers
cont�nued to converse about the�r v�ct�m. It appeared to them that
the�r eyes mutually penetrated the�r flesh, and bur�ed clear, keen
phrases �n the�r bod�es. At moments, they fanc�ed they heard
themselves speak�ng aloud. The�r senses changed. S�ght became a
sort of strange and del�cate hear�ng. They so d�st�nctly read the�r
thoughts upon the�r countenances, that these thoughts took a
pecul�arly p�erc�ng sound that ag�tated all the�r organ�sm. They could
not have understood one another better, had they shouted �n a
heartrend�ng vo�ce:

“We have k�lled Cam�lle, and h�s corpse �s there, extended
between us, mak�ng our l�mbs l�ke �ce.”

And the terr�ble conf�dence cont�nued, more man�fest, more
resound�ng, �n the calm mo�st a�r of the room.

Laurent and Thérèse had commenced the mute narrat�on from the
day of the�r f�rst �nterv�ew �n the shop. Then the recollect�ons had
come one by one �n order; they had related the�r hours of love, the�r
moments of hes�tat�on and anger, the terr�ble �nc�dent of the murder.
It was then that they p�nched the�r l�ps, ceas�ng to talk of one th�ng
and another, �n fear lest they should all at once name Cam�lle w�thout
des�r�ng to do so.



But the�r thoughts fa�l�ng to cease, had then led them �nto great
d�stress, �nto the affr�ghted per�od of expectancy follow�ng the cr�me.
They thus came to th�nk of the corpse of the drowned man extended
on a slab at the Morgue. Laurent, by a look, told Thérèse all the
horror he had felt, and the latter, dr�ven to extrem�t�es, compelled by
a hand of �ron to part her l�ps, abruptly cont�nued the conversat�on
aloud:

“You saw h�m at the Morgue?” she �nqu�red of Laurent w�thout
nam�ng Cam�lle.

Laurent looked as �f he expected th�s quest�on. He had been
read�ng �t for a moment on the l�v�d face of the young woman.

“Yes,” answered he �n a chok�ng vo�ce.
The murderers sh�vered, and draw�ng nearer the f�re, extended

the�r hands towards the flame as �f an �cy puff of w�nd had suddenly
passed through the warm room. For an �nstant they ma�nta�ned
s�lence, co�led up l�ke balls, cower�ng on the�r cha�rs. Then Thérèse,
�n a hollow vo�ce, resumed:

“D�d he seem to have suffered much?”
Laurent could not answer. He made a terr�f�ed gesture as �f to put

as�de some h�deous v�s�on, and r�s�ng went towards the bed. Then,
return�ng v�olently w�th open arms, he advanced towards Thérèse.

“K�ss me,” sa�d he, extend�ng h�s neck.
Thérèse had r�sen, look�ng qu�te pale �n her n�ghtdress, and stood

half thrown back, w�th her elbow rest�ng on the marble mantelp�ece.
She gazed at the neck of her husband. On the wh�te sk�n she had
just caught s�ght of a p�nk spot. The rush of blood to the head,
�ncreased the s�ze of th�s spot, turn�ng �t br�ght red.

“K�ss me, k�ss me,” repeated Laurent, h�s face and neck scarlet.
The young woman threw her head further back, to avo�d an

embrace, and press�ng the t�p of her f�nger on the b�te Cam�lle had
g�ven her husband, addressed h�m thus:

“What have you here? I never not�ced th�s wound before.”
It seemed to Laurent as �f the f�nger of Thérèse was bor�ng a hole

�n h�s throat. At the contact of th�s f�nger, he suddenly started



backward, utter�ng a suppressed cry of pa�n.
“That,” he stammered, “that——”
He hes�tated, but he could not l�e, and �n sp�te of h�mself, he told

the truth.
“That �s the b�te Cam�lle gave me. You know, �n the boat. It �s

noth�ng. It has healed. K�ss me, k�ss me.”
And the wretch craned h�s neck wh�ch was burn�ng h�m. He

wanted Thérèse to k�ss the scar, conv�nced that the l�ps of th�s
woman would appease the thousand pr�cks lacerat�ng h�s flesh, and
w�th ra�sed ch�n he presented h�s extended neck for the embrace.
Thérèse, who was almost ly�ng back on the marble ch�mney-p�ece,
gave a supreme gesture of d�sgust, and �n a suppl�cat�ng vo�ce
excla�med:

“Oh! no, not on that part. There �s blood.”
She sank down on the low cha�r, trembl�ng, w�th her forehead

between her hands. Laurent rema�ned where he stood for a moment,
look�ng stup�d. Then, all at once, w�th the clutch of a w�ld beast, he
grasped the head of Thérèse �n h�s two great hands, and by force
brought her l�ps to the b�te he had rece�ved from Cam�lle on h�s neck.
For an �nstant he kept, he crushed, th�s head of a woman aga�nst h�s
sk�n. Thérèse had g�ven way, utter�ng hollow groans. She was
chok�ng on the neck of Laurent. When she had freed herself from h�s
hands, she v�olently w�ped her mouth, and spat �n the f�re. She had
not sa�d a word.

Laurent, ashamed of h�s brutal�ty, began walk�ng slowly from the
bed to the w�ndow. Suffer�ng alone—the horr�ble burn—had made
h�m exact a k�ss from Thérèse, and when her fr�g�d l�ps met the
scorch�ng scar, he felt the pa�n more acutely. Th�s k�ss obta�ned by
v�olence had just crushed h�m. The shock had been so pa�nful, that
for noth�ng �n the world would he have rece�ved another.

He cast h�s eyes upon the woman w�th whom he was to l�ve, and
who sat shudder�ng, doubled up before the f�re, turn�ng her back to
h�m; and he repeated to h�mself that he no longer loved th�s woman,
and that she no longer loved h�m.



For nearly an hour Thérèse ma�nta�ned her dejected att�tude, wh�le
Laurent s�lently walked backward and forward. Both �nwardly
acknowledged, w�th terror, that the�r pass�on was dead, that they had
k�lled �t �n k�ll�ng Cam�lle. The embers on the hearth were gently
dy�ng out; a sheet of br�ght, clear f�re shone above the ashes. L�ttle
by l�ttle, the heat of the room had become st�fl�ng; the flowers were
fad�ng, mak�ng the th�ck a�r s�ckly, w�th the�r heavy odour.

Laurent, all at once, had an halluc�nat�on. As he turned round,
com�ng from the w�ndow to the bed, he saw Cam�lle �n a dark corner,
between the ch�mney and wardrobe. The face of h�s v�ct�m looked
green�sh and d�storted, just as he had seen �t on the slab at the
Morgue. He rema�ned glued to the carpet, fa�nt�ng, lean�ng aga�nst a
p�ece of furn�ture for support. At a hollow rattle �n h�s throat, Thérèse
ra�sed her head.

“There, there!” excla�med Laurent �n a terr�f�ed tone.
W�th extended arm, he po�nted to the dark corner where he

perce�ved the s�n�ster face of Cam�lle. Thérèse, �nfected by h�s terror,
went and pressed aga�nst h�m.

“It �s h�s portra�t,” she murmured �n an undertone, as �f the face of
her late husband could hear her.

“H�s portra�t?” repeated Laurent, whose ha�r stood on end.
“Yes, you know, the pa�nt�ng you d�d,” she repl�ed. “My aunt was to

have removed �t to her room. No doubt she forgot to take �t down.”
“Really; h�s portra�t,” sa�d he.
The murderer had some d�ff�culty �n recogn�s�ng the canvas. In h�s

trouble he forgot that �t was he who had drawn those clash�ng
strokes, who had spread on those d�rty t�nts that now terr�f�ed h�m.
Terror made h�m see the p�cture as �t was, v�le, wretchedly put
together, muddy, d�splay�ng the gr�mac�ng face of a corpse on a
black ground. H�s own work aston�shed and crushed h�m by �ts
atroc�ous ugl�ness; part�cularly the two eyes wh�ch seemed float�ng �n
soft, yellow�sh orb�ts, rem�nd�ng h�m exactly of the decomposed eyes
of the drowned man at the Morgue. For a moment, he rema�ned
breathless, th�nk�ng Thérèse was tell�ng an untruth to allay h�s fears.
Then he d�st�ngu�shed the frame, and l�ttle by l�ttle became calm.



“Go and take �t down,” sa�d he �n a very low tone to the young
woman.

“Oh! no, I’m afra�d,” she answered w�th a sh�ver.
Laurent began to tremble aga�n. At moments the frame of the

p�cture d�sappeared, and he only saw the two wh�te eyes g�v�ng h�m
a long, steady look.

“I beg you to go and unhook �t,” sa�d he, beseech�ng h�s
compan�on.

“No, no,” she repl�ed.
“We w�ll turn �t face to the wall, and then �t w�ll not fr�ghten us,” he

suggested.
“No,” sa�d she, “I cannot do �t.”
The murderer, cowardly and humble, thrust the young woman

towards the canvas, h�d�ng beh�nd her, so as to escape the gaze of
the drowned man. But she escaped, and he wanted to brazen the
matter out. Approach�ng the p�cture, he ra�sed h�s hand �n search of
the na�l, but the portra�t gave such a long, crush�ng, �gnoble look, that
Laurent after seek�ng to stare �t out, found h�mself vanqu�shed, and
started back overpowered, murmur�ng as he d�d so:

“No, you are r�ght, Thérèse, we cannot do �t. Your aunt shall take �t
down to-morrow.”

He resumed h�s walk up and down, w�th bowed head, feel�ng the
portra�t was star�ng at h�m, follow�ng h�m w�th �ts eyes. At t�mes, he
could not prevent h�mself cast�ng a s�de glance at the canvas; and,
then, �n the depth of the darkness, he st�ll perce�ved the dull,
deadened eyes of the drowned man. The thought that Cam�lle was
there, �n a corner, watch�ng h�m, present on h�s wedd�ng n�ght,
exam�n�ng Thérèse and h�mself, ended by dr�v�ng h�m mad w�th
terror and despa�r.

One c�rcumstance, wh�ch would have brought a sm�le to the l�ps of
anyone else, made h�m completely lose h�s head. As he stood before
the f�re, he heard a sort of scratch�ng sound. He turned pale,
�mag�n�ng �t came from the portra�t, that Cam�lle was descend�ng
from h�s frame. Then he d�scovered that the no�se was at the small



door open�ng on the sta�rcase, and he looked at Thérèse who also
showed s�gns of fear.

“There �s someone on the sta�rcase,” he murmured. “Who can be
com�ng that way?”

The young woman gave no answer. Both were th�nk�ng of the
drowned man, and the�r temples became mo�st w�th �cy persp�rat�on.
They sought refuge together at the end of the room, expect�ng to see
the door suddenly open, and the corpse of Cam�lle fall on the floor.
As the sound cont�nued, but more sharply and �rregularly, they
thought the�r v�ct�m must be tear�ng away the wood w�th h�s na�ls to
get �n. For the space of nearly f�ve m�nutes, they dared not st�r.
F�nally, a mew�ng was heard, and Laurent advanc�ng, recogn�sed the
tabby cat belong�ng to Madame Raqu�n, wh�ch had been acc�dentally
shut up �n the room, and was endeavour�ng to get out by claw�ng at
the door.

Franço�s, fr�ghtened by Laurent, sprang upon a cha�r at a bound.
W�th ha�r on end and st�ffened paws, he looked h�s new master �n the
face, �n a harsh and cruel manner. The young man d�d not l�ke cats,
and Franço�s almost terr�f�ed h�m. In th�s moment of exc�tement and
alarm, he �mag�ned the cat was about to fly �n h�s face to avenge
Cam�lle. He fanc�ed the beast must know everyth�ng, that there were
thoughts �n h�s strangely d�lated round eyes. The f�xed gaze of the
an�mal caused Laurent to lower h�s l�ds. As he was about to g�ve
Franço�s a k�ck, Thérèse excla�med:

“Don’t hurt h�m.”
Th�s sentence produced a strange �mpress�on on Laurent, and an

absurd �dea got �nto h�s head.
“Cam�lle has entered �nto th�s cat,” thought he. “I shall have to k�ll

the beast. It looks l�ke a human be�ng.”
He refra�ned from g�v�ng the k�ck, be�ng afra�d of hear�ng Franço�s

speak to h�m w�th the vo�ce of Cam�lle. Then he sa�d to h�mself that
th�s an�mal knew too much, and that he should have to throw �t out of
the w�ndow. But he had not the pluck to accompl�sh h�s des�gn.
Franço�s ma�nta�ned a f�ght�ng att�tude. W�th claws extended, and
back curved �n sullen �rr�tat�on, he followed the least movement of h�s
enemy w�th superb tranqu�ll�ty. The metall�c sparkle of h�s eyes



troubled Laurent, who hastened to open the d�n�ng-room door, and
the cat fled w�th a shr�ll mew.

Thérèse had aga�n seated herself before the ext�ngu�shed f�re.
Laurent resumed h�s walk from bed to w�ndow. It was thus that they
awa�ted day-l�ght. They d�d not th�nk of go�ng to bed; the�r hearts
were thoroughly dead. They had but one, s�ngle des�re: to leave the
room they were �n, and where they were chok�ng. They exper�enced
a real d�scomfort �n be�ng shut up together, and �n breath�ng the
same atmosphere. They would have l�ked someone to be there to
�nterrupt the�r pr�vacy, to drag them from the cruel embarrassment �n
wh�ch they found themselves, s�tt�ng one before the other w�thout
open�ng the�r l�ps, and unable to resusc�tate the�r love. The�r long
s�lences tortured them, s�lence loaded w�th b�tter and despa�r�ng
compla�nts, w�th mute reproaches, wh�ch they d�st�nctly heard �n the
tranqu�l a�r.

Day came at last, a d�rty, wh�t�sh dawn, br�ng�ng penetrat�ng cold
w�th �t. When the room had f�lled w�th d�m l�ght, Laurent, who was
sh�ver�ng, felt calmer. He looked the portra�t of Cam�lle stra�ght �n the
face, and saw �t as �t was, commonplace and puer�le. He took �t
down, and shrugg�ng h�s shoulders, called h�mself a fool. Thérèse
had r�sen from the low cha�r, and was tumbl�ng the bed about for the
purpose of dece�v�ng her aunt, so as to make her bel�eve they had
passed a happy n�ght.

“Look here,” Laurent brutally remarked to her, “I hope we shall
sleep well to-n�ght! There must be an end to th�s sort of
ch�ld�shness.”

Thérèse cast a deep, grave glance at h�m.
“You understand,” he cont�nued. “I d�d not marry for the purpose of

pass�ng sleepless n�ghts. We are just l�ke ch�ldren. It was you who
d�sturbed me w�th your ghostly a�rs. To-n�ght you w�ll try to be gay,
and not fr�ghten me.”

He forced h�mself to laugh w�thout know�ng why he d�d so.
“I w�ll try,” gloom�ly answered the young woman.
Such was the wedd�ng n�ght of Thérèse and Laurent.



CHAPTER XXII

The follow�ng n�ghts proved st�ll more cruel. The murderers had
w�shed to pass th�s part of the twenty-four hours together, so as to
be able to defend themselves aga�nst the drowned man, and by a
strange effect, s�nce they had been do�ng so, they shuddered the
more. They were exasperated, and the�r nerves so �rr�tated, that they
underwent atroc�ous attacks of suffer�ng and terror, at the exchange
of a s�mple word or look. At the sl�ghtest conversat�on between them,
at the least talk, they had alone, they began rav�ng, and were ready
to draw blood.

The sort of remorse Laurent exper�enced was purely phys�cal. H�s
body, h�s �rr�tated nerves and trembl�ng frame alone were afra�d of
the drowned man. H�s consc�ence was for noth�ng �n h�s terror. He
d�d not feel the least regret at hav�ng k�lled Cam�lle. When he was
calm, when the spectre d�d not happen to be there, he would have
comm�tted the murder over aga�n, had he thought h�s �nterests
absolutely requ�red �t.

Dur�ng the dayt�me he laughed at h�mself for h�s fr�ght, mak�ng up
h�s m�nd to be stronger, and he harshly rebuked Thérèse, whom he
accused of troubl�ng h�m. Accord�ng to what he sa�d, �t was Thérèse
who shuddered, �t was Thérèse alone who brought on the fr�ghtful
scenes, at n�ght, �n the bedroom. And, as soon as n�ght came, as
soon as he found h�mself shut �n w�th h�s w�fe, �cy persp�rat�on
pearled on h�s sk�n, and h�s frame shook w�th ch�ld�sh terror.

He thus underwent �nterm�ttent nervous attacks that returned
n�ghtly, and threw h�s senses �nto confus�on wh�le show�ng h�m the
h�deous green face of h�s v�ct�m. These attacks resembled the
accesses of some fr�ghtful �llness, a sort of hyster�a of murder. The
name of �llness, of nervous affect�on, was really the only one to g�ve



to the terror that Laurent exper�enced. H�s face became convulsed,
h�s l�mbs r�g�d, h�s nerves could be seen knott�ng beneath h�s sk�n.
The body suffered horr�bly, wh�le the sp�r�t rema�ned absent. The
wretch felt no repentance. H�s pass�on for Thérèse had conveyed a
fr�ghtful ev�l to h�m, and that was all.

Thérèse also found herself a prey to these heavy shocks. But, �n
her terror, she showed herself a woman: she felt vague remorse,
unavowed regret. She, at t�mes, had an �ncl�nat�on to cast herself on
her knees and beseech the spectre of Cam�lle to pardon her, wh�le
swear�ng to appease �t by repentance. Maybe Laurent perce�ved
these acts of coward�ce on the part of Thérèse, for when they were
ag�tated by the common terror, he la�d the blame on her, and treated
her w�th brutal�ty.

On the f�rst n�ghts, they were unable to go to bed. They wa�ted for
dayl�ght, seated before the f�re, or pac�ng to and fro as on the
even�ng of the wedd�ng-day. The thought of ly�ng down, s�de by s�de,
on the bed, caused them a sort of terr�fy�ng repugnance. By tac�t
consent, they avo�ded k�ss�ng one another, and they d�d not even
look at the�r couch, wh�ch Thérèse tumbled about �n the morn�ng.

When overcome w�th fat�gue, they slept for an hour or two �n the
armcha�rs, to awaken w�th a start, under the �nfluence of the s�n�ster
denouement of some n�ghtmare. On awaken�ng, w�th l�mbs st�ff and
t�red, sh�ver�ng all over w�th d�scomfort and cold, the�r faces marbled
w�th l�v�d blotches, they contemplated one another �n bew�lderment,
aston�shed to see themselves there. And they d�splayed strange
bashfulness towards each other, ashamed at show�ng the�r d�sgust
and terror.

But they struggled aga�nst sleep as much as they could. They
seated themselves, one on each s�de of the ch�mney, and talked of a
thousand tr�fles, be�ng very careful not to let the conversat�on drop.
There was a broad space between them �n front of the f�re. When
they turned the�r heads, they �mag�ned that Cam�lle had drawn a
cha�r there, and occup�ed th�s space, warm�ng h�s feet �n a
lugubr�ous, banter�ng fash�on. Th�s v�s�on, wh�ch they had seen on
the even�ng of the wedd�ng-day, returned each n�ght.



And th�s corpse tak�ng a mute, but jeer�ng part, �n the�r �nterv�ews,
th�s horr�bly d�sf�gured body ever rema�n�ng there, overwhelmed
them w�th cont�nued anx�ety. Not dar�ng to move, they half bl�nded
themselves star�ng at the scorch�ng flames, and, when unable to
res�st any longer, they cast a t�m�d glance as�de, the�r eyes �rr�tated
by the glow�ng coal, created the v�s�on, and conveyed to �t a redd�sh
glow.

Laurent, �n the end, refused to rema�n seated any longer, w�thout
avow�ng the cause of th�s wh�m to Thérèse. The latter understood
that he must see Cam�lle as she saw h�m; and, �n her turn, she
declared that the heat made her feel �ll, and that she would be more
comfortable a few steps away from the ch�mney. Push�ng back her
armcha�r to the foot of the bed, she rema�ned there overcome, wh�le
her husband resumed h�s walk �n the room. From t�me to t�me, he
opened the w�ndow, allow�ng the �cy a�r of the cold January n�ght to
f�ll the apartment, and th�s calmed h�s fever.

For a week, the newly-marr�ed couple passed the n�ghts �n th�s
fash�on, doz�ng and gett�ng a l�ttle rest �n the dayt�me, Thérèse
beh�nd the counter �n the shop, Laurent �n h�s off�ce. At n�ght they
belonged to pa�n and fear. And the strangest part of the whole
bus�ness was the att�tude they ma�nta�ned towards each other. They
d�d not utter one word of love, but fe�gned to have forgotten the past;
and seemed to accept, to tolerate one another l�ke s�ck people,
feel�ng secret p�ty for the�r mutual suffer�ngs.

Both hoped to conceal the�r d�sgust and fear, and ne�ther seemed
to th�nk of the pecul�ar n�ghts they passed, wh�ch should have
enl�ghtened them as to the real state of the�r be�ngs. When they sat
up unt�l morn�ng, barely exchang�ng a word, turn�ng pale at the least
sound, they looked as �f they thought all newly-marr�ed folk
conducted themselves �n the same way, dur�ng the f�rst days of the�r
marr�age. Th�s was the clumsy hypocr�sy of two fools.

They were soon so overcome by wear�ness that they one n�ght
dec�ded to l�e on the bed. They d�d not undress, but threw
themselves, as they were, on the qu�lt, fear�ng lest the�r bare sk�ns
should touch, for they fanc�ed they would rece�ve a pa�nful shock at
the least contact. Then, when they had slept thus, �n an anx�ous



sleep, for two n�ghts, they r�sked remov�ng the�r clothes, and sl�pp�ng
between the sheets. But they rema�ned apart, and took all sorts of
precaut�ons so as not to come together.

Thérèse got �nto bed f�rst, and lay down close to the wall. Laurent
wa�ted unt�l she had made herself qu�te comfortable, and then
ventured to stretch h�mself out at the oppos�te edge of the mattress,
so that there was a broad space between them. It was there that the
corpse of Cam�lle lay.

When the two murderers were extended under the same sheet,
and had closed the�r eyes, they fanc�ed they felt the damp corpse of
the�r v�ct�m, ly�ng �n the m�ddle of the bed, and turn�ng the�r flesh �cy
cold. It was l�ke a v�le obstacle separat�ng them. They were se�zed
w�th fever and del�r�um, and th�s obstacle, �n the�r m�nds, became
mater�al. They touched the corpse, they saw �t spread out, l�ke a
green�sh and d�ssolved shred of someth�ng, and they �nhaled the
�nfect�ous odour of th�s lump of human putrefact�on. All the�r senses
were �n a state of halluc�nat�on, convey�ng �ntolerable acuteness to
the�r sensat�ons.

The presence of th�s f�lthy bedfellow kept them mot�onless, s�lent,
abstracted w�th angu�sh. Laurent, at t�mes, thought of tak�ng Thérèse
v�olently �n h�s arms; but he dared not move. He sa�d to h�mself that
he could not extend h�s hand, w�thout gett�ng �t full of the soft flesh of
Cam�lle. Next he fanc�ed that the drowned man came to sleep
between them so as to prevent them clasp�ng one another, and he
ended by understand�ng that Cam�lle was jealous.

Nevertheless, ever and anon, they sought to exchange a t�m�d
k�ss, to see what would happen. The young man jeered at h�s w�fe,
and ordered her to embrace h�m. But the�r l�ps were so cold that �t
seemed as �f the dead man had got between the�r mouths. Both felt
d�sgusted. Thérèse shuddered w�th horror, and Laurent who heard
her teeth chatter�ng, ra�led at her:

“Why are you trembl�ng?” he excla�med. “Are you afra�d of
Cam�lle? Ah! the poor man �s as dead as a doorna�l at th�s moment.”

Both avo�ded say�ng what made them shudder. When an
halluc�nat�on brought the countenance of the drowned man before
Thérèse, she closed her eyes, keep�ng her terror to herself, not



dar�ng to speak to her husband of her v�s�on, lest she should br�ng
on a st�ll more terr�ble cr�s�s. And �t was just the same w�th Laurent.
When dr�ven to extrem�t�es, he, �n a f�t of despa�r, accused Thérèse
of be�ng afra�d of Cam�lle. The name, uttered aloud, occas�oned
add�t�onal angu�sh. The murderer raved.

“Yes, yes,” he stammered, address�ng the young woman, “you are
afra�d of Cam�lle. I can see that pla�n enough! You are a s�lly th�ng,
you have no pluck at all. Look here! just go to sleep qu�etly. Do you
th�nk your husband w�ll come and pull you out of bed by the heels,
because I happen to be sleep�ng w�th you?”

Th�s �dea that the drowned man m�ght come and pull them out of
bed by the heels, made the ha�r of Laurent stand on end, and he
cont�nued w�th greater v�olence, wh�le st�ll �n the utmost terror
h�mself.

“I shall have to take you some n�ght to the cemetery. We w�ll open
the coff�n Cam�lle �s �n, and you w�ll see what he looks l�ke! Then you
w�ll perhaps cease be�ng afra�d. Go on, he doesn’t know we threw
h�m �n the water.”

Thérèse w�th her head under the bedclothes, was utter�ng
smothered groans.

“We threw h�m �nto the water, because he was �n our way,”
resumed her husband. “And we’ll throw h�m �n aga�n, w�ll we not?
Don’t act l�ke a ch�ld. Show a l�ttle strength. It’s s�lly to trouble our
happ�ness. You see, my dear, when we are dead and underground,
we shall be ne�ther less nor more happy, because we cast an �d�ot �n
the Se�ne, and we shall have freely enjoyed our love wh�ch w�ll have
been an advantage. Come, g�ve me a k�ss.”

The young woman k�ssed h�m, but she was �cy cold, and half
crazy, wh�le he shuddered as much as she d�d.

For a fortn�ght Laurent was ask�ng h�mself how he could k�ll
Cam�lle aga�n. He had flung h�m �n the water; and yet he was not
dead enough, because he came every n�ght to sleep �n the bed of
Thérèse. Wh�le the murderers thought that hav�ng comm�tted the
cr�me, they could love one another �n peace, the�r resusc�tated v�ct�m
arr�ved to make the�r touch l�ke �ce. Thérèse was not a w�dow.



Laurent found that he was mated to a woman who already had a
drowned man for husband.



CHAPTER XXIII

L�ttle by l�ttle, Laurent became fur�ously mad, and resolved to dr�ve
Cam�lle from h�s bed. He had f�rst of all slept w�th h�s clothes on, then
he had avo�ded touch�ng Thérèse. In rage and despa�r, he wanted, at
last, to take h�s w�fe �n h�s arms, and crush the spectre of h�s v�ct�m
rather than leave her to �t. Th�s was a superb revolt of brutal�ty.

The hope that the k�sses of Thérèse would cure h�m of h�s
�nsomn�a, had alone brought h�m �nto the room of the young woman.
When he had found h�mself there, �n the pos�t�on of master, he had
become a prey to such atroc�ous attacks, that �t had not even
occurred to h�m to attempt the cure. And he had rema�ned
overwhelmed for three weeks, w�thout remember�ng that he had
done everyth�ng to obta�n Thérèse, and now that she was �n h�s
possess�on, he could not touch her w�thout �ncreased suffer�ng.

H�s excess�ve angu�sh drew h�m from th�s state of deject�on. In the
f�rst moment of stupor, am�d the strange d�scouragement of the
wedd�ng-n�ght, he had forgotten the reasons that had urged h�m to
marry. But h�s repeated bad dreams had aroused �n h�m a feel�ng of
sullen �rr�tat�on, wh�ch tr�umphed over h�s coward�ce, and restored
h�s memory. He remembered he had marr�ed �n order to dr�ve away
n�ghtmare, by press�ng h�s w�fe closely to h�s breast. Then, one
n�ght, he abruptly took Thérèse �n h�s arms, and, at the r�sk of
pass�ng over the corpse of the drowned man, drew her v�olently to
h�m.

The young woman, who was also dr�ven to extremes, would have
cast herself �nto the f�re had she thought that flames would have
pur�f�ed her flesh, and del�vered her from her woe. She returned
Laurent h�s advances, determ�ned to be e�ther consumed by the
caresses of th�s man, or to f�nd rel�ef �n them.



And they clasped one another �n a h�deous embrace. Pa�n and
horror took the place of love. When the�r l�mbs touched, �t was l�ke
fall�ng on l�ve coal. They uttered a cry, press�ng st�ll closer together,
so as not to leave room for the drowned man. But they st�ll felt the
shreds of Cam�lle, wh�ch were �gnobly squeezed between them,
freez�ng the�r sk�ns �n parts, wh�lst �n others they were burn�ng hot.

The�r k�sses were fr�ghtfully cruel. Thérèse sought the b�te that
Cam�lle had g�ven �n the st�ff, swollen neck of Laurent, and
pass�onately pressed her l�ps to �t. There was the raw sore; th�s
wound once healed, and the murderers would sleep �n peace. The
young woman understood th�s, and she endeavoured to cauter�se
the bad place w�th the f�re of her caresses. But she scorched her
l�ps, and Laurent thrust her v�olently away, g�v�ng a d�smal groan. It
seemed to h�m that she was press�ng a red-hot �ron to h�s neck.
Thérèse, half mad, came back. She wanted to k�ss the scar aga�n.
She exper�enced a keenly voluptuous sensat�on �n plac�ng her mouth
on th�s p�ece of sk�n where�n Cam�lle had bur�ed h�s teeth.

At one moment she thought of b�t�ng her husband �n the same
place, of tear�ng away a large p�ece of flesh, of mak�ng a fresh and
deeper wound, that would remove the trace of the old one. And she
sa�d to herself that she would no more turn pale when she saw the
marks of her own teeth. But Laurent sh�elded h�s neck from her
k�sses. The smart�ng pa�n he exper�enced was too acute, and each
t�me h�s w�fe presented her l�ps, he pushed her back. They struggled
�n th�s manner w�th a rattl�ng �n the�r throats, wr�th�ng �n the horror of
the�r caresses.

They d�st�nctly felt that they only �ncreased the�r suffer�ng. They
m�ght well stra�n one another �n these terr�ble clasps, they cr�ed out
w�th pa�n, they burnt and bru�sed each other, but were unable to
calm the�r fr�ghtfully exc�ted nerves. Each stra�n rendered the�r
d�sgust more �ntense. Wh�le exchang�ng these ghastly embraces,
they were a prey to the most terr�ble halluc�nat�ons, �mag�n�ng that
the drowned man was dragg�ng them by the heels, and v�olently
jerk�ng the bedstead.

For a moment they let one another go, feel�ng repugnance and
�nv�nc�ble nervous ag�tat�on. Then they determ�ned not to be



conquered. They clasped each other aga�n �n a fresh embrace, and
once more were obl�ged to separate, for �t seemed as �f red-hot
bradawls were enter�ng the�r l�mbs. At several �ntervals they
attempted �n th�s way to overcome the�r d�sgust, by t�r�ng, by wear�ng
out the�r nerves. And each t�me the�r nerves became �rr�tated and
stra�ned, caus�ng them such exasperat�on, that they would perhaps
have d�ed of enervat�on had they rema�ned �n the arms of one
another. Th�s battle aga�nst the�r own bod�es exc�ted them to
madness, and they obst�nately sought to ga�n the v�ctory. F�nally, a
more acute cr�s�s exhausted them. They rece�ved a shock of such
�ncred�ble v�olence that they thought they were about to have a f�t.

Cast back one on each s�de of the bed, burn�ng and bru�sed, they
began to sob. And am�dst the�r tears, they seemed to hear the
tr�umphant laughter of the drowned man, who aga�n sl�d, chuckl�ng,
under the sheet. They had been unable to dr�ve h�m from the bed
and were vanqu�shed. Cam�lle gently stretched h�mself between
them, wh�lst Laurent deplored h�s want of power to thrust h�m away,
and Thérèse trembled lest the corpse should have the �dea of tak�ng
advantage of the v�ctory to press her, �n h�s turn, �n h�s arms, �n the
qual�ty of leg�t�mate master.

They had made a supreme effort. In face of the�r defeat, they
understood that, �n future, they dared not exchange the smallest
k�ss. What they had attempted, �n order to dr�ve away the�r terror,
had plunged them �nto greater fr�ght. And, as they felt the ch�ll of the
corpse, wh�ch was now to separate them for ever, they shed b�tter
tears, ask�ng themselves, w�th angu�sh, what would become of them.



CHAPTER XXIV

In accordance w�th the hopes of old M�chaud, when do�ng h�s best
to br�ng about the marr�age of Thérèse and Laurent, the Thursday
even�ngs resumed the�r former ga�ety, as soon as the wedd�ng was
over.

These even�ngs were �n great per�l at the t�me of the death of
Cam�lle. The guests came, �n fear, �nto th�s house of mourn�ng; each
week they were trembl�ng w�th anx�ety, lest they should be def�n�tely
d�sm�ssed.

The �dea that the door of the shop would no doubt at last be
closed to them, terr�f�ed M�chaud and Gr�vet, who clung to the�r
hab�ts w�th the �nst�nct and obst�nacy of brutes. They sa�d to
themselves that the old woman and young w�dow would one day go
and weep over the defunct at Vernon or elsewhere, and then, on
Thursday n�ghts, they would not know what to do. In the m�nd’s eye
they saw themselves wander�ng about the arcade �n a lamentable
fash�on, dream�ng of colossal games at dom�noes.

Pend�ng the advent of these bad t�mes, they t�m�dly enjoyed the�r
f�nal moments of happ�ness, arr�v�ng w�th an anx�ous, sugary a�r at
the shop, and repeat�ng to themselves, on each occas�on, that they
would perhaps return no more. For over a year they were beset w�th
these fears. In face of the tears of Madame Raqu�n and the s�lence
of Thérèse, they dared not make themselves at ease and laugh.
They felt they were no longer at home as �n the t�me of Cam�lle; �t
seemed, so to say, that they were steal�ng every even�ng they
passed seated at the d�n�ng-room table. It was �n these desperate
c�rcumstances that the egot�sm of M�chaud urged h�m to str�ke a
masterly stroke by f�nd�ng a husband for the w�dow of the drowned
man.



On the Thursday follow�ng the marr�age, Gr�vet and M�chaud made
a tr�umphant entry �nto the d�n�ng-room. They had conquered. The
d�n�ng-room belonged to them aga�n. They no longer feared
d�sm�ssal. They came there as happy people, stretch�ng out the�r
legs, and crack�ng the�r former jokes, one after the other. It could be
seen from the�r del�ghted and conf�dent att�tude that, �n the�r �dea, a
revolut�on had been accompl�shed. All recollect�on of Cam�lle had
been d�spelled. The dead husband, the spectre that cast a ch�ll over
everyone, had been dr�ven away by the l�v�ng husband. The past and
�ts joys were resusc�tated. Laurent took the place of Cam�lle, all
cause for sadness d�sappeared, the guests could now laugh w�thout
gr�ev�ng anyone; and, �ndeed, �t was the�r duty to laugh to cheer up
th�s worthy fam�ly who were good enough to rece�ve them.

Henceforth, Gr�vet and M�chaud, who for nearly e�ghteen months
had v�s�ted the house under the pretext of consol�ng Madame
Raqu�n, could set the�r l�ttle hypocr�sy as�de, and frankly come and
doze oppos�te one another to the sharp r�ng of the dom�noes.

And each week brought a Thursday even�ng, each week those
l�feless and grotesque heads wh�ch formerly had exasperated
Thérèse, assembled round the table. The young woman talked of
show�ng these folk the door; the�r bursts of fool�sh laughter and s�lly
reflect�ons �rr�tated her. But Laurent made her understand that such a
step would be a m�stake; �t was necessary that the present should
resemble the past as much as poss�ble; and, above all, they must
preserve the fr�endsh�p of the pol�ce, of those �d�ots who protected
them from all susp�c�on. Thérèse gave way. The guests were well
rece�ved, and they v�ewed w�th del�ght a future full of a long str�ng of
warm Thursday even�ngs.

It was about th�s t�me that the l�ves of the couple became, �n a
way, d�v�ded �n two.

In the morn�ng, when day drove away the terror of n�ght, Laurent
hast�ly dressed h�mself. But he only recovered h�s ease and egot�st�c
calm when �n the d�n�ng-room, seated before an enormous bowl of
coffee and m�lk, wh�ch Thérèse prepared for h�m. Madame Raqu�n,
who had become even more feeble and could barely get down to the
shop, watched h�m eat�ng w�th a maternal sm�le. He swallowed the



toast, f�lled h�s stomach and l�ttle by l�ttle became tranqu�ll�sed. After
the coffee, he drank a small glass of brandy wh�ch completely
restored h�m. Then he sa�d “good-bye” to Madame Raqu�n and
Thérèse, w�thout ever k�ss�ng them, and strolled to h�s off�ce.

Spr�ng was at hand; the trees along the quays were becom�ng
covered w�th leaves, w�th l�ght, pale green lacework. The r�ver ran
w�th caress�ng sounds below; above, the f�rst sunny rays of the year
shed gentle warmth. Laurent felt h�mself another man �n the fresh a�r;
he freely �nhaled th�s breath of young l�fe descend�ng from the sk�es
of Apr�l and May; he sought the sun, halt�ng to watch the s�lvery
reflect�on streak�ng the Se�ne, l�sten�ng to the sounds on the quays,
allow�ng the acr�d odours of early day to penetrate h�m, enjoy�ng the
clear, del�ghtful morn.

He certa�nly thought very l�ttle about Cam�lle. Somet�mes he
l�stlessly contemplated the Morgue on the other s�de of the water,
and h�s m�nd then reverted to h�s v�ct�m, l�ke a man of courage m�ght
th�nk of a s�lly fr�ght that had come over h�m. W�th stomach full, and
face refreshed, he recovered h�s th�ck-headed tranqu�ll�ty. He
reached h�s off�ce, and passed the whole day gap�ng, and awa�t�ng
the t�me to leave. He was a mere clerk l�ke the others, stup�d and
weary, w�thout an �dea �n h�s head, save that of send�ng �n h�s
res�gnat�on and tak�ng a stud�o. He dreamed vaguely of a new
ex�stence of �dleness, and th�s suff�ced to occupy h�m unt�l even�ng.

Thoughts of the shop �n the arcade never troubled h�m. At n�ght,
after long�ng for the hour of release s�nce the morn�ng, he left h�s
off�ce w�th regret, and followed the quays aga�n, secretly troubled
and anx�ous. However slowly he walked, he had to enter the shop at
last, and there terror awa�ted h�m.

Thérèse exper�enced the same sensat�ons. So long as Laurent
was not bes�de her, she felt at ease. She had d�sm�ssed her
charwoman, say�ng that everyth�ng was �n d�sorder, and the shop
and apartment f�lthy d�rty. She all at once had �deas of t�d�ness. The
truth was that she felt the necess�ty of mov�ng about, of do�ng
someth�ng, of exerc�s�ng her st�ff l�mbs. She went h�ther and th�ther
all the morn�ng, sweep�ng, dust�ng, clean�ng the rooms, wash�ng up
the plates and d�shes, do�ng work that would have d�sgusted her



formerly. These household dut�es kept her on her feet, act�ve and
s�lent, unt�l noon, w�thout allow�ng her t�me to th�nk of aught else than
the cobwebs hang�ng from the ce�l�ng and the greasy plates.

On the stroke of twelve, she went to the k�tchen to prepare lunch.
At table, Madame Raqu�n was pa�ned to see her always r�s�ng to
fetch the d�shes; she was touched and annoyed at the act�v�ty
d�splayed by her n�ece; she scolded her, and Thérèse repl�ed that �t
was necessary to econom�se. When the meal was over, the young
woman dressed, and at last dec�ded to jo�n her aunt beh�nd the
counter. There, sleep overtook her; worn out by her restless n�ghts,
she dozed off, y�eld�ng to the voluptuous feel�ng of drows�ness that
ga�ned her, as soon as she sat down.

These were only l�ght spells of heav�ness, replete w�th vague
charm that calmed her nerves. The thoughts of Cam�lle left her; she
enjoyed that tranqu�l repose of �nval�ds who are all at once freed
from pa�n. She felt rel�eved �n body, her m�nd free, she sank �nto a
gentle and repa�r�ng state of noth�ngness. Depr�ved of these few
calm moments, she would have broken down under the tens�on of
her nervous system. These spells of somnolence gave her strength
to suffer aga�n, and become terr�f�ed the ensu�ng n�ght. As a matter
of fact she d�d not sleep, she barely closed her l�ds, and was lost �n a
dream of peace. When a customer entered, she opened her eyes,
served the few sous worth of art�cles asked for, and fell back �nto the
float�ng rever�e.

In th�s manner she passed three or four hours of perfect
happ�ness, answer�ng her aunt �n monosyllables, and y�eld�ng w�th
real enjoyment to these moments of unconsc�ousness wh�ch rel�eved
her of her thoughts, and completely overcame her. She barely, at
long �ntervals, cast a glance �nto the arcade, and was part�cularly at
her ease �n cloudy weather, when �t was dark and she could conceal
her lass�tude �n the gloom.

The damp and d�sgust�ng arcade, crossed by a lot of wretched
drenched pedestr�ans, whose umbrellas dr�pped upon the t�les,
seemed to her l�ke an alley �n a low quarter, a sort of d�rty, s�n�ster
corr�dor, where no one would come to seek and trouble her. At
moments, when she saw the dull gleams of l�ght that hung around



her, when she smelt the b�tter odour of the dampness, she �mag�ned
she had just been bur�ed al�ve, that she was underground, at the
bottom of a common grave swarm�ng w�th dead. And th�s thought
consoled and appeased her, for she sa�d to herself that she was now
�n secur�ty, that she was about to d�e and would suffer no more.

But somet�mes she had to keep her eyes open; Suzanne pa�d her
a v�s�t, and rema�ned embro�der�ng near the counter all the
afternoon. The w�fe of Ol�v�er, w�th her putty face and slow
movements, now pleased Thérèse, who exper�enced strange rel�ef �n
observ�ng th�s poor, broken-up creature, and had made a fr�end of
her. She loved to see her at her s�de, sm�l�ng w�th her fa�nt sm�le,
more dead than al�ve, and br�ng�ng �nto the shop the stuffy odour of
the cemetery. When the blue eyes of Suzanne, transparent as glass,
rested f�xedly on those of Thérèse, the latter exper�enced a
benef�cent ch�ll �n the marrow of her bones.

Thérèse rema�ned thus unt�l four o’clock, when she returned to the
k�tchen, and there aga�n sought fat�gue, prepar�ng d�nner for Laurent
w�th febr�le haste. But when her husband appeared on the threshold
she felt a t�ghten�ng �n the throat, and all her be�ng once more
became a prey to angu�sh.

Each day, the sensat�ons of the couple were pract�cally the same.
Dur�ng the dayt�me, when they were not face to face, they enjoyed
del�ghtful hours of repose; at n�ght, as soon as they came together,
both exper�enced po�gnant d�scomfort.

The even�ngs, nevertheless, were calm. Thérèse and Laurent,
who shuddered at the thought of go�ng to the�r room, sat up as long
as poss�ble. Madame Raqu�n, recl�n�ng �n a great armcha�r, was
placed between them, and chatted �n her plac�d vo�ce. She spoke of
Vernon, st�ll th�nk�ng of her son, but avo�d�ng to ment�on h�m from a
sort of feel�ng of d�ff�dence for the others; she sm�led at her dear
ch�ldren, and formed plans for the�r future. The lamp shed �ts fa�nt
gleams on her wh�te face, and her words sounded part�cularly sweet
�n the s�lence and st�llness of the room.

The murderers, one seated on each s�de of her, s�lent and
mot�onless, seemed to be attent�vely l�sten�ng to what she sa�d. In
truth they d�d not attempt to follow the sense of the goss�p of the



good old lady. They were s�mply pleased to hear th�s sound of soft
words wh�ch prevented them attend�ng the crash of the�r own
thoughts. They dared not cast the�r eyes on one another, but looked
at Madame Raqu�n to g�ve themselves countenances. They never
breathed a word about go�ng to bed; they would have rema�ned
there unt�l morn�ng, l�sten�ng to the affect�onate nonsense of the
former mercer, am�d the appeasement she spread around her, had
she not herself expressed the des�re to ret�re. It was only then that
they qu�tted the d�n�ng-room and entered the�r own apartment �n
despa�r, as �f cast�ng themselves to the bottom of an abyss.

But they soon had much more preference for the Thursday
gather�ngs, than for these fam�ly even�ngs. When alone w�th
Madame Raqu�n, they were unable to d�vert the�r thoughts; the
feeble vo�ce of the�r aunt, and her tender ga�ety, d�d not st�fle the
cr�es that lacerated them. They could feel bedt�me com�ng on, and
they shuddered when the�r eyes caught s�ght of the door of the�r
room. Awa�t�ng the moment when they would be alone, became
more and more cruel as the even�ng advanced. On Thursday n�ght,
on the contrary, they were g�ddy w�th folly, one forgot the presence of
the other, and they suffered less. Thérèse ended by heart�ly long�ng
for the recept�on days. Had M�chaud and Gr�vet not arr�ved, she
would have gone and fetched them. When strangers were �n the
d�n�ng-room, between herself and Laurent, she felt more calm. She
would have l�ked to always have guests there, to hear a no�se,
someth�ng to d�vert her, and detach her from her thoughts. In the
presence of other people, she d�splayed a sort of nervous ga�ety.
Laurent also recovered h�s prev�ous merr�ment, return�ng to h�s
coarse peasant jests, h�s hoarse laughter, h�s pract�cal jokes of a
former canvas dauber. Never had these gather�ngs been so gay and
no�sy.

It was thus that Laurent and Thérèse could rema�n face to face,
once a week, w�thout shudder�ng.

But they were soon beset w�th further anx�ety. Paralys�s was l�ttle
by l�ttle ga�n�ng on Madame Raqu�n, and they foresaw the day when
she would be r�veted to her armcha�r, feeble and dolt�sh. The poor
old lady already began to stammer fragments of d�sjo�nted phrases;



her vo�ce was grow�ng weaker, and her l�mbs were one by one los�ng
the�r v�tal�ty. She was becom�ng a th�ng. It was w�th terror that
Thérèse and Laurent observed the break�ng up of th�s be�ng who st�ll
separated them, and whose vo�ce drew them from the�r bad dreams.
When the old mercer lost her �ntell�gence, and rema�ned st�ff and
s�lent �n her armcha�r, they would f�nd themselves alone, and �n the
even�ng would no longer be able to escape the dreadful face to face
conversat�on. Then the�r terror would commence at s�x o’clock
�nstead of m�dn�ght. It would dr�ve them mad.

They made every effort to g�ve Madame Raqu�n that health wh�ch
had become so necessary to them. They called �n doctors, and
bestowed on the pat�ent all sorts of l�ttle attent�ons. Even th�s
occupat�on of nurses caused them to forget, and afforded them an
appeasement that encouraged them to double �n zeal. They d�d not
w�sh to lose a th�rd party who rendered the�r even�ngs supportable;
and they d�d not w�sh the d�n�ng-room and the whole house to
become a cruel and s�n�ster spot l�ke the�r room.

Madame Raqu�n was s�ngularly touched at the ass�duous care
they took of her. She applauded herself, am�d tears, at hav�ng un�ted
them, and at hav�ng abandoned to them her forty thousand francs.
Never, s�nce the death of her son, had she counted on so much
affect�on �n her f�nal moments. Her old age was qu�te softened by the
tenderness of her dear ch�ldren. She d�d not feel the �mplacable
paralys�s wh�ch, �n sp�te of all, made her more and more r�g�d day by
day.

Nevertheless, Thérèse and Laurent cont�nued to lead the�r double
ex�stence. In each of them there were l�ke two d�st�nct be�ngs: a
nervous, terr�f�ed be�ng who shuddered as soon as dusk set �n, and a
torp�d forgetful be�ng, who breathed at ease when the sun rose. They
l�ved two l�ves, cry�ng out �n angu�sh when alone, and peacefully
sm�l�ng �n company. Never d�d the�r faces, �n publ�c, show the
sl�ghtest trace of the suffer�ngs that had reached them �n pr�vate.
They appeared calm and happy, and �nst�nct�vely concealed the�r
troubles.

To see them so tranqu�l �n the dayt�me, no one would have
suspected the halluc�nat�ons that tortured them every n�ght. They



would have been taken for a couple blessed by heaven, and l�v�ng �n
the enjoyment of full fel�c�ty. Gr�vet gallantly called them the “turtle-
doves.” When he jested about the�r fat�gued looks, Laurent and
Thérèse barely turned pale, and even succeeded �n forc�ng on a
sm�le. They became accustomed to the naughty jokes of the old
clerk.

So long as they rema�ned �n the d�n�ng-room, they were able to
keep the�r terror under control. The m�nd could not �mag�ne the
fr�ghtful change that came over them, as soon as they were shut up
�n the�r bedroom. On the Thursday n�ght, part�cularly, th�s
transformat�on was so v�olently brutal, that �t seemed as �f
accompl�shed �n a supernatural world. The drama �n the bedroom, by
�ts strangeness, by �ts savage pass�on, surpassed all bel�ef, and
rema�ned deeply concealed w�th�n the�r ach�ng be�ngs. Had they
spoken of �t, they would have been taken for mad.

“How happy those sweethearts are!” frequently remarked old
M�chaud. “They hardly say a word, but that does not prevent them
th�nk�ng. I bet they devour one another w�th k�sses when we have
gone.”

Such was the op�n�on of the company. Thérèse and Laurent came
to be spoken of as a model couple. All the tenants �n the Arcade of
the Pont Neuf extolled the affect�on, the tranqu�l happ�ness, the
everlast�ng honeymoon of the marr�ed pa�r. They alone knew that the
corpse of Cam�lle slept between them; they alone felt, beneath the
calm exter�or of the�r faces, the nervous contract�ons that, at n�ght,
horr�bly d�storted the�r features, and changed the plac�d express�on
of the�r phys�ognom�es �nto h�deous masks of pa�n.



CHAPTER XXV

At the exp�rat�on of four months, Laurent thought of tak�ng
advantage of the prof�t he had calculated on der�v�ng from h�s
marr�age. He would have abandoned h�s w�fe, and fled from the
spectre of Cam�lle, three days after the wedd�ng, had not h�s �nterest
deta�ned h�m at the shop �n the arcade. He accepted h�s n�ghts of
terror, he rema�ned �n the angu�sh that was chok�ng h�m, so as not to
be depr�ved of the benef�t of h�s cr�me.

If he parted from Thérèse, he would aga�n be plunged �n poverty,
and be forced to reta�n h�s post; by rema�n�ng w�th her, he would, on
the contrary, be able to sat�sfy h�s �ncl�nat�on for �dleness, and to l�ve
l�berally, do�ng noth�ng, on the revenue Madame Raqu�n had placed
�n the name of h�s w�fe. Very l�kely he would have fled w�th the
40,000 francs, had he been able to real�se them; but the old mercer,
on the adv�ce of M�chaud, had shown the prudence to protect the
�nterests of her n�ece �n the marr�age contract.

Laurent, �n th�s manner, found h�mself attached to Thérèse by a
powerful bond. As a set-off aga�nst h�s atroc�ous n�ghts, he
determ�ned at least to be kept �n bl�ssful laz�ness, well fed, warmly
clothed, and prov�ded w�th the necessary cash �n h�s pocket to
sat�sfy h�s wh�ms. At th�s pr�ce alone, would he consent to sleep w�th
the corpse of the drowned man.

One even�ng, he announced to Madame Raqu�n and h�s w�fe that
he had sent �n h�s res�gnat�on, and would qu�t h�s off�ce at the end of
a fortn�ght. Thérèse gave a gesture of anx�ety. He hastened to add
that he �ntended tak�ng a small stud�o where he would go on w�th h�s
pa�nt�ng. He spoke at length about the annoyance of h�s
employment, and the broad hor�zons that Art opened to h�m. Now



that he had a few sous and could make a b�d for success, he w�shed
to see whether he was not capable of great ach�evements.

The speech he made on th�s subject s�mply concealed a feroc�ous
des�re to resume h�s former stud�o l�fe. Thérèse sat w�th p�nched l�ps
w�thout reply�ng; she had no �dea of allow�ng Laurent to squander the
small fortune that assured her l�berty. When her husband pressed
her w�th quest�ons �n v�ew of obta�n�ng her consent, she answered
curtly, g�v�ng h�m to understand that �f he left h�s off�ce, he would no
longer be earn�ng any money, and would be l�v�ng ent�rely at her
expense.

But, as she spoke, Laurent observed her so keenly, that he
troubled her, and arrested on her l�ps the refusal she was about to
utter. She fanc�ed she read �n the eyes of her accompl�ce, th�s
menac�ng threat:

“If you do not consent, I shall reveal everyth�ng.”
She began to stammer, and Madame Raqu�n excla�med that the

des�re of her dear son was no more than what was just, and that
they must g�ve h�m the means to become a man of talent. The good
lady spo�lt Laurent as she had spo�lt Cam�lle. Qu�te moll�f�ed by the
caresses the young man lav�shed on her, she belonged to h�m, and
never fa�led to take h�s part.

It was therefore dec�ded that Laurent should have a stud�o, and
rece�ve one hundred francs a month pocket-money. The budget of
the fam�ly was arranged �n th�s way: the prof�ts real�sed �n the
mercery bus�ness would pay the rent of the shop and apartment, and
the balance would almost suff�ce for the da�ly expenses of the fam�ly;
Laurent would rece�ve the rent of h�s stud�o and h�s one hundred
francs a month, out of the two thousand and a few hundred francs
�ncome from the funded money, the rema�nder go�ng �nto the general
purse. In that way the cap�tal would rema�n �ntact. Th�s arrangement
somewhat tranqu�ll�sed Thérèse, who nevertheless made her
husband swear that he would never go beyond the sum allowed h�m.
But as to that matter, she sa�d to herself that Laurent could not get
possess�on of the 40,000 francs w�thout her s�gnature, and she was
thoroughly determ�ned that she would never place her name to any
document.



On the morrow, Laurent took a small stud�o �n the lower part of the
Rue Mazar�ne, wh�ch h�s eye had been f�xed on for a month. He d�d
not mean to leave h�s off�ce w�thout hav�ng a refuge where he could
qu�etly pass h�s days far away from Thérèse. At the end of the
fortn�ght, he bade ad�eu to h�s colleagues. Gr�vet was stupef�ed at h�s
departure. A young man, sa�d he, who had such a br�ll�ant future
before h�m, a young man who �n the space of four years, had
reached a salary that he, Gr�vet, had taken twenty years to atta�n!
Laurent stupef�ed h�m st�ll more, when he told h�m he was go�ng to
g�ve h�s whole t�me to pa�nt�ng.

At last the art�st �nstalled h�mself �n h�s stud�o, wh�ch was a sort of
square loft about seven or e�ght yards long by the same breadth.
The ce�l�ng wh�ch �ncl�ned abruptly �n a rap�d slope, was p�erced by a
large w�ndow convey�ng a wh�te raw l�ght to the floor and black�sh
walls. The sounds �n the street d�d not ascend so h�gh. Th�s s�lent,
wan room, open�ng above on the sky, resembled a hole, or a vault
dug out of grey clay. Laurent furn�shed the place anyw�se; he
brought a couple of cha�rs w�th holes �n the rush seats, a table that
he set aga�nst the wall so that �t m�ght not sl�p down, an old k�tchen
dresser, h�s colour-box and easel; all the luxury �n the place
cons�sted of a spac�ous d�van wh�ch he purchased for th�rty francs
from a second-hand dealer.

He rema�ned a fortn�ght w�thout even th�nk�ng of touch�ng h�s
brushes. He arr�ved between e�ght and n�ne o’clock �n the morn�ng,
smoked, stretched h�mself on the d�van, and awa�ted noon, del�ghted
that �t was morn�ng, and that he had many hours of dayl�ght before
h�m. At twelve he went to lunch. As soon as the meal was over, he
hastened back, to be alone, and get away from the pale face of
Thérèse. He next went through the process of d�gest�on, sleep�ng
spread out on the d�van unt�l even�ng. H�s stud�o was an abode of
peace where he d�d not tremble. One day h�s w�fe asked h�m �f she
m�ght v�s�t th�s dear refuge. He refused, and as, notw�thstand�ng h�s
refusal, she came and knocked at the door, he refra�ned from
open�ng to her, tell�ng her �n the even�ng that he had spent the day at
the Louvre Museum. He was afra�d that Thérèse m�ght br�ng the
spectre of Cam�lle w�th her.



Idleness ended by we�gh�ng heav�ly on h�s shoulders, so he
purchased a canvas and colours, and set to work. As he had not
suff�c�ent money to pay models, he resolved to pa�nt accord�ng to
fancy, w�thout troubl�ng about nature, and he began the head of a
man.

But at th�s t�me, he d�d not shut h�mself up so much as he had
done; he worked for two or three hours every morn�ng and passed
the afternoon stroll�ng h�ther and th�ther �n Par�s and �ts v�c�n�ty. It
was oppos�te the Inst�tut, on h�s return from one of these long walks,
that he knocked up aga�nst h�s old college fr�end, who had met w�th a
n�ce l�ttle success, thanks to the good fellowsh�p of h�s comrades, at
the last Salon.

“What, �s �t you?” excla�med the pa�nter. “Ah! my poor Laurent, I
hardly recogn�se you. You have lost flesh.”

“I am marr�ed,” answered Laurent �n an embarrassed tone.
“Marr�ed, you!” sa�d the other. “Then I am not surpr�sed to see you

look so funny: and what are you do�ng now?”
“I have taken a small stud�o,” repl�ed Laurent; “and I pa�nt a l�ttle, �n

the morn�ng.”
Then, �n a fever�sh vo�ce, he br�efly related the story of h�s

marr�age, and expla�ned h�s future plans. H�s fr�end observed h�m
w�th an a�r of aston�shment that troubled and alarmed h�m. The truth
was that the pa�nter no longer found �n the husband of Thérèse, the
coarse, common fellow he had known formerly. It seemed to h�m that
Laurent was acqu�r�ng a gentlemanly bear�ng; h�s face had grown
th�nner, and had taken the pale t�nt of good taste, wh�le h�s whole
frame looked more upr�ght and supple.

“But you are becom�ng a handsome chap,” the art�st could not
refra�n from excla�m�ng. “You are dressed l�ke an ambassador, �n the
latest style. Who’s your model?”

Laurent, who felt the we�ght of the exam�nat�on he was
undergo�ng, d�d not dare to abruptly take h�mself off.

“W�ll you come up to my stud�o for a moment?” he at last asked h�s
fr�end, who showed no s�gns of leav�ng h�m.

“W�ll�ngly,” answered the latter.



The pa�nter, who could not understand the change he not�ced �n
h�s old comrade, was anx�ous to v�s�t h�s stud�o. He had no �dea of
cl�mb�ng f�ve floors to gaze on the new p�ctures of Laurent, wh�ch
assuredly would d�sgust h�m; he merely w�shed to sat�sfy h�s
cur�os�ty.

When he had reached the stud�o, and had glanced at the
canvases hang�ng aga�nst the walls, h�s aston�shment redoubled.
They compr�sed f�ve stud�es, two heads of women, and three of men
pa�nted w�th real v�gour. They looked th�ck and substant�al, each part
be�ng dashed off w�th magn�f�cent dabs of colour on a clear grey
background. The art�st qu�ckly approached, and was so astounded
that he d�d not even seek to conceal h�s amazement.

“D�d you do those?” he �nqu�red of Laurent.
“Yes,” repl�ed the latter. “They are stud�es that I �ntend to ut�l�se �n

a large p�cture I am prepar�ng.”
“Come, no humbug, are you really the author of those th�ngs?”
“Eh! Yes. Why should I not be the author of them?”
The pa�nter d�d not l�ke to answer what he thought, wh�ch was as

follows:
“Because those canvases are the work of an art�st, and you have

never been anyth�ng but a v�le bungler.”
For a long t�me, he rema�ned before the stud�es �n s�lence.

Certa�nly they were clumsy, but they were or�g�nal, and so powerfully
executed that they �nd�cated a h�ghly developed �dea of art. They
were l�fe-l�ke. Never had th�s fr�end of Laurent seen rough pa�nt�ng so
full of h�gh prom�se. When he had exam�ned all the canvases, he
turned to the author of them and sa�d:

“Well, frankly, I should never have thought you capable of pa�nt�ng
l�ke that. Where the deuce d�d you learn to have talent? It �s not
usually a th�ng that one acqu�res.”

And he cons�dered Laurent, whose vo�ce appeared to h�m more
gentle, wh�le every gesture he made had a sort of elegance. The
art�st had no �dea of the fr�ghtful shock th�s man had rece�ved, and
wh�ch had transformed h�m, develop�ng �n h�m the nerves of a
woman, along w�th keen, del�cate sensat�ons. No doubt a strange



phenomenon had been accompl�shed �n the organ�sm of the
murderer of Cam�lle. It �s d�ff�cult for analys�s to penetrate to such
depths. Laurent had, perhaps, become an art�st as he had become
afra�d, after the great d�sorder that had upset h�s frame and m�nd.

Prev�ously, he had been half choked by the fulness of h�s blood,
bl�nded by the th�ck vapour of breath surround�ng h�m. At present,
grown th�n, and always shudder�ng, h�s manner had become
anx�ous, wh�le he exper�enced the l�vely and po�gnant sensat�ons of
a man of nervous temperament. In the l�fe of terror that he led, h�s
m�nd had grown del�r�ous, ascend�ng to the ecstasy of gen�us. The
sort of moral malady, the neuros�s wherew�th all h�s be�ng was
ag�tated, had developed an art�st�c feel�ng of pecul�ar luc�d�ty. S�nce
he had k�lled, h�s frame seemed l�ghtened, h�s d�stracted m�nd
appeared to h�m �mmense; and, �n th�s abrupt expans�on of h�s
thoughts, he perce�ved exqu�s�te creat�ons, the rever�es of a poet
pass�ng before h�s eyes. It was thus that h�s gestures had suddenly
become elegant, that h�s works were beaut�ful, and were all at once
rendered true to nature, and l�fe-l�ke.

The fr�end d�d not seek further to fathom the mystery attend�ng th�s
b�rth of the art�st. He went off carry�ng h�s aston�shment along w�th
h�m. But before he left, he aga�n gazed at the canvases and sa�d to
Laurent:

“I have only one th�ng to reproach you w�th: all these stud�es have
a fam�ly l�keness. The f�ve heads resemble each other. The women,
themselves, have a pecul�arly v�olent bear�ng that g�ves them the
appearance of men �n d�sgu�se. You w�ll understand that �f you des�re
to make a p�cture out of these stud�es, you must change some of the
phys�ognom�es; your personages cannot all be brothers, or brothers
and s�sters, �t would exc�te h�lar�ty.”

He left the stud�o, and on the land�ng merr�ly added:
“Really, my dear boy, I am very pleased to have seen you.

Henceforth, I shall bel�eve �n m�racles. Good heavens! How h�ghly
respectable you do look!”

As he went downsta�rs, Laurent returned to the stud�o, feel�ng very
much upset. When h�s fr�end had remarked that all h�s stud�es of
heads bore a fam�ly l�keness, he had abruptly turned round to



conceal h�s paleness. The fact was that he had already been struck
by th�s fatal resemblance. Slowly enter�ng the room, he placed
h�mself before the p�ctures, and as he contemplated them, as he
passed from one to the other, �ce-l�ke persp�rat�on mo�stened h�s
back.

“He �s qu�te r�ght,” he murmured, “they all resemble one another.
They resemble Cam�lle.”

He ret�red a step or two, and seated h�mself on the d�van, unable
to remove h�s eyes from the stud�es of heads. The f�rst was an old
man w�th a long wh�te beard; and under th�s wh�te beard, the art�st
traced the lean ch�n of Cam�lle. The second represented a fa�r young
g�rl, who gazed at h�m w�th the blue eyes of h�s v�ct�m. Each of the
other three faces presented a feature of the drowned man. It looked
l�ke Cam�lle w�th the theatr�cal make-up of an old man, of a young
g�rl, assum�ng whatever d�sgu�se �t pleased the pa�nter to g�ve h�m,
but st�ll ma�nta�n�ng the general express�on of h�s own countenance.

There ex�sted another terr�ble resemblance among these heads:
they all appeared suffer�ng and terr�f�ed, and seemed as though
overburdened w�th the same feel�ng of horror. Each of them had a
sl�ght wr�nkle to the left of the mouth, wh�ch draw�ng down the l�ps,
produced a gr�mace. Th�s wr�nkle, wh�ch Laurent remembered
hav�ng not�ced on the convulsed face of the drowned man, marked
them all w�th a s�gn of v�le relat�onsh�p.

Laurent understood that he had taken too long a look at Cam�lle at
the Morgue. The �mage of the drowned man had become deeply
�mpressed on h�s m�nd; and now, h�s hand, w�thout h�s be�ng
consc�ous of �t, never fa�led to draw the l�nes of th�s atroc�ous face
wh�ch followed h�m everywhere.

L�ttle by l�ttle, the pa�nter, who was allow�ng h�mself to fall back on
the d�van, fanc�ed he saw the faces become an�mated. He had f�ve
Cam�lles before h�m, f�ve Cam�lles whom h�s own f�ngers had
powerfully created, and who, by terr�fy�ng pecul�ar�ty were of var�ous
ages and of both sexes. He rose, he lacerated the p�ctures and
threw them outs�de. He sa�d to h�mself that he would d�e of terror �n
h�s stud�o, were he to people �t w�th portra�ts of h�s v�ct�m.



A fear had just come over h�m: he dreaded that he would no more
be able to draw a head w�thout reproduc�ng that of the drowned man.
He w�shed to ascerta�n, at once, whether he were master of h�s own
hand. He placed a wh�te canvas on h�s easel; and, then, w�th a b�t of
charcoal, sketched out a face �n a few l�nes. The face resembled
Cam�lle. Laurent sw�ftly effaced th�s draw�ng and tr�ed another.

For an hour he struggled aga�nst fut�l�ty, wh�ch drove along h�s
f�ngers. At each fresh attempt, he went back to the head of the
drowned man. He m�ght �ndeed assert h�s w�ll, and avo�d the l�nes he
knew so well. In sp�te of h�mself, he drew those l�nes, he obeyed h�s
muscles and h�s rebell�ous nerves. He had f�rst of all proceeded
rap�dly w�th h�s sketches; he now took pa�ns to pass the st�ck of
charcoal slowly over the canvas. The result was the same: Cam�lle,
gr�mac�ng and �n pa�n, appeared ceaselessly.

The art�st sketched the most d�fferent heads success�vely: the
heads of angels, of v�rg�ns w�th aureoles, of Roman warr�ors w�th
the�r helmets, of fa�r, rosy ch�ldren, of old band�ts seamed w�th scars;
and the drowned man always, always reappeared; he became, �n
turn, angel, v�rg�n, warr�or, ch�ld and band�t.

Then, Laurent plunged �nto car�cature: he exaggerated the
features, he produced monstrous prof�les, he �nvented grotesque
heads, but only succeeded �n render�ng the str�k�ng portra�t of h�s
v�ct�m more horr�ble. He f�n�shed by draw�ng an�mals, dogs and cats;
but even the dogs and cats vaguely resembled Cam�lle.

Laurent then became se�zed w�th sullen rage. He smashed the
canvas w�th h�s f�st, th�nk�ng �n despa�r of h�s great p�cture. Now, he
must put that �dea as�de; he was conv�nced that, �n future, he would
draw noth�ng but the head of Cam�lle, and as h�s fr�end had told h�m,
faces all al�ke would cause h�lar�ty. He p�ctured to h�mself what h�s
work would have been, and perce�ved upon the shoulders of h�s
personages, men and women, the l�v�d and terr�f�ed face of the
drowned man. The strange p�cture he thus conjured up, appeared to
h�m atroc�ously r�d�culous and exasperated h�m.

He no longer dared to pa�nt, always dread�ng that he would
resusc�tate h�s v�ct�m at the least stroke of h�s brush. If he des�red to
l�ve peacefully �n h�s stud�o he must never pa�nt there. Th�s thought



that h�s f�ngers possessed the fatal and unconsc�ous faculty of
reproduc�ng w�thout end the portra�t of Cam�lle, made h�m observe
h�s hand �n terror. It seemed to h�m that h�s hand no longer belonged
to h�m.



CHAPTER XXVI

The cr�s�s threaten�ng Madame Raqu�n took place. The paralys�s,
wh�ch for several months had been creep�ng along her l�mbs, always
ready to strangle her, at last took her by the throat and l�nked her
body. One even�ng, wh�le convers�ng peacefully w�th Thérèse and
Laurent, she rema�ned �n the m�ddle of a sentence w�th her mouth
w�de open: she felt as �f she was be�ng throttled. When she wanted
to cry out and call for help, she could only splutter a few hoarse
sounds. Her hands and feet were r�g�d. She found herself struck
dumb, and powerless to move.

Thérèse and Laurent rose from the�r cha�rs, terr�f�ed at th�s stroke,
wh�ch had contorted the old mercer �n less than f�ve seconds. When
she became r�g�d, and f�xed her suppl�cat�ng eyes on them, they
pressed her w�th quest�ons �n order to ascerta�n the cause of her
suffer�ng. Unable to reply, she cont�nued gaz�ng at them �n profound
angu�sh.

They then understood that they had noth�ng but a corpse before
them, a corpse half al�ve that could see and hear, but could not
speak to them. They were �n despa�r at th�s attack. At the bottom of
the�r hearts, they cared l�ttle for the suffer�ng of the paralysed
woman. They mourned over themselves, who �n future would have to
l�ve alone, face to face.

From th�s day the l�fe of the marr�ed couple became �ntolerable.
They passed the most cruel even�ngs oppos�te the �mpotent old lady,
who no longer lulled the�r terror w�th her gentle, �dle chatter. She
reposed �n an armcha�r, l�ke a parcel, a th�ng, wh�le they rema�ned
alone, one at each end of the table, embarrassed and anx�ous. Th�s
body no longer separated them; at t�mes they forgot �t, confound�ng �t
w�th the art�cles of furn�ture.



They were now se�zed w�th the same terror as at n�ght. The d�n�ng-
room became, l�ke the bedroom, a terr�ble spot, where the spectre of
Cam�lle arose, caus�ng them to suffer an extra four or f�ve hours
da�ly. As soon as tw�l�ght came, they shuddered, lower�ng the lamp-
shade so as not to see one another, and endeavour�ng to persuade
themselves that Madame Raqu�n was about to speak and thus
rem�nd them of her presence. If they kept her w�th them, �f they d�d
not get r�d of her, �t was because her eyes were st�ll al�ve, and they
exper�enced a l�ttle rel�ef �n watch�ng them move and sparkle.

They always placed the �mpotent old lady �n the br�ght beam of the
lamp, so as to thoroughly l�ght up her face and have �t always before
them. Th�s flabby, l�v�d countenance would have been a s�ght that
others could not have borne, but Thérèse and Laurent exper�enced
such need for company, that they gazed upon �t w�th real joy.

Th�s face looked l�ke that of a dead person �n the centre of wh�ch
two l�v�ng eyes had been f�xed. These eyes alone moved, roll�ng
rap�dly �n the�r orb�ts. The cheeks and mouth ma�nta�ned such
appall�ng �mmob�l�ty that they seemed as though petr�f�ed. When
Madame Raqu�n fell asleep and lowered her l�ds, her countenance,
wh�ch was then qu�te wh�te and mute, was really that of a corpse.
Thérèse and Laurent, who no longer felt anyone w�th them, then
made a no�se unt�l the paralysed woman ra�sed her eyel�ds and
looked at them. In th�s manner they compelled her to rema�n awake.

They regarded her as a d�stract�on that drew them from the�r bad
dreams. S�nce she had been �nf�rm, they had to attend to her l�ke a
ch�ld. The care they lav�shed on her forced them to scatter the�r
thoughts. In the morn�ng Laurent l�fted her up and bore her to her
armcha�r; at n�ght he placed her on her bed aga�n. She was st�ll
heavy, and he had to exert all h�s strength to ra�se her del�cately �n
h�s arms, and carry her. It was also he who rolled her armcha�r
along. The other attent�ons fell to Thérèse. She dressed and fed the
�mpotent old lady, and sought to understand her sl�ghtest w�sh.

For a few days Madame Raqu�n preserved the use of her hands.
She could wr�te on a slate, and �n th�s way asked for what she
requ�red; then the hands w�thered, and �t became �mposs�ble for her
to ra�se them or hold a penc�l. From that moment her eyes were her



only language, and �t was necessary for her n�ece to guess what she
des�red. The young woman devoted herself to the hard dut�es of
s�ck-nurse, wh�ch gave her occupat�on for body and m�nd that d�d her
much good.

So as not to rema�n face to face, the marr�ed couple rolled the
armcha�r of the poor old lady �nto the d�n�ng-room, the f�rst th�ng �n
the morn�ng. They placed her between them, as �f she were
necessary to the�r ex�stence. They caused her to be present at the�r
meals, and at all the�r �nterv�ews. When she s�gn�f�ed the des�re to
ret�re to her bedroom, they fe�gned not to understand. She was only
of use to �nterrupt the�r pr�vate conversat�ons, and had no r�ght to l�ve
apart.

At e�ght o’clock, Laurent went to h�s stud�o, Thérèse descended to
the shop, wh�le the paralyzed woman rema�ned alone �n the d�n�ng-
room unt�l noon; then, after lunch, she found herself w�thout
company aga�n unt�l s�x o’clock. Frequently, dur�ng the day, her n�ece
ran upsta�rs, and, hover�ng round her, made sure she d�d not requ�re
anyth�ng. The fr�ends of the fam�ly were at a loss for suff�c�ently
laudatory phrases where�n to extol the v�rtues of Thérèse and
Laurent.

The Thursday recept�ons cont�nued, the �mpotent old lady be�ng
present, as �n the past. Her armcha�r was advanced to the table, and
from e�ght o’clock t�ll eleven she kept her eyes open, cast�ng
penetrat�ng glances from one to another of her guests �n turn. On the
f�rst few of these even�ngs, old M�chaud and Gr�vet felt some
embarrassment �n the presence of the corpse of the�r old fr�end.
They d�d not know what countenance to put on. They only
exper�enced moderate sorrow, and they were �nqu�r�ng �n the�r m�nds
�n what measure �t would be su�table to d�splay the�r gr�ef. Should
they speak to th�s l�feless form? Should they refra�n from troubl�ng
about �t? L�ttle by l�ttle, they dec�ded to treat Madame Raqu�n as
though noth�ng had happened to her. They ended by fe�gn�ng to
completely �gnore her cond�t�on. They chatted w�th her, putt�ng
quest�ons and g�v�ng the answers, laugh�ng both for her and for
themselves, and never perm�tt�ng the r�g�d express�on on the
countenance to baffle them.



It was a strange s�ght: these men who appeared to be speak�ng
sens�bly to a statue, just as l�ttle g�rls talk to the�r dolls. The
paralysed woman sat r�g�d and mute before them, wh�le they
babbled, mult�ply�ng the�r gestures �n exceed�ngly an�mated
conversat�ons w�th her. M�chaud and Gr�vet pr�ded themselves on
the�r correct att�tude. In act�ng as they d�d, they bel�eved they were
g�v�ng proof of pol�teness; they, moreover, avo�ded the annoyance of
the customary condolences. They fanc�ed that Madame Raqu�n must
feel flattered to f�nd herself treated as a person �n good health; and,
from that moment, �t became poss�ble for them to be merry �n her
presence, w�thout the least scruple.

Gr�vet had contracted a man�a. He aff�rmed that Madame Raqu�n
and h�mself understood one another perfectly; and that she could not
look at h�m w�thout h�m at once comprehend�ng what she des�red.
Th�s was another del�cate attent�on. Only Gr�vet was on every
occas�on �n error. He frequently �nterrupted the game of dom�noes, to
observe the �nf�rm woman whose eyes were qu�etly follow�ng the
game, and declare that she wanted such or such a th�ng. On further
�nqu�ry �t was found that she wanted noth�ng at all, or that she
wanted someth�ng ent�rely d�fferent. Th�s d�d not d�scourage Gr�vet,
who tr�umphantly excla�med:

“Just as I sa�d!” And he began aga�n a few moments later.
It was qu�te another matter when the �mpotent old lady openly

expressed a des�re; Thérèse, Laurent, and the guests named one
object after another that they fanc�ed she m�ght w�sh for. Gr�vet then
made h�mself remarkable by the clums�ness of h�s offers. He
ment�oned, haphazard, everyth�ng that came �nto h�s head, �nvar�ably
offer�ng the contrary to what Madame Raqu�n des�red. But th�s
c�rcumstance d�d not prevent h�m repeat�ng:

“I can read �n her eyes as �n a book. Look, she says I am r�ght. Is �t
not so, dear lady? Yes, yes.”

Nevertheless, �t was no easy matter to grasp the w�shes of the
poor old woman. Thérèse alone possessed th�s faculty. She
commun�cated fa�rly well w�th th�s walled-up bra�n, st�ll al�ve, but
bur�ed �n a l�feless frame. What was pass�ng w�th�n th�s wretched
creature, just suff�c�ently al�ve to be present at the events of l�fe,



w�thout tak�ng part �n them? She saw and heard, she no doubt
reasoned �n a d�st�nct and clear manner. But she was w�thout gesture
and vo�ce to express the thoughts or�g�nat�ng �n her m�nd. Her �deas
were perhaps chok�ng her, and yet she could not ra�se a hand, nor
open her mouth, even though one of her movements or words
should dec�de the dest�ny of the world.

Her m�nd resembled those of the l�v�ng bur�ed by m�stake, who
awaken �n the m�ddle of the n�ght �n the earth, three or four yards
below the surface of the ground. They shout, they struggle, and
people pass over them w�thout hear�ng the�r atroc�ous lamentat�ons.

Laurent frequently gazed at Madame Raqu�n, h�s l�ps pressed
together, h�s hands stretched out on h�s knees, putt�ng all h�s l�fe �nto
h�s sparkl�ng and sw�ftly mov�ng eyes. And he sa�d to h�mself:

“Who knows what she may be th�nk�ng of all alone? Some cruel
drama must be pass�ng w�th�n th�s �nan�mate frame.”

Laurent made a m�stake. Madame Raqu�n was happy, happy at
the care and affect�on bestowed on her by her dear ch�ldren. She
had always dreamed of end�ng �n th�s gentle way, am�dst
devotedness and caresses. Certa�nly she would have been pleased
to have preserved her speech, so as to be able to thank the fr�ends
who ass�sted her to d�e �n peace. But she accepted her cond�t�on
w�thout rebell�on. The tranqu�l and ret�red l�fe she had always led, the
sweetness of her character, prevented her feel�ng too acutely the
suffer�ng of be�ng mute and unable to make a movement. She had
entered second ch�ldhood. She passed days w�thout wear�ness,
gaz�ng before her, and mus�ng on the past. She even tasted the
charm of rema�n�ng very good �n her armcha�r, l�ke a l�ttle g�rl.

Each day the sweetness and br�ghtness of her eyes became more
penetrat�ng. She had reached the po�nt of mak�ng them perform the
dut�es of a hand or mouth, �n ask�ng for what she requ�red and �n
express�ng her thanks. In th�s way she replaced the organs that were
want�ng, �n a most pecul�ar and charm�ng manner. Her eyes, �n the
centre of her flabby and gr�mac�ng face, were of celest�al beauty.

S�nce her tw�sted and �nert l�ps could no longer sm�le, she sm�led
w�th adorable tenderness, by her looks; mo�st beams and rays of
dawn �ssued from her orb�ts. Noth�ng was more pecul�ar than those



eyes wh�ch laughed l�ke l�ps �n th�s l�feless countenance. The lower
part of the face rema�ned gloomy and wan, wh�le the upper part was
d�v�nely l�t up. It was part�cularly for her beloved ch�ldren that she
placed all her grat�tude, all the affect�on of her soul �nto a s�mple
glance. When Laurent took her �n h�s arms, morn�ng and n�ght, to
carry her, she thanked h�m lov�ngly by looks full of tender effus�on.

She l�ved thus for weeks, awa�t�ng death, fancy�ng herself
sheltered from any fresh m�sfortune. She thought she had already
rece�ved her share of suffer�ng. But she was m�staken. One n�ght
she was crushed by a fr�ghtful blow.

Thérèse and Laurent m�ght well place her between them, �n the full
l�ght, but she was no longer suff�c�ently an�mated to separate and
defend them aga�nst the�r angu�sh. When they forgot that she was
there and could hear and see them, they were se�zed w�th folly.
Perce�v�ng Cam�lle, they sought to dr�ve h�m away. Then, �n unsteady
tones, they allowed the truth to escape them, utter�ng words that
revealed everyth�ng to Madame Raqu�n. Laurent had a sort of attack,
dur�ng wh�ch he spoke l�ke one under the �nfluence of halluc�nat�on,
and the paralysed woman abruptly understood.

A fr�ghtful contract�on passed over her face, and she exper�enced
such a shock that Thérèse thought she was about to bound to her
feet and shr�ek, but she fell backward, r�g�d as �ron. Th�s shock was
all the more terr�ble as �t seemed to galvan�se a corpse. Sens�b�l�ty
wh�ch had for a moment returned, d�sappeared; the �mpotent woman
rema�ned more crushed and wan than before. Her eyes, usually so
gentle, had become dark and harsh, resembl�ng p�eces of metal.

Never had despa�r fallen more r�gorously on a be�ng. The s�n�ster
truth, l�ke a flash of flame, scorched the eyes of the paralysed
woman and penetrated w�th�n her w�th the concuss�on of a shaft of
l�ghtn�ng. Had she been able to r�se, to utter the cry of horror that
ascended to her throat, and curse the murderers of her son, she
would have suffered less. But, after hear�ng and understand�ng
everyth�ng, she was forced to rema�n mot�onless and mute, �nwardly
preserv�ng all the glare of her gr�ef.

It seemed to her that Thérèse and Laurent had bound her, r�veted
her to her armcha�r to prevent her spr�ng�ng up, and that they took



atroc�ous pleasure �n repeat�ng to her, after gagg�ng her to st�fle her
cr�es—

“We have k�lled Cam�lle!”
Terror and angu�sh coursed fur�ously �n her body unable to f�nd an

�ssue. She made superhuman efforts to ra�se the we�ght crush�ng
her, to clear her throat and thus g�ve passage to her flood of despa�r.
In va�n d�d she stra�n her f�nal energy; she felt her tongue cold
aga�nst her palate, she could not tear herself from death.
Cadaverous �mpotence held her r�g�d. Her sensat�ons resembled
those of a man fallen �nto lethargy, who �s be�ng bur�ed, and who,
bound by the bonds of h�s own frame, hears the deadened sound of
the shovels of mould fall�ng on h�s head.

The ravages to wh�ch her heart was subjected, proved st�ll more
terr�ble. She felt a blow �nwardly that completely und�d her. Her ent�re
l�fe was affl�cted: all her tenderness, all her goodness, all her
devotedness had just been brutally upset and trampled under foot.
She had led a l�fe of affect�on and gentleness, and �n her last hours,
when about to carry to the grave a bel�ef �n the del�ght of a calm l�fe,
a vo�ce shouted to her that all was falsehood and all cr�me.

The ve�l be�ng rent, she perce�ved apart from the love and
fr�endsh�p wh�ch was all she had h�therto been able to see, a fr�ghtful
p�cture of blood and shame. She would have cursed the Alm�ghty
had she been able to shout out a blasphemy. Prov�dence had
dece�ved her for over s�xty years, by treat�ng her as a gentle, good
l�ttle g�rl, by amus�ng her w�th ly�ng representat�ons of tranqu�l joy.
And she had rema�ned a ch�ld, senselessly bel�ev�ng �n a thousand
s�lly th�ngs, and unable to see l�fe as �t really �s, dragg�ng along �n the
sangu�nary f�lth of pass�ons. Prov�dence was bad; �t should have told
her the truth before, or have allowed her to cont�nue �n her
�nnocence and bl�ndness. Now, �t only rema�ned for her to d�e,
deny�ng love, deny�ng fr�endsh�p, deny�ng devotedness. Noth�ng
ex�sted but murder and lust.

What! Cam�lle had been k�lled by Thérèse and Laurent, and they
had conce�ved the cr�me �n shame! For Madame Raqu�n, there was
such a fathomless depth �n th�s thought, that she could ne�ther
reason �t out, nor grasp �t clearly. She exper�enced but one



sensat�on, that of a horr�ble d�saster; �t seemed to her that she was
fall�ng �nto a dark, cold hole. And she sa�d to herself:

“I shall be smashed to p�eces at the bottom.”
After the f�rst shock, the cr�me appeared to her so monstrous that

�t seemed �mposs�ble. Then, when conv�nced of the m�sbehav�our
and murder, by recall�ng certa�n l�ttle �nc�dents wh�ch she had
formerly fa�led to understand, she was afra�d of go�ng out of her
m�nd. Thérèse and Laurent were really the murderers of Cam�lle:
Thérèse whom she had reared, Laurent whom she had loved w�th
the devoted and tender affect�on of a mother. These thoughts
revolved �n her head l�ke an �mmense wheel, accompan�ed by a
deafen�ng no�se.

She conjectured such v�le deta�ls, fathomed such �mmense
hypocr�sy, ass�st�ng �n thought at a double v�s�on so atroc�ous �n
�rony, that she would have l�ked to d�e, mechan�cal and �mplacable,
pounded her bra�n w�th the we�ght and ceaseless act�on of a
m�llstone. She repeated to herself:

“It �s my ch�ldren who have k�lled my ch�ld.”
And she could th�nk of noth�ng else to express her despa�r.
In the sudden change that had come over her heart, she no longer

recogn�sed herself. She rema�ned we�ghed down by the brutal
�nvas�on of �deas of vengeance that drove away all the goodness of
her l�fe. When she had been thus transformed, all was dark �nwardly;
she felt the b�rth of a new be�ng w�th�n her frame, a be�ng p�t�less and
cruel, who would have l�ked to b�te the murderers of her son.

When she had succumbed to the overwhelm�ng stroke of
paralys�s, when she understood that she could not fly at the throats
of Thérèse and Laurent, whom she longed to strangle, she res�gned
herself to s�lence and �mmob�l�ty, and great tears fell slowly from her
eyes. Noth�ng could be more heartrend�ng than th�s mute and
mot�onless despa�r. Those tears cours�ng, one by one, down th�s
l�feless countenance, not a wr�nkle of wh�ch moved, that �nert, wan
face wh�ch could not weep w�th �ts features, and whose eyes alone
sobbed, presented a po�gnant spectacle.

Thérèse was se�zed w�th horr�f�ed p�ty.



“We must put her to bed,” sa�d she to Laurent, po�nt�ng to her aunt.
Laurent hastened to roll the paralysed woman �nto her bedroom.

Then, as he stooped down to take her �n h�s arms, Madame Raqu�n
hoped that some powerful spr�ng would place her on her feet; and
she attempted a supreme effort. The Alm�ghty would not perm�t
Laurent to press her to h�s bosom; she fully ant�c�pated he would be
struck down �f he d�splayed such monstrous �mpudence. But no
spr�ng came �nto act�on, and heaven reserved �ts l�ghtn�ng. Madame
Raqu�n rema�ned huddled up and pass�ve l�ke a bundle of l�nen. She
was grasped, ra�sed and carr�ed along by the assass�n; she
exper�enced the angu�sh of feel�ng herself feeble and abandoned �n
the arms of the murderer of Cam�lle. Her head rolled on to the
shoulder of Laurent, whom she observed w�th eyes �ncreased �n
volume by horror.

“You may look at me,” he murmured. “Your eyes w�ll not eat me.”
And he cast her brutally on the bed. The �mpotent old lady fell

unconsc�ous on the mattress. Her last thought had been one of terror
and d�sgust. In future, morn�ng and n�ght, she would have to subm�t
to the v�le pressure of the arms of Laurent.



CHAPTER XXVII

A shock of terror alone had made the marr�ed pa�r speak, and
avow the�r cr�me �n the presence of Madame Raqu�n. Ne�ther one
nor the other was cruel; they would have avo�ded such a revelat�on
out of feel�ngs of human�ty, had not the�r own secur�ty already made
�t �mperat�ve on the�r part to ma�nta�n s�lence.

On the ensu�ng Thursday, they felt part�cularly anx�ous. In the
morn�ng, Thérèse �nqu�red of Laurent whether he cons�dered �t
prudent to leave the paralysed woman �n the d�n�ng-room dur�ng the
even�ng. She knew all and m�ght g�ve the alarm.

“Bah!” repl�ed Laurent, “�t �s �mposs�ble for her to ra�se her l�ttle
f�nger. How can she babble?”

“She w�ll perhaps d�scover a way to do so,” answered Thérèse. “I
have not�ced an �mplacable thought �n her eyes s�nce the other
even�ng.”

“No,” sa�d Laurent. “You see, the doctor told me �t was absolutely
all over w�th her. If she ever speaks aga�n �t w�ll be �n the f�nal death-
rattle. She w�ll not last much longer, you may be sure. It would be
stup�d to place an add�t�onal load on our consc�ence by prevent�ng
her be�ng present at the gather�ng th�s even�ng.”

Thérèse shuddered.
“You m�sunderstand me,” she excla�med. “Oh! You are r�ght. There

has been enough cr�me. I meant to say that we m�ght shut our aunt
up �n her own room, pretend�ng she was not well, and was sleep�ng.”

“That’s �t,” repl�ed Laurent, “and that �d�ot M�chaud would go
stra�ght �nto the room to see h�s old fr�end, notw�thstand�ng. It would
be a cap�tal way to ru�n us.”



He hes�tated. He wanted to appear calm, and anx�ety gave a
tremor to h�s vo�ce.

“It w�ll be best to let matters take the�r course,” he cont�nued.
“These people are as s�lly as geese. The mute despa�r of the old
woman w�ll certa�nly teach them noth�ng. They w�ll never have the
least susp�c�on of the th�ng, for they are too far away from the truth.
Once the ordeal �s over, we shall be at ease as to the consequences
of our �mprudence. All w�ll be well, you w�ll see.”

When the guests arr�ved �n the even�ng, Madame Raqu�n occup�ed
her usual place, between the stove and table. Thérèse and Laurent
fe�gned to be �n good sp�r�ts, conceal�ng the�r shudders and awa�t�ng,
�n angu�sh, the �nc�dent that was bound to occur. They had brought
the lamp-shade very low down, so that the o�lcloth table cover�ng
alone was l�t up.

The guests engaged �n the usual no�sy, common-place
conversat�on that �nvar�ably preceded the f�rst game of dom�noes.
Gr�vet and M�chaud d�d not fa�l to address the usual quest�ons to the
paralysed woman, on the subject of her health, and to g�ve excellent
answers to them, as was the�r custom. After wh�ch, the company,
w�thout troubl�ng any further about the poor old lady, plunged w�th
del�ght �nto the game.

S�nce Madame Raqu�n had become aware of the horr�ble secret,
she had been awa�t�ng th�s even�ng w�th fever�sh �mpat�ence. She
had gathered together all her rema�n�ng strength to denounce the
culpr�ts. Up to the last moment, she feared she would not be present
at the gather�ng; she thought Laurent would make her d�sappear,
perhaps k�ll her, or at least shut her up �n her own apartment. When
she saw that her n�ece and nephew allowed her to rema�n �n the
d�n�ng-room, she exper�enced l�vely joy at the thought of attempt�ng
to avenge her son.

Aware that her tongue was powerless, she resorted to a new k�nd
of language. W�th aston�sh�ng power of w�ll, she succeeded, �n a
measure, �n galvan�s�ng her r�ght hand, �n sl�ghtly ra�s�ng �t from her
knee, where �t always lay stretched out, �nert; she then made �t creep
l�ttle by l�ttle up one of the legs of the table before her, and thus



succeeded �n plac�ng �t on the o�lcloth table cover. Then, she feebly
ag�tated the f�ngers as �f to attract attent�on.

When the players perce�ved th�s l�feless hand, wh�te and
nerveless, before them, they were exceed�ngly surpr�sed. Gr�vet
stopped short, w�th h�s arm �n the a�r, at the moment when he was
about to play the double-s�x. S�nce the �mpotent woman had been
struck down, she had never moved her hands.

“Hey! Just look, Thérèse,” cr�ed M�chaud. “Madame Raqu�n �s
ag�tat�ng her f�ngers. She probably wants someth�ng.”

Thérèse could not reply. Both she and Laurent had been follow�ng
the exert�on of the paralysed woman, and she was now look�ng at
the hand of her aunt, wh�ch stood out wan �n the raw l�ght of the
lamp, l�ke an aveng�ng hand that was about to speak. The two
murderers wa�ted, breathless.

“Of course,” sa�d Gr�vet, “she wants someth�ng. Oh! We thoroughly
understand one another. She wants to play dom�noes. Eh! Isn’t �t so,
dear lady?”

Madame Raqu�n made a v�olent s�gn �nd�cat�ng that she wanted
noth�ng of the k�nd. She extended one f�nger, folded up the others
w�th �nf�n�te d�ff�culty, and began to pa�nfully trace letters on the table
cover. She had barely �nd�cated a stroke or two, when Gr�vet aga�n
excla�med �n tr�umph:

“I understand; she says I do r�ght to play the double-s�x.”
The �mpotent woman cast a terr�ble glance at the old clerk, and

returned to the word she w�shed to wr�te. But Gr�vet �nterrupted her
at every moment, declar�ng �t was needless, that he understood, and
he then brought out some stup�d�ty. M�chaud at last made h�m hold
h�s tongue.

“The deuce! Allow Madame Raqu�n to speak,” sa�d he. “Speak, my
old fr�end.”

And he gazed at the o�lcloth table cover as �f he had been
l�sten�ng. But the f�ngers of the paralysed woman were grow�ng
weary. They had begun the word more than ten t�mes over, and now,
�n trac�ng th�s word, they wandered to r�ght and left. M�chaud and



Ol�v�er bent forward, and be�ng unable to read, forced the �mpotent
old lady to resume the f�rst letters.

“Ah! Bravo!” excla�med Ol�v�er, all at once, “I can read �t, th�s t�me.
She has just wr�tten your name, Thérèse. Let me see: ‘Thérèse and
——’ Complete the sentence, dear lady.”

Thérèse almost shr�eked �n angu�sh. She watched the f�nger of her
aunt gl�d�ng over the o�lcloth, and �t seemed to her that th�s f�nger
traced her name, and the confess�on of her cr�me �n letters of f�re.
Laurent had r�sen v�olently, w�th half a m�nd to fl�ng h�mself on the
paralysed woman and break her arm. When he saw th�s hand return
to l�fe to reveal the murder of Cam�lle, he thought all was lost, and
already felt the we�ght and fr�g�d�ty of the kn�fe on the nape of h�s
neck.

Madame Raqu�n st�ll wrote, but �n a manner that became more
and more hes�tat�ng.

“Th�s �s perfect. I can read �t very well �ndeed,” resumed Ol�v�er
after an �nstant, and w�th h�s eyes on the marr�ed pa�r. “Your aunt
wr�tes your two names: ‘Thérèse and Laurent.’”

The old lady made s�gn after s�gn �n the aff�rmat�ve, cast�ng
crush�ng glances on the murderers. Then she sought to complete the
sentence, but her f�ngers had st�ffened, the supreme w�ll that
galvan�sed them, escaped her. She felt the paralys�s slowly
descend�ng her arm and aga�n grasp�ng her wr�st. She hurr�ed on,
and traced another word.

Old M�chaud read out �n a loud vo�ce:
“Thérèse and Laurent have——”
And Ol�v�er �nqu�red:
“What have your dear ch�ldren?”
The murderers, se�zed w�th bl�nd terror, were on the po�nt of

complet�ng the sentence aloud. They contemplated the aveng�ng
hand w�th f�xed and troubled eyes, when, all at once th�s hand
became convulsed, and flattened out on the table. It sl�pped down
and fell on the knee of the �mpotent woman l�ke a lump of �nan�mate
flesh and bone. The paralys�s had returned and arrested the
pun�shment. M�chaud and Ol�v�er sat down aga�n d�sappo�nted, wh�le



Thérèse and Laurent exper�enced such keen joy that they felt l�ke
fa�nt�ng under the �nfluence of the sudden rush of blood that beat �n
the�r bosoms.

Gr�vet who felt vexed at not hav�ng been bel�eved on trust, thought
the moment had arr�ved to rega�n h�s �nfall�b�l�ty, by complet�ng the
unf�n�shed sentence. Wh�le every one was endeavour�ng to supply
the m�ss�ng words, he excla�med:

“It �s qu�te clear. I can read the whole phrase �n the eyes of the
lady. It �s not necessary for her to wr�te on the table to make me
understand; a mere look suff�ces. She means to say:

“Thérèse and Laurent have been very k�nd to me.”
Gr�vet, on th�s occas�on, had cause to be proud of h�s �mag�nat�on,

for all the company were of h�s op�n�on; and the guests began to s�ng
the pra�ses of the marr�ed couple, who were so good for the poor
lady.

“It �s certa�n,” old M�chaud gravely remarked, “that Madame
Raqu�n w�shes to bear test�mony to the tender affect�on her ch�ldren
lav�sh on her, and th�s does honour to the whole fam�ly.”

Then, tak�ng up h�s dom�noes aga�n, he added:
“Come, let us cont�nue. Where were we? Gr�vet was about to play

the double-s�x, I th�nk.”
Gr�vet played the double s�x, and the stup�d, monotonous game

went on.
The paralysed woman, cut up by fr�ghtful despa�r, looked at her

hand, wh�ch had just betrayed her. She felt �t as heavy as lead, now;
never would she be able to ra�se �t aga�n. Prov�dence would not
perm�t Cam�lle to be avenged. It w�thdrew from h�s mother the only
means she had of mak�ng known the cr�me to wh�ch he had fallen a
v�ct�m. And the wretched woman sa�d to herself that she was now
only f�t to go and jo�n her ch�ld underground. She lowered her l�ds,
feel�ng herself, henceforth, useless, and w�th the des�re of �mag�n�ng
herself already �n the darkness of the tomb.



CHAPTER XXVIII

For two months, Thérèse and Laurent had been struggl�ng �n the
angu�sh of the�r un�on. One suffered through the other. Then hatred
slowly ga�ned them, and they ended by cast�ng angry glances at one
another, full of secret menace.

Hatred was forced to come. They had loved l�ke brutes, w�th hot
pass�on, ent�rely sangu�neous. Then, am�dst the enervat�on of the�r
cr�me, the�r love had turned to fr�ght, and the�r k�sses had produced a
sort of phys�cal terror. At present, am�d the suffer�ng wh�ch marr�age,
wh�ch l�fe �n common �mposed on them, they revolted and flew �nto
anger.

It was a b�tter hatred, w�th terr�ble outbursts. They felt they were �n
the way of one another, and both �nwardly sa�d that they would lead
a tranqu�l ex�stence were they not always face to face. When �n
presence of each other, �t seemed as �f an enormous we�ght were
st�fl�ng them, and they would have l�ked to remove th�s we�ght, to
destroy �t. The�r l�ps were p�nched, thoughts of v�olence passed �n
the�r clear eyes, and a crav�ng beset them to devour one another.

In real�ty, one s�ngle thought tormented them: they were �rr�tated at
the�r cr�me, and �n despa�r at hav�ng for ever troubled the�r l�ves.
Hence all the�r anger and hatred. They felt the ev�l �ncurable, that
they would suffer for the murder of Cam�lle unt�l death, and th�s �dea
of perpetual suffer�ng exasperated them. Not know�ng whom to
str�ke, they turned �n hatred on one another.

They would not openly adm�t that the�r marr�age was the f�nal
pun�shment of the murder; they refused to l�sten to the �nner vo�ce
that shouted out the truth to them, d�splay�ng the story of the�r l�fe
before the�r eyes. And yet, �n the f�ts of rage that best�rred them, they
both saw clearly to the bottom of the�r anger, they were aware �t was



the fur�ous �mpulse of the�r egot�st�c nature that had urged them to
murder �n order to sat�sfy the�r des�re, and that they had only found �n
assass�nat�on, an affl�cted and �ntolerable ex�stence. They
recollected the past, they knew that the�r m�staken hopes of lust and
peaceful happ�ness had alone brought them to remorse. Had they
been able to embrace one another �n peace, and l�ve �n joy, they
would not have mourned Cam�lle, they would have fattened on the�r
cr�me. But the�r bod�es had rebelled, refus�ng marr�age, and they
�nqu�red of themselves, �n terror, where horror and d�sgust would
lead them. They only perce�ved a future that would be horr�ble �n
pa�n, w�th a s�n�ster and v�olent end.

Then, l�ke two enem�es bound together, and who were mak�ng
v�olent efforts to release themselves from th�s forced embrace, they
stra�ned the�r muscles and nerves, st�ffen�ng the�r l�mbs w�thout
succeed�ng �n releas�ng themselves. At last understand�ng that they
would never be able to escape from the�r clasp, �rr�tated by the cords
cutt�ng �nto the�r flesh, d�sgusted at the�r contact, feel�ng the�r
d�scomfort �ncrease at every moment, forgetful, and unable to bear
the�r bonds a moment longer, they addressed outrageous
reproaches to one another, �n the hope of suffer�ng loss, of dress�ng
the wounds they �nfl�cted on themselves, by curs�ng and deafen�ng
each other w�th the�r shouts and accusat�ons.

A quarrel broke out every even�ng. It looked as though the
murderers sought opportun�t�es to become exasperated so as to
relax the�r r�g�d nerves. They watched one another, sounded one
another w�th glances, exam�ned the wounds of one another,
d�scover�ng the raw parts, and tak�ng keen pleasure �n caus�ng each
other to yell �n pa�n. They l�ved �n constant �rr�tat�on, weary of
themselves, unable to support a word, a gesture or a look, w�thout
suffer�ng and frenzy. Both the�r be�ngs were prepared for v�olence;
the least d�splay of �mpat�ence, the most ord�nary contrar�ety
�ncreased �mmoderately �n the�r d�sordered organ�sm, and all at
once, took the form of brutal�ty. A mere noth�ng ra�sed a storm that
lasted unt�l the morrow. A plate too warm, an open w�ndow, a den�al,
a s�mple observat�on, suff�ced to dr�ve them �nto regular f�ts of
madness.



In the course of the d�scuss�on, they never fa�led to br�ng up the
subject of the drowned man. From sentence to sentence they came
to mutual reproaches about th�s drown�ng bus�ness at Sa�nt-Ouen,
cast�ng the cr�me �n the face of one another. They grew exc�ted to
the p�tch of fury, unt�l one felt l�ke murder�ng the other. Then ensued
atroc�ous scenes of chok�ng, blows, abom�nable cr�es, shameless
brutal�t�es. As a rule, Thérèse and Laurent became exasperated, �n
th�s manner, after the even�ng meal. They shut themselves up �n the
d�n�ng-room, so that the sound of the�r despa�r should not be heard.
There, they could devour one another at ease. At the end of th�s
damp apartment, of th�s sort of vault, l�ghted by the yellow beams of
the lamp, the tone of the�r vo�ces took harrow�ng sharpness, am�dst
the s�lence and tranqu�ll�ty of the atmosphere. And they d�d not
cease unt�l exhausted w�th fat�gue; then only could they go and enjoy
a few hours’ rest. The�r quarrels became, �n a measure, necessary to
them—a means of procur�ng a few hours’ rest by stupefy�ng the�r
nerves.

Madame Raqu�n l�stened. She never ceased to be there, �n her
armcha�r, her hands dangl�ng on her knees, her head stra�ght, her
face mute. She heard everyth�ng, and not a shudder ran through her
l�feless frame. Her eyes rested on the murderers w�th the most acute
f�xedness. Her martyrdom must have been atroc�ous. She thus
learned, deta�l by deta�l, all the events that had preceded and
followed the murder of Cam�lle. L�ttle by l�ttle her ears became
polluted w�th an account of the f�lth and cr�mes of those whom she
had called her ch�ldren.

These quarrels of the marr�ed couple placed her �n possess�on of
the most m�nute c�rcumstances connected w�th the murder, and
spread out, one by one, before her terr�f�ed m�nd, all the ep�sodes of
the horr�ble adventure. As she went deeper �nto th�s sangu�nary f�lth,
she pleaded �n her m�nd for mercy, at t�mes, she fanc�ed she was
touch�ng the bottom of the �nfamy, and st�ll she had to descend
lower. Each n�ght, she learnt some new deta�l. The fr�ghtful story
cont�nued to expand before her. It seemed l�ke be�ng lost �n an
�nterm�nable dream of horror. The f�rst avowal had been brutal and
crush�ng, but she suffered more from these repeated blows, from
these small facts wh�ch the husband and w�fe allowed to escape



them �n the�r f�ts of anger, and wh�ch l�t up the cr�me w�th s�n�ster
rays. Once a day, th�s mother heard the account of the murder of her
son; and, each day th�s account became more horr�fy�ng, more
replete w�th deta�l, and was shouted �nto her ears w�th greater cruelty
and uproar.

On one occas�on, Thérèse, taken aback w�th remorse, at the s�ght
of th�s wan countenance, w�th great tears slowly cours�ng down �ts
cheeks, po�nted out her aunt to Laurent, beseech�ng h�m w�th a look
to hold h�s tongue.

“Well, what of �t? Leave me alone!” excla�med the latter �n a brutal
tone, “you know very well that she cannot g�ve us up. Am I more
happy than she �s? We have her cash, I have no need to constra�n
myself.”

The quarrel cont�nued, b�tter and p�erc�ng, and Cam�lle was k�lled
over aga�n. Ne�ther Thérèse nor Laurent dared g�ve way to the
thoughts of p�ty that somet�mes came over them, and shut the
paralysed woman �n her bedroom, when they quarrelled, so as to
spare her the story of the cr�me. They were afra�d of beat�ng one
another to death, �f they fa�led to have th�s sem�-corpse between
them. The�r p�ty y�elded to coward�ce. They �mposed �neffable
suffer�ngs on Madame Raqu�n because they requ�red her presence
to protect them aga�nst the�r halluc�nat�ons.

All the�r d�sputes were al�ke, and led to the same accusat�ons. As
soon as one of them accused the other of hav�ng k�lled th�s man,
there came a fr�ghtful shock.

One n�ght, at d�nner, Laurent who sought a pretext for becom�ng
�rr�table, found that the water �n the decanter was lukewarm. He
declared that tep�d water made h�m feel s�ck, and that he wanted �t
fresh.

“I was unable to procure any �ce,” Thérèse answered dryly.
“Very well, I w�ll depr�ve myself of dr�nk�ng,” retorted Laurent.
“Th�s water �s excellent,” sa�d she.
“It �s warm, and has a muddy taste,” he answered. “It’s l�ke water

from the r�ver.”
“Water from the r�ver?” repeated Thérèse.



And she burst out sobb�ng. A juncture of �deas had just occurred �n
her m�nd.

“Why do you cry?” asked Laurent, who foresaw the answer, and
turned pale.

“I cry,” sobbed the young woman, “I cry because—you know why
—Oh! Great God! Great God! It was you who k�lled h�m.”

“You l�e!” shouted the murderer vehemently, “confess that you l�e.
If I threw h�m �nto the Se�ne, �t was you who urged me to comm�t the
murder.”

“I! I!” she excla�med.
“Yes, you! Don’t act the �gnorant,” he repl�ed, “don’t compel me to

force you to tell the truth. I want you to confess your cr�me, to take
your share �n the murder. It w�ll tranqu�ll�se and rel�eve me.”

“But I d�d not drown Cam�lle,” she pleaded.
“Yes, you d�d, a thousand t�mes yes!” he shouted. “Oh! You fe�gn

aston�shment and want of memory. Wa�t a moment, I w�ll recall your
recollect�ons.”

R�s�ng from table, he bent over the young woman, and w�th
cr�mson countenance, yelled �n her face:

“You were on the r�ver bank, you remember, and I sa�d to you �n an
undertone: ‘I am go�ng to p�tch h�m �nto the water.’ Then you agreed
to �t, you got �nto the boat. You see that we murdered h�m together.”

“It �s not true,” she answered. “I was crazy, I don’t know what I d�d,
but I never wanted to k�ll h�m. You alone comm�tted the cr�me.”

These den�als tortured Laurent. As he had sa�d, the �dea of hav�ng
an accompl�ce rel�eved h�m. Had he dared, he would have attempted
to prove to h�mself that all the horror of the murder fell upon Thérèse.
He more than once felt �ncl�ned to beat the young woman, so as to
make her confess that she was the more gu�lty of the two.

He began str�d�ng up and down, shout�ng and rav�ng, followed by
the p�erc�ng eyes of Madame Raqu�n.

“Ah! The wretch! The wretch!” he stammered �n a chok�ng vo�ce,
“she wants to dr�ve me mad. Look, d�d you not come up to my room
one even�ng, d�d you not �ntox�cate me w�th your caresses to



persuade me to r�d you of your husband? You told me, when I v�s�ted
you here, that he d�spleased you, that he had the odour of a s�ckly
ch�ld. D�d I th�nk of all th�s three years ago? Was I a rascal? I was
lead�ng the peaceful ex�stence of an upr�ght man, do�ng no harm to
anybody. I would not have k�lled a fly.”

“It was you who k�lled Cam�lle,” repeated Thérèse w�th such
desperate obst�nacy that she made Laurent lose h�s head.

“No, �t was you, I say �t was you,” he retorted w�th a terr�ble burst
of rage. “Look here, don’t exasperate me, or �f you do you’ll suffer for
�t. What, you wretch, have you forgotten everyth�ng? You who
maddened me w�th your caresses! Confess that �t was all a
calculat�on �n your m�nd, that you hated Cam�lle, and that you had
wanted to k�ll h�m for a long t�me. No doubt you took me as a
sweetheart, so as to dr�ve me to put an end to h�m.”

“It �s not true,” sa�d she. “What you relate �s monstrous. You have
no r�ght to reproach me w�th my weakness towards you. I can speak
�n regard to you, as you speak of me. Before I knew you, I was a
good woman, who never wronged a soul. If I drove you mad, �t was
you made me madder st�ll. L�sten Laurent, don’t let us quarrel. I have
too much to reproach you w�th.”

“What can you reproach me w�th?” he �nqu�red.
“No, noth�ng,” she answered. “You d�d not save me from myself,

you took advantage of my surrender, you chose to spo�l my l�fe. I
forg�ve you all that. But, �n mercy, do not accuse me of k�ll�ng
Cam�lle. Keep your cr�me for yourself. Do not seek to make me more
terr�f�ed than I am already.”

Laurent ra�sed h�s hand to str�ke her �n the face.
“Beat me, I prefer that,” sa�d she, “I shall suffer less.”
And she advanced her head. But he restra�ned h�mself, and tak�ng

a cha�r, sat down bes�de her.
“L�sten,” he began �n a vo�ce that he endeavoured to render calm,

“�t �s cowardly to refuse to take your share �n the cr�me. You know
perfectly well that as we d�d the deed together, you know you are as
gu�lty as I am. Why do you want to make my load heav�er, by say�ng
you are �nnocent? If you were so, you would not have consented to



marry me. Just recall what passed dur�ng the two years follow�ng the
murder. Do you want a proof? If so I w�ll go and relate everyth�ng to
the Publ�c Prosecutor, and you w�ll see whether we are not both
condemned.”

They shuddered, and Thérèse resumed:
“Men may, perhaps, condemn me, but Cam�lle knows very well

that you d�d everyth�ng. He does not torment me at n�ght as he does
you.”

“Cam�lle leaves me �n peace,” sa�d Laurent, pale and trembl�ng, “�t
�s you who see h�m before you �n your n�ghtmares. I have heard you
shout out.”

“Don’t say that,” angr�ly excla�med the young woman. “I have
never shouted out. I don’t w�sh the spectre to appear. Oh! I
understand, you want to dr�ve �t away from yourself. I am �nnocent, I
am �nnocent!”

They looked at one another �n terror, exhausted w�th fat�gue,
fear�ng they had evoked the corpse of the drowned man. The�r
quarrels �nvar�ably ended �n th�s way; they protested the�r �nnocence,
they sought to dece�ve themselves, so as to dr�ve away the�r bad
dreams. They made constant efforts, each �n turn, to reject the
respons�b�l�ty of the cr�me, defend�ng themselves as though they
were before a judge and jury, and accus�ng one another.

The strangest part of th�s att�tude was that they d�d not succeed �n
dup�ng themselves by the�r oaths. Both had a perfect recollect�on of
all the c�rcumstances connected w�th the murder, and the�r eyes
avowed what the�r l�ps den�ed.

The�r falsehoods were puer�le, the�r aff�rmat�ons r�d�culous. It was
the wordy d�spute of two wretches who l�ed for the sake of ly�ng,
w�thout succeed�ng �n conceal�ng from themselves that they d�d so.
Each took the part of accuser �n turn, and although the prosecut�on
they �nst�tuted aga�nst one another proved barren of result, they
began �t aga�n every even�ng w�th cruel tenac�ty.

They were aware that they would prove noth�ng, that they would
not succeed �n effac�ng the past, and st�ll they attempted th�s task,
st�ll they returned to the charge, spurred on by pa�n and terror,



vanqu�shed �n advance by overwhelm�ng real�ty. The sole advantage
they der�ved from the�r d�sputes, cons�sted �n produc�ng a tempest of
words and cr�es, and the r�ot occas�oned �n th�s manner momentar�ly
deafened them.

And all the t�me the�r anger lasted, all the t�me they were accus�ng
one another, the paralysed woman never ceased to gaze at them.
Ardent joy sparkled �n her eyes, when Laurent ra�sed h�s broad hand
above the head of Thérèse.



CHAPTER XXIX

Matters now took a d�fferent aspect. Thérèse, dr�ven �nto a corner
by fr�ght, not know�ng wh�ch way to turn for a consol�ng thought,
began to weep aloud over the drowned man, �n the presence of
Laurent.

She abruptly became depressed, her overstra�ned nerves relaxed,
her unfeel�ng and v�olent nature softened. She had already felt
compass�onate �n the early days of her second marr�age, and th�s
feel�ng now returned, as a necessary and fatal react�on.

When the young woman had struggled w�th all her nervous energy
aga�nst the spectre of Cam�lle, when she had l�ved �n sullen �rr�tat�on
for several months up �n arms aga�nst her suffer�ngs, seek�ng to get
the better of them by efforts of w�ll, she all at once exper�enced such
extraord�nary lass�tude that she y�elded vanqu�shed. Then, hav�ng
become a woman aga�n, even a l�ttle g�rl, no longer feel�ng the
strength to st�ffen herself, to stand fever�shly erect before her terror,
she plunged �nto p�ty, �nto tears and regret, �n the hope of f�nd�ng
some rel�ef. She sought to reap advantage from her weakness of
body and m�nd. Perhaps the drowned man, who had not g�ven way
to her �rr�tat�on, would be more unbend�ng to her tears.

Her remorse was all calculat�on. She thought that th�s would no
doubt be the best way to appease and sat�sfy Cam�lle. L�ke certa�n
devotees, who fancy they w�ll dece�ve the Alm�ghty, and secure
pardon by pray�ng w�th the�r l�ps, and assum�ng the humble att�tude
of pen�tence, Thérèse d�splayed hum�l�ty, str�k�ng her chest, f�nd�ng
words of repentance, w�thout hav�ng anyth�ng at the bottom of her
heart save fear and coward�ce. Bes�des, she exper�enced a sort of
phys�cal pleasure �n g�v�ng way �n th�s manner, �n feel�ng feeble and
undone, �n abandon�ng herself to gr�ef w�thout res�stance.



She overwhelmed Madame Raqu�n w�th her tearful despa�r. The
paralysed woman became of da�ly use to her. She served as a sort
of pray�ng-desk, as a p�ece of furn�ture �n front of wh�ch Thérèse
could fearlessly confess her faults and plead for forg�veness. As
soon as she felt �ncl�ned to cry, to d�vert herself by sobb�ng, she knelt
before the �mpotent old lady, and there, wa�l�ng and chok�ng,
performed to her alone a scene of remorse wh�ch weakened but
rel�eved her.

“I am a wretch,” she stammered, “I deserve no mercy. I dece�ved
you, I drove your son to h�s death. Never w�ll you forg�ve me. And
yet, �f you only knew how I am rent by remorse, �f you only knew how
I suffer, perhaps you would have p�ty. No, no p�ty for me. I should l�ke
to d�e here at your feet, overwhelmed by shame and gr�ef.”

She spoke �n th�s manner for hours together, pass�ng from despa�r
to hope, condemn�ng and then pardon�ng herself; she assumed the
vo�ce, br�ef and pla�nt�ve �n turn, of a l�ttle s�ck g�rl; she flattened
herself on the ground and drew herself up aga�n, act�ng upon all the
�deas of hum�l�ty and pr�de, of repentance and revolt that entered her
head. Somet�mes even, forgett�ng she was on her knees before
Madame Raqu�n, she cont�nued her monologue as �n a dream.
When she had made herself thoroughly g�ddy w�th her own words,
she rose stagger�ng and dazed, to go down to the shop �n a calmer
frame of m�nd, no longer fear�ng to burst �nto sobs before her
customers. When she aga�n felt �ncl�ned for remorse, she ran
upsta�rs and knelt at the feet of the �mpotent woman. Th�s scene was
repeated ten t�mes a day.

Thérèse never reflected that her tears, and d�splay of repentance
must �mpose �neffable angu�sh on her aunt. The truth was that �f she
had des�red to �nvent a torment to torture Madame Raqu�n, �t would
not have been poss�ble to have found a more fr�ghtful one than the
comedy of remorse she performed before her. The paralysed woman
could see the egot�sm concealed beneath these effus�ons of gr�ef.
She suffered horr�bly from these long monologues wh�ch she was
compelled to l�sten to at every �nstant, and wh�ch always brought the
murder of Cam�lle before her eyes. She could not pardon, she never
departed from the �mplacable thought of vengeance that her



�mpotency rendered more keen, and all day long she had to l�sten to
pleas for pardon, and to humble and cowardly prayers.

She would have l�ked to g�ve an answer; certa�n sentences of her
n�ece brought crush�ng refusals to her l�ps, but she had to rema�n
mute and allow Thérèse to plead her cause w�thout once �nterrupt�ng
her. The �mposs�b�l�ty of cry�ng out and stopp�ng her ears caused her
�nexpress�ble torture. The words of the young woman entered her
m�nd, slow and pla�nt�ve, as an �rr�tat�ng d�tty. At f�rst, she fanc�ed the
murderers �nfl�cted th�s k�nd of torture on her out of sheer d�abol�cal
cruelty. Her sole means of defence was to close her eyes, as soon
as her n�ece knelt before her, then although she heard, she d�d not
see her.

Thérèse, at last, had the �mpudence to k�ss her aunt. One day, �n a
f�t of repentance, she fe�gned she had perce�ved a gleam of mercy �n
the eyes of the paralysed woman; and she dragged herself along on
her knees, she ra�sed herself up, excla�m�ng �n a d�stracted tone:

“You forg�ve me! You forg�ve me!”
Then she k�ssed the forehead and cheeks of the poor old creature,

who was unable to throw her head backward so as to avo�d the
embrace. The cold sk�n on wh�ch Thérèse placed her l�ps, caused
her v�olent d�sgust. She fanc�ed th�s d�sgust, l�ke the tears of
remorse, would be an excellent remedy to appease her nerves; and
she cont�nued to k�ss the �mpotent old woman da�ly, by way of
pen�tence, and also to rel�eve herself.

“Oh! How good you are!” she somet�mes excla�med. “I can see my
tears have touched you. Your eyes are full of p�ty. I am saved.”

Then she smothered her w�th caresses, plac�ng the head of the
�nf�rm old lady on her knees, k�ss�ng her hands, sm�l�ng at her
happ�ly, and attend�ng to all her requ�rements w�th a d�splay of
pass�onate affect�on. After a t�me, she bel�eved �n the real�ty of th�s
comedy, she �mag�ned she had obta�ned the pardon of Madame
Raqu�n, and spoke of noth�ng but the del�ght she exper�enced at
hav�ng secured her pardon.

Th�s was too much for the paralysed woman. It almost k�lled her.
At the k�sses of her n�ece, she aga�n felt that sensat�on of b�tter
repugnance and rage wh�ch came over her, morn�ng and n�ght, when



Laurent took her �n h�s arms to l�ft her up, or lay her down. She was
obl�ged to subm�t to the d�sgust�ng caresses of the wretch who had
betrayed and k�lled her son. She could not even use her hand to
w�pe away the k�sses that th�s woman left on her cheeks; and, for
hours and hours together, she felt these k�sses burn�ng her.

She became the doll of the murderers of Cam�lle, a doll that they
dressed, that they turned to r�ght and left, and that they made use of
accord�ng to the�r requ�rements and wh�ms. She rema�ned �nert �n
the�r hands, as �f she had been a lay-f�gure, and yet she l�ved, and
became exc�ted and �nd�gnant at the least contact w�th Thérèse or
Laurent.

What part�cularly exasperated her was the atroc�ous mockery of
the young woman, who pretended she perce�ved express�ons of
mercy �n her eyes, when she would have l�ked to have brought down
f�re from heaven on the head of the cr�m�nal. She frequently made
supreme efforts to utter a cry of protestat�on, and loaded her looks
w�th hatred. But Thérèse, who found �t answered her purpose to
repeat twenty t�mes a day that she was pardoned, redoubled her
caresses, and would see noth�ng. So the paralysed woman had to
accept the thanks and effus�ons that her heart repelled. Henceforth,
she l�ved �n a state of b�tter but powerless �rr�tat�on, face to face w�th
her y�eld�ng n�ece who d�splayed adorable acts of tenderness to
recompense her for what she termed her heavenly goodness.

When Thérèse knelt before Madame Raqu�n, �n the presence of
her husband, he brutally brought her to her feet.

“No act�ng,” sa�d he. “Do I weep, do I prostrate myself? You do all
th�s to trouble me.”

The remorse of Thérèse caused h�m pecul�ar ag�tat�on. H�s
suffer�ng �ncreased now that h�s accompl�ce dragged herself about
h�m, w�th eyes red by weep�ng, and suppl�cat�ng l�ps. The s�ght of
th�s l�v�ng example of regret redoubled h�s fr�ght and added to h�s
uneas�ness. It was l�ke an everlast�ng reproach wander�ng through
the house. Then he feared that repentance would one day dr�ve h�s
w�fe to reveal everyth�ng. He would have preferred her to rema�n
r�g�d and threaten�ng, b�tterly defend�ng herself aga�nst h�s
accusat�ons. But she had changed her tact�cs. She now read�ly



recogn�sed the share she had taken �n the cr�me. She even accused
herself. She had become y�eld�ng and t�m�d, and start�ng from th�s
po�nt �mplored redempt�on w�th ardent hum�l�ty. Th�s att�tude �rr�tated
Laurent, and every even�ng the quarrels of the couple became more
affl�ct�ng and s�n�ster.

“L�sten to me,” sa�d Thérèse to her husband, “we are very gu�lty.
We must repent �f we w�sh to enjoy tranqu�ll�ty. Look at me. S�nce I
have been weep�ng I am more peaceable. Im�tate me. Let us say
together that we are justly pun�shed for hav�ng comm�tted a horr�ble
cr�me.”

“Bah!” roughly answered Laurent, “you can say what you please. I
know you are deucedly clever and hypocr�t�cal. Weep, �f that d�verts
you. But I must beg you not to worry me w�th your tears.”

“Ah!” sa�d she, “you are bad. You reject remorse. You are
cowardly. You acted as a tra�tor to Cam�lle.”

“Do you mean to say that I alone am gu�lty?” he �nqu�red.
“No,” she repl�ed, “I do not say that. I am gu�lty, more gu�lty than

you are. I ought to have saved my husband from your hands. Oh! I
am aware of all the horror of my fault. But I have sought pardon, and
I have succeeded, Laurent, whereas you cont�nue to lead a
d�sconsolate l�fe. You have not even had the feel�ng to spare my
poor aunt the s�ght of your v�le anger. You have never even
addressed a word of regret to her.”

And she embraced Madame Raqu�n, who shut her eyes. She
hovered round her, ra�s�ng the p�llow that propped up her head, and
show�ng her all k�nds of attent�on. Laurent was �nfur�ated.

“Oh, leave her alone,” he cr�ed. “Can’t you see that your serv�ces,
and the very s�ght of you are od�ous to her. If she could l�ft her hand
she would slap your face.”

The slow and pla�nt�ve words of h�s w�fe, and her att�tudes of
res�gnat�on, gradually drove h�m �nto bl�nd�ng f�ts of anger. He
understood her tact�cs; she no longer w�shed to be at one w�th h�m,
but to set herself apart wrapped �n her regret, so as to escape the
clasp of the drowned man. And, at moments, he sa�d to h�mself that
she had perhaps taken the r�ght path, that tears m�ght cure her of her



terror, and he shuddered at the thought of hav�ng to suffer, and
contend w�th fr�ght alone.

He also would have l�ked to repent, or at least to have performed
the comedy of repentance, to see what effect �t would have. Unable
to f�nd the sobs and necessary words, he flung h�mself �nto v�olence
aga�n, st�rr�ng up Thérèse so as to �rr�tate her and lead her back w�th
h�m to fur�ous madness. But the young woman took care to rema�n
�nert, to answer h�s cr�es of anger by tearful subm�ss�on, and to meet
h�s coarseness by a proport�onate d�splay of hum�l�ty and
repentance. Laurent was thus gradually dr�ven to fury. To crown h�s
�rr�tat�on, Thérèse always ended w�th the panegyr�c of Cam�lle so as
to d�splay the v�rtues of the v�ct�m.

“He was good,” sa�d she, “and we must have been very cruel to
assa�l such a warm-hearted man who had never a bad thought.”

“He was good, yes, I know,” jeered Laurent. “You mean to say he
was a fool. You must have forgotten! You pretended you were
�rr�tated at the sl�ghtest th�ng he sa�d, that he could not open h�s
mouth w�thout lett�ng out some stup�d�ty.”

“Don’t jeer,” sa�d Thérèse. “It only rema�ns for you to �nsult the
man you murdered. You know noth�ng about the feel�ngs of a
woman, Laurent; Cam�lle loved me and I loved h�m.”

“You loved h�m! Ah! Really what a cap�tal �dea,” excla�med
Laurent. “And no doubt �t was because you loved your husband, that
you took me as a sweetheart. I remember one day when we were
together, that you told me Cam�lle d�sgusted you, when you felt the
end of your f�ngers enter h�s flesh as �f �t were soft clay. Oh! I know
why you loved me. You requ�red more v�gorous arms than those of
that poor dev�l.”

“I loved h�m as a s�ster,” answered Thérèse. “He was the son of
my benefactress. He had all the del�cate feel�ngs of a feeble man. He
showed h�mself noble and generous, serv�ceable and lov�ng. And we
k�lled h�m, good God! good God!”

She wept, and swooned away. Madame Raqu�n cast p�erc�ng
glances at her, �nd�gnant to hear the pra�se of Cam�lle sung by such
a pa�r of l�ps. Laurent who was unable to do anyth�ng aga�nst th�s



overflow of tears, walked to and fro w�th fur�ous str�des, search�ng �n
h�s head for some means to st�fle the remorse of Thérèse.

All the good he heard sa�d of h�s v�ct�m ended by caus�ng h�m
po�gnant anx�ety. Now and aga�n he let h�mself be caught by the
heartrend�ng accents of h�s w�fe. He really bel�eved �n the v�rtues of
Cam�lle, and h�s terror redoubled. But what tr�ed h�s pat�ence beyond
measure was the compar�son that the w�dow of the drowned man
never fa�led to draw between her f�rst and second husband, and
wh�ch was all to the advantage of the former.

“Well! Yes,” she cr�ed, “he was better than you. I would sooner he
were al�ve now, and you �n h�s place underground.”

Laurent f�rst of all shrugged h�s shoulders.
“Say what you w�ll,” she cont�nued, becom�ng an�mated, “although

I perhaps fa�led to love h�m �n h�s l�fet�me, yet I remember all h�s
good qual�t�es now, and do love h�m. Yes, I love h�m and hate you,
do you hear? For you are an assass�n.”

“W�ll you hold your tongue?” yelled Laurent.
“And he �s a v�ct�m,” she went on, notw�thstand�ng the threaten�ng

att�tude of her husband, “an upr�ght man k�lled by a rascal. Oh! I am
not afra�d of you. You know well enough that you are a m�serable
wretch, a brute of a man w�thout a heart, and w�thout a soul. How
can you expect me to love you, now that you are reek�ng w�th the
blood of Cam�lle? Cam�lle was full of tenderness for me, and I would
k�ll you, do you hear, �f that could br�ng h�m to l�fe aga�n, and g�ve me
back h�s love.”

“W�ll you hold your tongue, you wretch?” shouted Laurent.
“Why should I hold my tongue?” she retorted. “I am speak�ng the

truth. I would purchase forg�veness at the pr�ce of your blood. Ah!
How I weep, and how I suffer! It �s my own fault �f a scoundrel, such
as you, murdered my husband. I must go, one of these n�ghts, and
k�ss the ground where he rests. That w�ll be my f�nal rapture.”

Laurent, bes�de h�mself, rendered fur�ous by the atroc�ous p�ctures
that Thérèse spread out before h�s eyes, rushed upon her, and threw
her down, menac�ng her w�th h�s upl�fted f�st.



“That’s �t,” she cr�ed, “str�ke me, k�ll me! Cam�lle never once ra�sed
h�s hand to me, but you are a monster.”

And Laurent, spurred on by what she sa�d, shook her w�th rage,
beat her, bru�sed her body w�th h�s clenched f�sts. In two �nstances
he almost strangled her. Thérèse y�elded to h�s blows. She
exper�enced keen del�ght �n be�ng struck, del�ver�ng herself up,
thrust�ng her body forward, provok�ng her husband �n every way, so
that he m�ght half k�ll her aga�n. Th�s was another remedy for her
suffer�ng. She slept better at n�ght when she had been thoroughly
beaten �n the even�ng. Madame Raqu�n enjoyed exqu�s�te pleasure,
when Laurent dragged her n�ece along the floor �n th�s way,
belabour�ng her w�th thumps and k�cks.

The ex�stence of the assass�n had become terr�ble s�nce the day
when Thérèse conce�ved the �nfernal �dea of feel�ng remorse and of
mourn�ng Cam�lle aloud. From that moment the wretch l�ved
everlast�ngly w�th h�s v�ct�m. At every hour, he had to l�sten to h�s w�fe
pra�s�ng and regrett�ng her f�rst husband. The least �nc�dent became
a pretext: Cam�lle d�d th�s, Cam�lle d�d that, Cam�lle had such and
such qual�t�es, Cam�lle loved �n such and such a way.

It was always Cam�lle! Ever sad remarks bewa�l�ng h�s death.
Thérèse had recourse to all her sp�tefulness to render th�s torture,
wh�ch she �nfl�cted on Laurent so as to sh�eld her own self, as cruel
as poss�ble. She went �nto deta�ls, relat�ng a thousand �ns�gn�f�cant
�nc�dents connected w�th her youth, accompan�ed by s�ghs and
express�ons of regret, and �n th�s manner, m�ngled the remembrance
of the drowned man w�th every act�on of her da�ly l�fe.

The corpse wh�ch already haunted the house, was �ntroduced
there openly. It sat on the cha�rs, took �ts place at table, extended
�tself on the bed, mak�ng use of the var�ous art�cles of furn�ture, and
of the objects ly�ng about h�ther and th�ther. Laurent could touch
noth�ng, not a fork, not a brush, w�thout Thérèse mak�ng h�m feel that
Cam�lle had touched �t before h�m.

The murderer be�ng ceaselessly thrust, so to say, aga�nst the man
he had k�lled, ended by exper�enc�ng a strange sensat�on that very
nearly drove h�m out of h�s m�nd. By be�ng so constantly compared
to Cam�lle, by mak�ng use of the d�fferent art�cles Cam�lle had used,



he �mag�ned he was Cam�lle h�mself, that he was �dent�cal w�th h�s
v�ct�m. Then, w�th h�s bra�n f�t to burst, he flew at h�s w�fe to make her
hold her tongue, so as to no longer hear the words that drove h�m
frant�c. All the�r quarrels now ended �n blows.



CHAPTER XXX

A t�me came when Madame Raqu�n, �n order to escape the
suffer�ngs she endured, thought of starv�ng herself to death. She had
reached the end of her courage, she could no longer support the
martyrdom that the presence of the two murderers �mposed on her,
she longed to f�nd supreme rel�ef �n death. Each day her angu�sh
grew more keen, when Thérèse embraced her, and when Laurent
took her �n h�s arms to carry her along l�ke a ch�ld. She determ�ned
on free�ng herself from these clasps and caresses that caused her
such horr�ble d�sgust. As she had not suff�c�ent l�fe left w�th�n her to
perm�t of her aveng�ng her son, she preferred to be ent�rely dead,
and to leave naught �n the hands of the assass�ns but a corpse that
could feel noth�ng, and w�th wh�ch they could do as they pleased.

For two days she refused all nour�shment, employ�ng her
rema�n�ng strength to clench her teeth or to eject anyth�ng that
Thérèse succeeded �n �ntroduc�ng �nto her mouth. Thérèse was �n
despa�r. She was ask�ng herself at the foot of wh�ch post she should
go to weep and repent, when her aunt would be no longer there. She
kept up an �nterm�nable d�scourse to prove to Madame Raqu�n that
she should l�ve. She wept, she even became angry, burst�ng �nto her
former f�ts of rage, open�ng the jaw of the paralysed woman as you
open that of an an�mal wh�ch res�sts. Madame Raqu�n held out, and
an od�ous scene ensued.

Laurent rema�ned absolutely neutral and �nd�fferent. He was
aston�shed at the efforts of Thérèse to prevent the �mpotent old
woman comm�tt�ng su�c�de. Now that the presence of the old lady
had become useless to them he des�red her death. He would not
have k�lled her, but as she w�shed to d�e, he d�d not see the use of
depr�v�ng her of the means to do so.



“But, let her be!” he shouted to h�s w�fe. “It w�ll be a good r�ddance.
We shall, perhaps, be happ�er when she �s no longer here.”

Th�s remark repeated several t�mes �n the hear�ng of Madame
Raqu�n, caused her extraord�nary emot�on. She feared that the hope
expressed by Laurent m�ght be real�sed, and that after her death the
couple would enjoy calm and happ�ness. And she sa�d to herself that
�t would be cowardly to d�e, that she had no r�ght to go away before
she had seen the end of the s�n�ster adventure. Then, only, could
she descend �nto darkness, to say to Cam�lle:

“You are avenged.”
The �dea of su�c�de became oppress�ve, when she all at once

reflected that she would s�nk �nto the grave �gnorant as to what had
happened to the two murderers of her son. There, she would l�e �n
the cold and s�lent earth, eternally tormented by uncerta�nty
concern�ng the pun�shment of her tormentors. To thoroughly enjoy
the slumber of death, she must be hushed to rest by the sweet
del�ght of vengeance, she must carry away w�th her a dream of
sat�sf�ed hatred, a dream that would last throughout etern�ty. So she
took the food her n�ece presented to her, and consented to l�ve on.

Apart from th�s, �t was easy for her to perce�ve that the cl�max
could not be far off. Each day the pos�t�on of the marr�ed couple
became more stra�ned and unbearable. A crash that would smash
everyth�ng was �mm�nent. At every moment, Thérèse and Laurent
started up face to face �n a more threaten�ng manner. It was no
longer at n�ghtt�me, alone, that they suffered from the�r �nt�macy;
ent�re days were passed am�dst anx�ety and harrow�ng shocks. It
was one constant scene of pa�n and terror. They l�ved �n a perfect
pandemon�um, f�ght�ng, render�ng all they d�d and sa�d b�tter and
cruel, seek�ng to fl�ng one another to the bottom of the abyss wh�ch
they felt beneath the�r feet, and fall�ng �nto �t together.

Ideas of separat�on had, �ndeed, occurred to both of them. Each
had thought of fl�ght, of seek�ng some repose far from th�s Arcade of
the Pont Neuf where the damp and f�lth seemed adapted to the�r
desolated l�fe. But they dared not, they could not run away. It
seemed �mposs�ble for them to avo�d rev�l�ng each other, to avo�d
rema�n�ng there to suffer and cause pa�n. They proved obst�nate �n



the�r hatred and cruelty. A sort of repuls�on and attract�on separated
and kept them together at the same t�me. They behaved �n the
�dent�cal manner of two persons who, after quarrell�ng, w�sh to part,
and who, nevertheless, cont�nue return�ng to shout out fresh �nsults
at one another.

Moreover, mater�al obstacles stood �n the way of fl�ght. What were
they to do w�th the �mpotent woman? What could be sa�d to the
Thursday even�ng guests? If they fled, these people would, perhaps,
suspect someth�ng. At th�s thought, they �mag�ned they were be�ng
pursued and dragged to the gu�llot�ne. So they rema�ned where they
were through coward�ce, wretchedly dragg�ng out the�r l�ves am�dst
the horror of the�r surround�ngs.

Dur�ng the morn�ng and afternoon, when Laurent was absent,
Thérèse went from the d�n�ng-room to the shop �n anx�ety and
trouble, at a loss to know what to do to f�ll up the vo�d �n her
ex�stence that da�ly became more pronounced. When not kneel�ng at
the feet of Madame Raqu�n or rece�v�ng blows and �nsults from her
husband, she had no occupat�on. As soon as she was seated alone
�n the shop, she became dejected, watch�ng w�th a dolt�sh
express�on, the people pass�ng through the d�rty, dark gallery. She
felt ready to d�e of sadness �n the m�ddle of th�s gloomy vault, wh�ch
had the odour of a cemetery, and ended by begg�ng Suzanne to
come and pass ent�re days w�th her, �n the hope that the presence of
th�s poor, gentle, pale creature m�ght calm her.

Suzanne accepted her offer w�th del�ght; she cont�nued to feel a
sort of respectful fr�endsh�p for Thérèse, and had long des�red to
come and work w�th her, wh�le Ol�v�er was at h�s off�ce. Br�ng�ng her
embro�dery w�th her, she took the vacant cha�r of Madame Raqu�n
beh�nd the counter.

From that day Thérèse rather neglected her aunt. She went
upsta�rs less frequently to weep on her knees and k�ss the deathl�ke
face of the �nval�d. She had someth�ng else to do. She made efforts
to l�sten w�th �nterest to the d�latory goss�p of Suzanne, who spoke of
her home, and of the tr�v�al�t�es of her monotonous l�fe. Th�s rel�eved
Thérèse of her own thoughts. Somet�mes she caught herself pay�ng
attent�on to nonsense that brought a b�tter sm�le to her face.



By degrees, she lost all her customers. S�nce her aunt had been
conf�ned to her armcha�r upsta�rs, she had let the shop go from bad
to worse, abandon�ng the goods to dust and damp. A smell of
m�ldew hung �n the atmosphere, sp�ders came down from the ce�l�ng,
the floor was but rarely swept.

But what put the customers to fl�ght was the strange way �n wh�ch
Thérèse somet�mes welcomed them. When she happened to be
upsta�rs, rece�v�ng blows from Laurent or ag�tated by a shock of
terror, and the bell at the shop door t�nkled �mper�ously, she had to
go down, barely tak�ng t�me to do up her ha�r or brush away the
tears. On such occas�ons she served the persons awa�t�ng her
roughly; somet�mes she even spared herself the trouble of serv�ng,
answer�ng from the top of the sta�rcase, that she no longer kept what
was asked for. Th�s k�nd of off-hand behav�our, was not calculated to
reta�n custom.

The l�ttle work-g�rls of the quarter, who were used to the sweet
am�ab�l�ty of Madame Raqu�n, were dr�ven away by the harshness
and w�ld looks of Thérèse. When the latter took Suzanne w�th her to
keep her company, the defect�on became complete. To avo�d be�ng
d�sturbed �n the�r goss�p, the two young woman managed to dr�ve
away the few rema�n�ng purchasers who v�s�ted the shop.
Henceforth, the mercery bus�ness ceased to br�ng �n a sou towards
the household expenses, and �t became necessary to encroach on
the cap�tal of forty thousand francs and more.

Somet�mes, Thérèse absented herself the ent�re afternoon. No
one knew where she went. Her reason for hav�ng Suzanne w�th her
was no doubt partly for the purpose of secur�ng company but also to
m�nd the shop, wh�le she was away. When she returned �n the
even�ng, worn out, her eyel�ds heavy w�th exhaust�on, �t was to f�nd
the l�ttle w�fe of Ol�v�er st�ll beh�nd the counter, bowed down, w�th a
vague sm�le on her l�ps, �n the same att�tude as she had left her f�ve
hours prev�ously.

Thérèse had a bad fr�ght about f�ve months after her marr�age to
Laurent. She found out she was pregnant and detested the thought
of hav�ng a ch�ld of Laurent’s. She had the fear that she would g�ve
b�rth to a drowned body. She thought that she could feel �ns�de



herself a soft, decompos�ng corpse. No matter what, she had to r�d
herself of th�s ch�ld. She d�d not tell Laurent. One day she cruelly
provoked h�m and turned her stomach towards h�m, hop�ng to
rece�ve a k�ck. He k�cked her and she let h�m go on k�ck�ng her �n the
stomach unt�l she thought she would d�e. The next day her w�sh was
fulf�lled and she had a m�scarr�age.

Laurent also led a fr�ghtful ex�stence. The days seemed
�nsupportably long; each brought the same angu�sh, the same heavy
wear�ness wh�ch overwhelmed h�m at certa�n hours w�th crush�ng
monotony and regular�ty. He dragged on h�s l�fe, terr�f�ed every n�ght
by the recollect�ons of the day, and the expectat�on of the morrow.
He knew that henceforth, all h�s days would resemble one another,
and br�ng h�m equal suffer�ng. And he saw the weeks, months and
years gloom�ly and �mplacably awa�t�ng h�m, com�ng one after the
other to fall upon h�m and gradually smother h�m.

When there �s no hope �n the future, the present appears
atroc�ously b�tter. Laurent no longer res�sted, he became lump�sh,
abandon�ng h�mself to the noth�ngness that was already ga�n�ng
possess�on of h�s be�ng. Idleness was k�ll�ng h�m. In the morn�ng he
went out, w�thout know�ng where to go, d�sgusted at the thought of
do�ng what he had done on the prev�ous day, and compelled, �n sp�te
of h�mself, to do �t aga�n. He went to h�s stud�o by hab�t, by man�a.

Th�s room, w�th �ts grey walls, whence he could see naught but a
bare square of sky, f�lled h�m w�th mournful sadness. He grovelled on
the d�van heavy �n thought and w�th pendent arms. He dared not
touch a brush. He had made fresh attempts at pa�nt�ng, but only to
f�nd on each occas�on, the head of Cam�lle appear jeer�ng on the
canvas. So as not to go out of h�s m�nd, he ended by throw�ng h�s
colour-box �nto a corner, and �mpos�ng the most absolute �dleness on
h�mself. Th�s obl�gatory laz�ness we�ghed upon h�m terr�bly.

In the afternoon, he quest�oned h�mself �n d�stress to f�nd out what
he should do. For half an hour, he rema�ned on the pavement �n the
Rue Mazar�ne, th�nk�ng and hes�tat�ng as to how he could d�vert
h�mself. He rejected the �dea of return�ng to the stud�o, and �nvar�ably
dec�ded on go�ng down the Rue Guénégaud, to walk along the
quays. And, unt�l even�ng, he went along, dazed and se�zed w�th



sudden shudders whenever he looked at the Se�ne. Whether �n h�s
stud�o or �n the streets, h�s deject�on was the same. The follow�ng
day he began aga�n. He passed the morn�ng on h�s d�van, and
dragged h�mself along the quays �n the afternoon. Th�s lasted for
months, and m�ght last for years.

Occas�onally Laurent reflected that he had k�lled Cam�lle so as to
do noth�ng ever afterwards, and now that he d�d noth�ng, he was
qu�te aston�shed to suffer so much. He would have l�ked to force
h�mself to be happy. He proved to h�s own sat�sfact�on, that he d�d
wrong to suffer, that he had just atta�ned supreme fel�c�ty, cons�st�ng
�n cross�ng h�s arms, and that he was an �d�ot not to enjoy th�s bl�ss
�n peace. But h�s reason�ng exploded �n the face of facts. He was
constra�ned to confess, at the bottom of h�s heart, that th�s �dleness
rendered h�s angu�sh the more cruel, by leav�ng h�m every hour of
h�s l�fe to ponder on the despa�r and deepen �ts �ncurable b�tterness.
Laz�ness, that brut�sh ex�stence wh�ch had been h�s dream, proved
h�s pun�shment. At moments, he ardently hoped for some occupat�on
to draw h�m from h�s thoughts. Then he lost all energy, relaps�ng
beneath the we�ght of �mplacable fatal�ty that bound h�s l�mbs so as
to more surely crush h�m.

In truth, he only found some rel�ef when beat�ng Thérèse, at n�ght.
Th�s brutal�ty alone rel�eved h�m of h�s enervated angu�sh.

But h�s keenest suffer�ng, both phys�cal and moral, came from the
b�te Cam�lle had g�ven h�m �n the neck. At certa�n moments, he
�mag�ned that th�s scar covered the whole of h�s body. If he came to
forget the past, he all at once fanc�ed he felt a burn�ng puncture, that
recalled the murder both to h�s frame and m�nd.

When under the �nfluence of emot�on, he could not stand before a
look�ng-glass w�thout not�c�ng th�s phenomenon wh�ch he had so
frequently remarked and wh�ch always terr�f�ed h�m; the blood flew to
h�s neck, purpl�ng the scar, wh�ch then began to gnaw the sk�n.

Th�s sort of wound that l�ved upon h�m, wh�ch became act�ve,
flushed, and b�t�ng at the sl�ghtest trouble, fr�ghtened and tortured
h�m. He ended by bel�ev�ng that the teeth of the drowned man had
planted an �nsect there wh�ch was devour�ng h�m. The part of h�s
neck where the scar appeared, seemed to h�m to no longer belong to



h�s body; �t was l�ke fore�gn flesh that had been stuck �n th�s place, a
p�ece of po�soned meat that was rott�ng h�s own muscles.

In th�s manner, he carr�ed the l�v�ng and devour�ng recollect�on of
h�s cr�me about w�th h�m everywhere. When he beat Thérèse, she
endeavoured to scratch the spot, and somet�mes dug her na�ls �nto �t
mak�ng h�m howl w�th pa�n. She generally pretended to sob, as soon
as she caught s�ght of the b�te, so as to make �t more �nsufferable to
Laurent. All her revenge for h�s brutal�ty, cons�sted �n martyr�s�ng h�m
�n connect�on w�th th�s b�te.

Wh�le shav�ng, he had frequently been tempted to g�ve h�mself a
gash �n the neck, so as to make the marks of the teeth of the
drowned man d�sappear. When, stand�ng before the m�rror, he ra�sed
h�s ch�n and perce�ved the red spot beneath the wh�te lather, he at
once flew �nto a rage, and rap�dly brought the razor to h�s neck, to
cut r�ght �nto the flesh. But the sensat�ons of the cold steel aga�nst
h�s sk�n always brought h�m to h�s senses, and caused h�m to feel so
fa�nt that he was obl�ged to seat h�mself, and wa�t unt�l he had
recovered suff�c�ent courage to cont�nue shav�ng.

He only �ssued from h�s torpor at n�ght to fall �nto bl�nd and puer�le
f�ts of anger. When t�red of quarrel�ng w�th Thérèse and beat�ng her,
he would k�ck the walls l�ke a ch�ld, and look for someth�ng he could
break. Th�s rel�eved h�m.

He had a part�cular d�sl�ke for the tabby cat Franço�s who, as soon
as he appeared, sought refuge on the knees of Madame Raqu�n. If
Laurent had not yet k�lled the an�mal, �t was because he dared not
take hold of h�m. The cat looked at h�m w�th great round eyes that
were d�abol�cal �n the�r f�xedness. He wondered what these eyes
wh�ch never left h�m, wanted; and he ended by hav�ng regular f�ts of
terror, and �mag�n�ng all sorts of r�d�culous th�ngs.

When at table—at no matter what moment, �n the m�ddle of a
quarrel or of a long s�lence—he happened, all at once, to look round,
and perce�ve Franço�s exam�n�ng h�m w�th a harsh, �mplacable stare,
he turned pale and lost h�s head. He was on the po�nt of say�ng to
the cat:

“Heh! Why don’t you speak? Tell me what �t �s you want w�th me.”



When he could crush h�s paw or ta�l, he d�d so �n affr�ghted joy, the
mew�ng of the poor creature g�v�ng h�m vague terror, as though he
heard a human cry of pa�n. Laurent, �n fact, was afra�d of Franço�s,
part�cularly s�nce the latter passed h�s t�me on the knees of the
�mpotent old lady, as �f �n the centre of an �mpregnable fortress,
whence he could w�th �mpun�ty set h�s eyes on h�s enemy. The
murderer of Cam�lle establ�shed a vague resemblance between th�s
�rr�tated an�mal and the paralysed woman, say�ng to h�mself that the
cat, l�ke Madame Raqu�n, must know about the cr�me and would
denounce h�m, �f he ever found a tongue.

At last, one n�ght, Franço�s looked at Laurent so f�xedly, that the
latter, �rr�tated to the last p�tch, made up h�s m�nd to put an end to the
annoyance. He threw the w�ndow of the d�n�ng-room w�de open, and
advanc�ng to where the cat was seated, grasped h�m by the sk�n at
the back of the neck. Madame Raqu�n understood, and two b�g tears
rolled down her cheeks. The cat began to swear, and st�ffen h�mself,
endeavour�ng to turn round and b�te the hand that grasped h�m. But
Laurent held fast. He wh�rled the cat round two or three t�mes �n the
a�r, and then sent h�m fly�ng w�th all the strength of h�s arm, aga�nst
the great dark wall oppos�te. Franço�s went flat aga�nst �t, and
break�ng h�s sp�ne, fell upon the glass roof of the arcade. All n�ght
the wretched beast dragged h�mself along the gutter mew�ng
hoarsely, wh�le Madame Raqu�n wept over h�m almost as much as
she had done over Cam�lle. Thérèse had an atroc�ous attack of
hyster�cs, wh�le the wa�l�ng of the cat sounded s�n�sterly, �n the gloom
below the w�ndows.

Laurent soon had further cause for anx�ety. He became alarmed at
a certa�n change he observed �n the att�tude of h�s w�fe.

Thérèse became sombre and tac�turn. She no longer lav�shed
effus�ons of repentance and grateful k�sses on Madame Raqu�n. In
presence of the paralysed woman, she resumed her manner of fr�g�d
cruelty and egot�st�c �nd�fference. It seemed as though she had tr�ed
remorse, and f�nd�ng no rel�ef had turned her attent�on to another
remedy. Her sadness was no doubt due to her �nab�l�ty to calm her
l�fe.



She observed the �mpotent old woman w�th a k�nd of d�sda�n, as a
useless th�ng that could no longer even serve her for consolat�on.
She now only bestowed on her the necessary attent�on to prevent
her dy�ng of hunger. From th�s moment she dragged herself about
the house �n s�lence and deject�on. She mult�pl�ed her absences from
the shop, go�ng out as frequently as three and four t�mes a week.

It was th�s change �n her mode of l�fe, that surpr�sed and alarmed
Laurent. He fanc�ed that her remorse had taken another form, and
was now d�splayed by th�s mournful wear�ness he not�ced �n her.
Th�s wear�ness seemed to h�m more alarm�ng than the chatter�ng
despa�r she had overwhelmed h�m w�th prev�ously. She no longer
spoke, she no longer quarrelled w�th h�m, she seemed to cons�gn
everyth�ng to the depths of her be�ng. He would rather have heard
her exhaust�ng her endurance than see her keep �n th�s manner to
herself. He feared that one day she would be chok�ng w�th angu�sh,
and to obta�n rel�ef, would go and relate everyth�ng to a pr�est or an
exam�n�ng mag�strate.

Then these numerous absences of Thérèse had fr�ghtful
s�gn�f�cance �n h�s eyes. He thought she went to f�nd a conf�dant
outs�de, that she was prepar�ng her treason. On two occas�ons he
tr�ed to follow her, and lost her �n the streets. He then prepared to
watch her aga�n. A f�xed �dea got �nto h�s head: Thérèse, dr�ven to
extrem�t�es by suffer�ng, was about to make d�sclosures, and he
must gag her, he must arrest her confess�on �n her throat.



CHAPTER XXXI

One morn�ng, Laurent, �nstead of go�ng to h�s stud�o, took up a
pos�t�on at a w�ne-shop s�tuated at one of the corners of the Rue
Guénégaud, oppos�te the stud�o. From there, he began to exam�ne
the persons who �ssued from the passage on to the pavement of the
Rue Mazar�ne. He was watch�ng for Thérèse. The prev�ous even�ng,
the young woman had ment�oned that she �ntended go�ng out next
day and probably would not be home unt�l even�ng.

Laurent wa�ted fully half an hour. He knew that h�s w�fe always
went by the Rue Mazar�ne; nevertheless, at one moment, he
remembered that she m�ght escape h�m by tak�ng the Rue de Se�ne,
and he thought of return�ng to the arcade, and conceal�ng h�mself �n
the corr�dor of the house. But he determ�ned to reta�n h�s seat a l�ttle
longer, and just as he was grow�ng �mpat�ent he suddenly saw
Thérèse come rap�dly from the passage.

She wore a l�ght gown, and, for the f�rst t�me, he not�ced that her
att�re appeared remarkably showy, l�ke a street-walker. She tw�sted
her body about on the pavement, star�ng provok�ngly at the men who
came along, and ra�s�ng her sk�rt, wh�ch she clutched �n a bunch �n
her hand, much h�gher than any respectable woman would have
done, �n order to d�splay her lace-up boots and stock�ngs. As she
went up the Rue Mazar�ne, Laurent followed her.

It was m�ld weather, and the young woman walked slowly, w�th her
head thrown sl�ghtly backward and her ha�r stream�ng down her
back. The men who had f�rst of all stared her �n the face, turned
round to take a back v�ew. She passed �nto the Rue de l’École de
Médec�ne. Laurent was terr�f�ed. He knew that somewhere �n th�s
ne�ghbourhood, was a Comm�ssar�at of Pol�ce, and he sa�d to
h�mself that there could no longer be any doubt as to the �ntent�ons



of h�s w�fe, she was certa�nly about to denounce h�m. Then he made
up h�s m�nd to rush after her, �f she crossed the threshold of the
comm�ssar�at, to �mplore her, to beat her �f necessary, so as to
compel her to hold her tongue. At a street corner she looked at a
pol�ceman who came along, and Laurent trembled w�th fr�ght, lest
she should stop and speak to h�m. In terror of be�ng arrested on the
spot �f he showed h�mself, he h�d �n a doorway.

Th�s excurs�on proved perfect agony. Wh�le h�s w�fe basked �n the
sun on the pavement, tra�l�ng her sk�rt w�th nonchalance and
�mpudence, shameless and unconcerned, he followed beh�nd her,
pale and shudder�ng, repeat�ng that �t was all over, that he would be
unable to save h�mself and would be gu�llot�ned. Each step he saw
her take, seemed to h�m a step nearer pun�shment. Fr�ght gave h�m
a sort of bl�nd conv�ct�on, and the sl�ghtest movement of the young
woman added to h�s certa�nty. He followed her, he went where she
went, as a man goes to the scaffold.

Suddenly on reach�ng the former Place Sa�nt-M�chel, Thérèse
advanced towards a cafe that then formed the corner of the Rue
Mons�eur-le-Pr�nce. There she seated herself �n the centre of a
group of women and students, at one of the tables on the pavement,
and fam�l�arly shook hands w�th all th�s l�ttle crowd. Then she called
for abs�nthe.

She seemed qu�te at ease, chatt�ng w�th a fa�r young man who no
doubt had been wa�t�ng for her some t�me. Two g�rls came and leant
over the table where she sat, address�ng her affect�onately �n the�r
husky vo�ces. Around her, women were smok�ng c�garettes, men
were embrac�ng women �n the open street, before the passers-by,
who never even turned the�r heads. Low words and hoarse laughter
reached Laurent, who rema�ned mot�onless �n a doorway on the
oppos�te s�de of the street.

When Thérèse had f�n�shed her abs�nthe, she rose, and lean�ng on
the arm of the fa�r young man, went down the Rue de la Harpe.
Laurent followed them as far as the Rue Sa�nt-André-des-Arts,
where he not�ced them enter a lodg�ng-house. He rema�ned �n the
m�ddle of the street w�th h�s eyes on the front of the bu�ld�ng.
Presently h�s w�fe showed herself for an �nstant at an open w�ndow



on the second floor, and he fanc�ed he perce�ved the hands of the
pale young man enc�rcl�ng her wa�st. Then, the w�ndow closed w�th a
sharp clang.

Laurent understood. W�thout wa�t�ng a moment longer, he
tranqu�lly took h�mself off reassured and happy.

“Bah!” sa�d he to h�mself, as he went towards the quays. “It’s
better, after all, that she should have a sweetheart. That w�ll occupy
her m�nd, and prevent her th�nk�ng of �njur�ng me. She’s deucedly
more clever than I am.”

What aston�shed h�m, was that he had not been the f�rst to th�nk of
plung�ng �nto v�ce, wh�ch m�ght have dr�ven away h�s terror. But h�s
thoughts had never turned �n that d�rect�on, and, moreover, he had
not the least �ncl�nat�on for r�otous l�v�ng. The �nf�del�ty of h�s w�fe d�d
not trouble h�m �n the least. He felt no anger at the knowledge that
she was �n the arms of another man. On the contrary, he seemed to
enjoy the �dea. He began to th�nk that he had been follow�ng the w�fe
of a comrade, and laughed at the cunn�ng tr�ck the woman was
play�ng her husband. Thérèse had become such a stranger to h�m,
that he no longer felt her al�ve �n h�s heart. He would have sold her,
bound hand and foot, a hundred t�mes over, to purchase calm for
one hour.

As he sauntered along, he enjoyed the sudden, del�ghtful react�on
that had just brought h�m from terror to peace. He almost thanked h�s
w�fe for hav�ng gone to a sweetheart, when he thought her on her
way to a comm�ssary of pol�ce. Th�s adventure had come to an
unforeseen end that agreeably surpr�sed h�m. It d�st�nctly showed
h�m that he had done wrong to tremble, and that he, �n h�s turn,
should try v�ce, �n order to see whether such a course would not
rel�eve h�m by d�vert�ng h�s thoughts.

On return�ng to the shop �n the even�ng, Laurent dec�ded that he
would ask h�s w�fe for a few thousand francs, and that he would
resort to h�gh-handed measures to obta�n them. Reflect�on told h�m
that v�ce would be an expens�ve th�ng, for a man. He pat�ently
awa�ted Thérèse, who had not yet come �n. When she arr�ved, he
affected gentleness, and refra�ned from breath�ng a word about
hav�ng followed her �n the morn�ng. She was sl�ghtly t�psy, and from



her �ll-adjusted garments, came that unpleasant odour of tobacco
and sp�r�ts that �s met w�th �n publ�c dr�nk�ng places. Completely
exhausted, and w�th cheeks as pale as death, she advanced at an
unsteady ga�t and w�th a head qu�te heavy from the shameless
fat�gue of the day.

The d�nner passed �n s�lence. Thérèse ate noth�ng. At dessert
Laurent placed h�s elbows on the table, and flatly asked her for 5,000
francs.

“No,” she answered dryly. “If I were to g�ve you a free hand, you’d
br�ng us to beggary. Aren’t you aware of our pos�t�on? We are go�ng
as fast as ever we can to the dogs.”

“That may be,” he qu�etly resumed. “I don’t care a f�g, I �ntend to
have money.”

“No, a thousand t�mes no!” she retorted. “You left your place, the
mercery bus�ness �s �n a very bad way, and the revenue from my
marr�age port�on �s not suff�c�ent to ma�nta�n us. Every day I
encroach on the pr�nc�pal to feed you and g�ve you the one hundred
francs a month you wrung from me. You w�ll not get anyth�ng beyond
that, do you understand? So �t’s no use ask�ng.”

“Just reflect,” he repl�ed, “and don’t be so s�lly as to refuse. I tell
you I mean to have 5,000 francs, and I shall have them. You’ll g�ve
them me, �n sp�te of all.”

Th�s qu�et determ�nat�on �rr�tated Thérèse and put the f�n�sh�ng
touch to her �ntox�cat�on.

“Ah! I know what �t �s,” she cr�ed, “you want to f�n�sh as you began.
We have been keep�ng you for four years. You only came to us to
eat and dr�nk, and s�nce then you’ve been at our charge. Mons�eur
does noth�ng, Mons�eur has arranged so as to l�ve at my expense
w�th h�s arms folded one over the other. No, you shall have noth�ng,
not a sou. Do you want me to tell you what you are? Well then, you
are a———”

And she pronounced the word. Laurent began to laugh, shrugg�ng
h�s shoulders. He merely repl�ed:

“You learn some pretty express�ons �n the company you keep
now.”



Th�s was the only allus�on he ventured to make to the love affa�rs
of Thérèse. She qu�ckly ra�sed her head, and b�tterly repl�ed:

“Anyhow, I don’t keep the company of murderers.”
Laurent became very pale, and for a moment rema�ned s�lent, w�th

h�s eyes f�xed on h�s w�fe; then, �n a trembl�ng vo�ce, he resumed:
“L�sten, my g�rl, don’t let us get angry; there �s no good �n that

ne�ther for you nor me. I’ve lost all courage. We had better come to
an understand�ng �f we w�sh to avo�d a m�sfortune. If I ask you for
5,000 francs �t �s because I want them; and I w�ll even tell you what I
�ntend to do w�th them, so as to ensure our tranqu�ll�ty.”

He gave her a pecul�ar sm�le, and cont�nued:
“Come, reflect, let me have your last word.”
“I have thoroughly made up my m�nd,” answered the young

woman, “and �t �s as I have told you. You shall not have a sou.”
Her husband rose v�olently. She was afra�d of be�ng beaten; she

crouched down, determ�ned not to g�ve way to blows. But Laurent
d�d not even approach her, he conf�ned h�mself to tell�ng her �n a
fr�g�d tone that he was t�red of l�fe, and was about to relate the story
of the murder to the comm�ssary of pol�ce of the quarter.

“You dr�ve me to extremes,” sa�d he, “you make my l�fe
unbearable. I prefer to have done w�th �t. We shall both be tr�ed and
condemned. And there w�ll be an end to �t all.”

“Do you th�nk you’ll fr�ghten me?” shouted h�s w�fe. “I am as weary
as you are. I’ll go to the comm�ssary of pol�ce myself, �f you don’t.
Ah! Indeed, I am qu�te ready to follow you to the scaffold, I’m not a
coward l�ke you. Come along, come along w�th me to the
comm�ssary.”

She had r�sen, and was mak�ng her way to the sta�rcase.
“That’s �t,” stammered Laurent, “let’s go together.”
When they were down �n the shop they looked at one another,

anx�ous and alarmed. It seemed as though they were r�veted to the
ground. The few seconds they had taken to run downsta�rs had
suffered to show them, as �n a flash, all the consequences of a
confess�on. They saw at the same moment, suddenly and d�st�nctly:



gendarmes, pr�son, ass�ze-court and gu�llot�ne. Th�s made them feel
fa�nt, and they were tempted to throw themselves on the�r knees,
one before the other, to �mplore one another to rema�n, and reveal
noth�ng. Fr�ght and embarrassment kept them mot�onless and mute
for two or three m�nutes. Thérèse was the f�rst to make up her m�nd
to speak and g�ve way.

“After all,” sa�d she, “I am a great fool to quarrel w�th you about th�s
money. You w�ll succeed �n gett�ng hold of �t and squander�ng �t, one
day or another. I may just as well g�ve �t you at once.”

She d�d not seek to conceal her defeat any further. She seated
herself at the counter, and s�gned a cheque for 5,000 francs, wh�ch
Laurent was to present to her banker. There was no more quest�on
of the comm�ssary of pol�ce that even�ng.

As soon as Laurent had the gold �n h�s pocket, he began to lead a
r�otous l�fe, dr�nk�ng to excess, and frequent�ng women of �ll-repute.
He slept all day and stayed out all n�ght, �n search of v�olent
emot�ons that would rel�eve h�m of real�ty. But he only succeeded �n
becom�ng more oppressed than before. When the company were
shout�ng around h�m, he heard the great, terr�ble s�lence w�th�n h�m;
when one of h�s ladyloves k�ssed h�m, when he dra�ned h�s glass, he
found naught at the bottom of h�s sat�ety, but heavy sadness.

He was no longer a man for lust and gluttony. H�s ch�lled be�ng, as
�f �nwardly r�g�d, became enervated at the k�sses and feasts. Feel�ng
d�sgusted beforehand, they fa�led to arouse h�s �mag�nat�on or to
exc�te h�s senses and stomach. He suffered a l�ttle more by forc�ng
h�mself �nto a d�ssolute mode of l�fe, and that was all. Then, when he
returned home, when he saw Madame Raqu�n and Thérèse aga�n,
h�s wear�ness brought on fr�ghtful f�ts of terror. And he vowed he
would leave the house no more, that he would put up w�th h�s
suffer�ng, so as to become accustomed to �t, and be able to conquer
�t.

For a month Thérèse l�ved, l�ke Laurent, on the pavement and �n
the cafes. She returned da�ly for a moment, �n the even�ng to feed
Madame Raqu�n and put her to bed, and then d�sappeared aga�n
unt�l the morrow. She and her husband on one occas�on were four
days w�thout sett�ng eyes on each other. At last, she exper�enced



profound d�sgust at the l�fe she was lead�ng, feel�ng that v�ce
succeeded no better w�th her than the comedy of remorse.

In va�n had she dragged through all the lodg�ng-houses �n the
Lat�n Quarter, �n va�n had she led a low, r�otous l�fe. Her nerves were
ru�ned. Debauchery ceased to g�ve her a suff�c�ently v�olent shock to
render her obl�v�ous of the past. She resembled one of those
drunkards whose scorched palates rema�n �nsens�ble to the most
v�olent sp�r�ts. She had done w�th lust, and the soc�ety of her
paramours only worr�ed and wear�ed her. Then, she qu�tted them as
useless.

She now fell a prey to despondent �dleness wh�ch kept her at
home, �n a d�rty pett�coat, w�th ha�r uncombed, and face and hands
unwashed. She neglected everyth�ng and l�ved �n f�lth.

When the two murderers came together aga�n face to face, �n th�s
manner, after hav�ng done the�r best to get away from each other,
they understood that they would no longer have strength to struggle.
Debauchery had rejected them, �t had just cast them back to the�r
angu�sh. Once more they were �n the dark, damp lodg�ng �n the
arcade; and, henceforth, were as �f �mpr�soned there, for although
they had often attempted to save themselves, never had they been
able to sever the sangu�nary bond attach�ng them. They d�d not even
th�nk of attempt�ng a task they regarded as �mposs�ble. They found
themselves so urged on, so overwhelmed, so securely fastened
together by events, that they were consc�ous all res�stance would be
r�d�culous. They resumed the�r l�fe �n common, but the�r hatred
became fur�ous rage.

The quarrels at n�ght began aga�n. But for that matter, the blows
and cr�es lasted all day long. To hatred d�strust was now added, and
d�strust put the f�n�sh�ng touch to the�r folly.

They were afra�d of each other. The scene that had followed the
demand for 5,000 francs, was repeated morn�ng and n�ght. They had
the f�xed �dea that they wanted to g�ve one another up. From that
standpo�nt they d�d not depart. When e�ther of them sa�d a word, or
made a gesture, the other �mag�ned that he or she, as the case
m�ght be, �ntended to go to the comm�ssary of pol�ce. Then, they
e�ther fought or �mplored one another to do noth�ng.



In the�r anger, they shouted out that they would run and reveal
everyth�ng, and terr�f�ed each other to death. After th�s they
shuddered, they humbled themselves, and prom�sed w�th b�tter tears
to ma�nta�n s�lence. They suffered most horr�bly, but had not the
courage to cure themselves by plac�ng a red-hot �ron on the wound.
If they threatened one another to confess the cr�me, �t was merely to
str�ke terror �nto each other and dr�ve away the thought, for they
would never have had strength to speak and seek peace �n
pun�shment.

On more than twenty occas�ons, they went as far as the door of
the comm�ssar�at of pol�ce, one follow�ng the other. Now �t was
Laurent who wanted to confess the murder, now Thérèse who ran to
g�ve herself up. But they met �n the street, and always dec�ded to
wa�t, after an �nterchange of �nsults and ardent prayers.

Every fresh attack made them more susp�c�ous and feroc�ous than
before. From morn�ng t�ll n�ght they were spy�ng upon one another.
Laurent barely set h�s foot outs�de the lodg�ng �n the arcade, and �f,
perchance, he d�d absent h�mself, Thérèse never fa�led to
accompany h�m. The�r susp�c�ons, the�r fr�ght lest e�ther should
confess, brought them together, un�ted them �n atroc�ous �nt�macy.
Never, s�nce the�r marr�age, had they l�ved so t�ghtly t�ed together,
and never had they exper�enced such suffer�ng. But, notw�thstand�ng
the angu�sh they �mposed on themselves, they never took the�r eyes
off one another. They preferred to endure the most excruc�at�ng pa�n,
rather than separate for an hour.

If Thérèse went down to the shop, Laurent followed, afra�d that
she m�ght talk to a customer; �f Laurent stood �n the doorway,
observ�ng the people pass�ng through the arcade, Thérèse placed
herself bes�de h�m to see that he d�d not speak to anyone. When the
guests were assembled on Thursday even�ngs, the murderers
addressed suppl�cat�ng glances to each other, l�sten�ng to one
another �n terror, one accompl�ce expect�ng the other to make some
confess�on, and g�v�ng an �nvolv�ng �nterpretat�on to sentences only
just commenced.

Such a state of warfare could not cont�nue any longer.



Thérèse and Laurent had both reached the po�nt of ponder�ng on
the adv�sab�l�ty of extr�cat�ng themselves from the consequences of
the�r f�rst cr�me, by comm�tt�ng a second. It became absolutely
necessary that one of them should d�sappear so that the other m�ght
enjoy some repose. Th�s reflect�on came to them both at the same
t�me; both felt the urgent necess�ty for a separat�on, and both des�red
that �t should be eternal. The murder that now occurred to the�r
m�nds, seemed to them natural, fatal and forc�bly brought about by
the murder of Cam�lle. They d�d not even turn the matter over �n the�r
heads but welcomed the �dea as the only means of safety. Laurent
determ�ned he would k�ll Thérèse because she stood �n h�s way,
because she m�ght ru�n h�m by a word, and because she caused h�m
unbearable suffer�ng. Thérèse made up her m�nd that she would k�ll
Laurent, for the same reasons.

The f�rm resolut�on to comm�t another murder somewhat calmed
them. They formed the�r plans. But �n that respect they acted w�th
fever�sh exc�tement, and w�thout any d�splay of excess�ve prudence.
They only thought vaguely of the probable consequences of a
murder comm�tted w�thout fl�ght and �mmun�ty be�ng ensured. They
felt the �nv�nc�ble necess�ty to k�ll one another, and y�elded to th�s
necess�ty l�ke fur�ous brutes. They would not have exposed
themselves for the�r f�rst cr�me, wh�ch they had so cleverly
concealed, and yet they r�sked the gu�llot�ne, �n comm�tt�ng a second,
wh�ch they d�d not even attempt to h�de.

Here was a contrad�ct�on �n the�r conduct that they never so much
as caught s�ght of. Both s�mply sa�d to themselves that �f they
succeeded �n flee�ng, they would go and l�ve abroad, tak�ng all the
cash w�th them. Thérèse, a fortn�ght or three weeks before, had
drawn from the bank the few thousand francs that rema�ned of her
marr�age port�on, and kept them locked up �n a drawer—a
c�rcumstance that had not escaped Laurent. The fate of Madame
Raqu�n d�d not trouble them an �nstant.

A few weeks prev�ously, Laurent had met one of h�s old college
fr�ends, now act�ng as d�spenser to a famous chem�st, who gave
cons�derable attent�on to tox�cology. Th�s fr�end had shown h�m over



the laboratory where he worked, po�nt�ng out to h�m the apparatus
and the drugs.

One n�ght, after he had made up h�s m�nd �n regard to the murder,
and as Thérèse was dr�nk�ng a glass of sugar and water before h�m,
Laurent remembered that he had seen �n th�s laboratory a small
stoneware flagon, conta�n�ng pruss�c ac�d, and that the young
d�spenser had spoken to h�m of the terr�ble effects of th�s po�son,
wh�ch str�kes the v�ct�m down w�th sudden death, leav�ng but few
traces beh�nd. And Laurent sa�d to h�mself, that th�s was the po�son
he requ�red. On the morrow, succeed�ng �n escap�ng the v�g�lance of
Thérèse, he pa�d h�s fr�end a v�s�t, and wh�le he had h�s back turned,
stole the small stoneware flagon.

The same day, Thérèse took advantage of the absence of Laurent,
to send the large k�tchen kn�fe, w�th wh�ch they were �n the hab�t of
break�ng the loaf sugar, and wh�ch was very much notched, to be
sharpened. When �t came back, she h�d �t �n a corner of the
s�deboard.



CHAPTER XXXII

The follow�ng Thursday, the even�ng party at the Raqu�ns, as the
guests cont�nued to term the household of the�r hosts, was
part�cularly merry. It was prolonged unt�l half-past eleven, and as
Gr�vet w�thdrew, he declared that he had never passed such a
pleasant t�me.

Suzanne, who was not very well, never ceased talk�ng to Thérèse
of her pa�n and joy. Thérèse appeared to l�sten to her w�th great
�nterest, her eyes f�xed, her l�ps p�nched, her head, at moments,
bend�ng forward; wh�le her lower�ng eyel�ds cast a cloud over the
whole of her face.

Laurent, for h�s part, gave un�nterrupted attent�on to the tales of
old M�chaud and Ol�v�er. These gentlemen never paused, and �t was
only w�th d�ff�culty that Gr�vet succeeded �n gett�ng �n a word
edgeways between a couple of sentences of father and son. He had
a certa�n respect for these two men whom he cons�dered good
talkers. On that part�cular even�ng, a goss�p hav�ng taken the place
of the usual game, he na�vely blurted out that the conversat�on of the
former comm�ssary of pol�ce amused h�m almost as much as
dom�noes.

Dur�ng the four years, or thereabouts, that the M�chauds and
Gr�vet had been �n the hab�t of pass�ng the Thursday even�ngs at the
Raqu�ns’, they had not once felt fat�gued at these monotonous
even�ngs that returned w�th enervat�ng regular�ty. Never had they for
an �nstant suspected the drama that was be�ng performed �n th�s
house, so peaceful and harmon�ous when they entered �t. Ol�v�er,
w�th the jest of a person connected w�th the pol�ce, was �n the hab�t
of remark�ng that the d�n�ng-room savoured of the honest man.



Gr�vet, so as to have h�s say, had called the place the Temple of
Peace.

Latterly, on two or three d�fferent occas�ons, Thérèse expla�ned the
bru�ses d�sf�gur�ng her face, by tell�ng the guests she had fallen
down. But none of them, for that matter, would have recogn�sed the
marks of the f�st of Laurent; they were conv�nced as to the�r hosts
be�ng a model pa�r, replete w�th sweetness and love.

The paralysed woman had not made any fresh attempt to reveal to
them the �nfamy concealed beh�nd the dreary tranqu�ll�ty of the
Thursday even�ngs. An eye-w�tness of the tortures of the murderers,
and foresee�ng the cr�s�s wh�ch would burst out, one day or another,
brought on by the fatal success�on of events, she at length
understood that there was no necess�ty for her �ntervent�on. And
from that moment, she rema�ned �n the background allow�ng the
consequences of the murder of Cam�lle, wh�ch were to k�ll the
assass�ns �n the�r turn, to take the�r course. She only prayed heaven,
to grant her suff�c�ent l�fe to enable her to be present at the v�olent
catastrophe she foresaw; her only rema�n�ng des�re was to feast her
eyes on the supreme suffer�ng that would undo Thérèse and
Laurent.

On th�s part�cular even�ng, Gr�vet went and seated h�mself bes�de
her, and talked for a long t�me, he, as usual, ask�ng the quest�ons
and supply�ng the answers h�mself. But he fa�led to get even a
glance from her. When half-past eleven struck, the guests qu�ckly
rose to the�r feet.

“We are so comfortable w�th you,” sa�d Gr�vet, “that no one ever
th�nks of leav�ng.”

“The fact �s,” remarked M�chaud by way of support�ng the old clerk,
“I never feel drowsy here, although I generally go to bed at n�ne
o’clock.”

Ol�v�er thought th�s a cap�tal opportun�ty for �ntroduc�ng h�s l�ttle
joke.

“You see,” sa�d he, d�splay�ng h�s yellow teeth, “th�s apartment
savours of honest people: that �s why we are so comfortable here.”



Gr�vet, annoyed at be�ng forestalled, began to decla�m w�th an
emphat�c gesture:

“Th�s room �s the Temple of Peace!”
In the meanwh�le, Suzanne, who was putt�ng on her hat, remarked

to Thérèse:
“I w�ll come to-morrow morn�ng at n�ne o’clock.”
“No,” hastened to answer the young woman �n a strange, troubled

tone, “don’t come unt�l the afternoon I have an engagement �n the
morn�ng.”

She accompan�ed the guests �nto the arcade, and Laurent also
went down w�th a lamp �n h�s hand. As soon as the marr�ed couple
were alone, both heaved a s�gh of rel�ef. They must have been
devoured by secret �mpat�ence all the even�ng. S�nce the prev�ous
day they had become more sombre, more anx�ous �n presence of
one another. They avo�ded look�ng at each other, and returned �n
s�lence to the d�n�ng-room. The�r hands gave sl�ght convuls�ve
tw�tches, and Laurent was obl�ged to place the lamp on the table, to
avo�d lett�ng �t fall.

Before putt�ng Madame Raqu�n to bed they were �n the hab�t of
sett�ng the d�n�ng-room �n order, of prepar�ng a glass of sugar and
water for the n�ght, of mov�ng h�ther and th�ther about the �nval�d,
unt�l everyth�ng was ready.

When they got upsta�rs on th�s part�cular occas�on, they sat down
an �nstant w�th pale l�ps, and eyes gaz�ng vaguely before them.
Laurent was the f�rst to break s�lence:

“Well! Aren’t we go�ng to bed?” he �nqu�red, as �f he had just
started from a dream.

“Yes, yes, we are go�ng to bed,” answered Thérèse, sh�ver�ng as
though she felt a v�olent ch�ll.

She rose and grasped the water decanter.
“Let �t be,” excla�med her husband, �n a vo�ce that he endeavoured

to render natural, “I w�ll prepare the sugar and water. You attend to
your aunt.”



He took the decanter of water from the hands of h�s w�fe and
poured out a glassful. Then, turn�ng half round, he empt�ed the
contents of the small stoneware flagon �nto the glass at the same
t�me as he dropped a lump of sugar �nto �t. In the meanwh�le,
Thérèse had bent down before the s�deboard, and grasp�ng the
k�tchen kn�fe sought to sl�p �t �nto one of the large pockets hang�ng
from her wa�st.

At the same moment, a strange sensat�on wh�ch comes as a
warn�ng note of danger, made the marr�ed couple �nst�nct�vely turn
the�r heads. They looked at one another. Thérèse perce�ved the
flagon �n the hands of Laurent, and the latter caught s�ght of the flash
of the blade �n the folds of the sk�rt of h�s w�fe.

For a few seconds they exam�ned each other, mute and fr�g�d, the
husband near the table, the w�fe stoop�ng down before the
s�deboard. And they understood. Each of them turned �cy cold, on
perce�v�ng that both had the same thought. And they were overcome
w�th p�ty and horror at mutually read�ng the secret des�gn of the other
on the�r ag�tated countenances.

Madame Raqu�n, feel�ng the catastrophe near at hand, watched
them w�th p�erc�ng, f�xed eyes.

Thérèse and Laurent, all at once, burst �nto sobs. A supreme cr�s�s
und�d them, cast them �nto the arms of one another, as weak as
ch�ldren. It seemed to them as �f someth�ng tender and sweet had
awakened �n the�r breasts. They wept, w�thout utter�ng a word,
th�nk�ng of the v�le l�fe they had led, and would st�ll lead, �f they were
cowardly enough to l�ve.

Then, at the recollect�on of the past, they felt so fat�gued and
d�sgusted w�th themselves, that they exper�enced a huge des�re for
repose, for noth�ngness. They exchanged a f�nal look, a look of
thankfulness, �n presence of the kn�fe and glass of po�son. Thérèse
took the glass, half empt�ed �t, and handed �t to Laurent who drank
off the rema�nder of the contents at one draught. The result was l�ke
l�ghtn�ng. The couple fell one atop of the other, struck down, f�nd�ng
consolat�on, at last, �n death. The mouth of the young woman rested
on the scar that the teeth of Cam�lle had left on the neck of her
husband.



The corpses lay all n�ght, spread out contorted, on the d�n�ng-room
floor, l�t up by the yellow gleams from the lamp, wh�ch the shade cast
upon them. And for nearly twelve hours, �n fact unt�l the follow�ng day
at about noon, Madame Raqu�n, r�g�d and mute, contemplated them
at her feet, overwhelm�ng them w�th her heavy gaze, and unable to
suff�c�ently gorge her eyes w�th the h�deous s�ght.

AFTERWORD
The �dea of the plot of “Thérèse Raqu�n,” accord�ng to M. Paul

Alex�s, Zola’s b�ographer, came from a novel called “La Venus de
Gordes” contr�buted to the “F�garo” by Adolphe Belot and Ernest
Daudet—the brother of Alphonse Daudet—�n collaborat�on. In th�s
story the authors dealt w�th the murder of a man by h�s w�fe and her
paramour, followed by the tr�al of the murderers at the ass�zes. Zola,
�n not�c�ng the book �n the “F�garo,” when �t arr�ved for rev�ew,
po�nted out that a much more powerful story m�ght be wr�tten on the
same subject by �nvok�ng d�v�ne �nstead of human just�ce. For
�nstance, show�ng the two murderers safe from earthly
consequences, yet separated by the pool of blood between them,
haunted by the�r cr�me, and detest�ng one another for the deed done
together.

It then occurred to Zola to wr�te the tale on these l�nes h�mself.
Conv�nced that the �dea was good, he elaborated �t w�th the greatest
care and all the sk�ll at h�s command, the result be�ng that he
produced a volume wh�ch proved h�s f�rst genu�ne success, and
wh�ch �s st�ll cons�dered by many to be h�s very best book.

EDWARD VIZETELLY
SURBITON, 1 December, 1901.
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