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    This collection presents Honoré de Balzac’s Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life, gathered in its four constituent books—Esther Happy, What Love Costs an Old Man, The End of Evil Ways, and Vautrin’s Last Avatar. Conceived and published between 1838 and 1847, the sequence belongs to La Comédie humaine, Balzac’s vast panorama of post‑Napoleonic French society. Within that architecture it forms part of the Studies of Manners, specifically the Scenes from Parisian Life. Bringing these books together restores the continuity of a single large design, enabling readers to follow its development as an integrated whole rather than as isolated installments or episodes.

The scope of this volume is strictly novelistic: it offers a complete four‑part narrative rather than a miscellany of genres. Although first encountered by many readers in serial form, the work is not a collection of stories but an extended realist novel unfolding across four books. The present arrangement follows the established order—Esther Happy; What Love Costs an Old Man; The End of Evil Ways; Vautrin’s Last Avatar—so that themes, characters, and motifs build cumulatively. The text type represented is prose fiction, with the amplitude, social reach, and psychological depth associated with Balzac’s mature narrative art.

At its outset, Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life advances a clear premise: in Restoration and July Monarchy Paris, the fate of a courtesan becomes entwined with the ambitions of a young man and the designs of powerful intermediaries. Love confronts the realities of money, status, and law; personal feeling collides with institutional forces. That initial situation propels the action into salons, counting houses, and police offices, establishing a terrain where desire is priced, reputation is a currency, and private histories become instruments in larger social transactions.

Balzac’s Studies of Manners aimed to portray how people live within the specific constraints of their time and place. In this sequence, Paris functions as both setting and system, a city whose visible splendor depends on hidden circuits of credit, information, and influence. The courtesan’s milieu exposes the mechanics of society at decisive points—where banking meets intimacy, where justice intersects with intrigue, and where journalism and rumor shape public outcomes. The work thereby offers a concentrated sample of the broader Comédie humaine method: to reveal the fabric of an epoch through interlocking lives.

The stylistic hallmarks are Balzac’s own. An omniscient narrator assembles social types and singular destinies, moving with confidence from the luxurious apartment to the narrow back street. Topographical exactitude and economic detail give texture to the moral drama. Characters recur across volumes, creating an effect of documentary continuity. Motives are analyzed in the same spirit as budgets and ledgers, but without reducing persons to mere cases. The result is a narrative that treats love, appetite, calculation, and belief as forces measurable in both feeling and fact.

Each book differentiates a phase in tone and emphasis while serving the larger continuum. Esther Happy focuses on the fragile interval in which intimacy and hope appear to prevail over notoriety and constraint. What Love Costs an Old Man brings forward the arithmetic of desire—how age, wealth, and longing converge in strategies that have public consequences. The End of Evil Ways carries the story into zones where pressure, surveillance, and compromise intensify. Vautrin’s Last Avatar places an enigmatic strategist at the very center of events, testing the limits of power and identity.

The dramatis personae reflects Balzac’s method of recurrence. Figures introduced elsewhere in La Comédie humaine intersect here with new actors drawn from finance, the magistracy, the police, the clergy, and the demi‑monde. The courtesan serves as a lens through which these institutions come into focus, while Vautrin—already known to readers of other volumes—provides a counterpoint of will, intelligence, and disguise. The density of relations is purposeful: by braiding social worlds, Balzac demonstrates how private choices are conditioned by networks of dependence and command.

Although composed and first encountered in installments, the sequence reads today as a single, carefully modulated novel. Serial publication sharpened Balzac’s pacing, encouraging transitions that balance suspense with analysis. Yet the unity of architecture—acts, reversals, returns—shows an author thinking in long spans and designing connections across books. This edition’s consolidation respects that design, emphasizing narrative continuity while preserving the distinct profile of each part. The text remains entirely prose fiction; no ancillary essays, documents, or theatrical materials are included.

Thematically, Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life studies how aspiration moves through the mediums of money, reputation, and law. It observes the economies of sentiment and the economies of credit, tracing how affection can be priced and how accounts can determine futures. The novel also examines oversight—social, legal, and clandestine—and the ways such oversight shapes behavior. Gendered dependence, manipulation, and the possibility of self‑redefinition are central, as is the city’s role in enabling and constraining every attempt at reinvention.

Within La Comédie humaine, this work stands among Balzac’s most ambitious Parisian panoramas. It consolidates threads developed across earlier volumes and extends them into an arena where private passion encounters public machinery. Its lasting significance rests on the clarity with which it connects intimate motives to systemic forces, a clarity that has made it a touchstone in discussions of nineteenth‑century realism. Readers approaching Balzac through this sequence encounter the full measure of his craft: design at scale, minute observation, and a commanding sense of social causality.

No prior knowledge is required to follow the present narrative, though familiarity with related volumes in La Comédie humaine can enrich the experience. Balzac’s practice of reappearance ensures that characters carry histories from one book to another, but each scene supplies the cues needed for orientation. The titles adopted here are established English renderings; they mirror the structure Balzac gave the work while making explicit its central figures and concerns. The order presented is the conventional reading order and maintains the internal progression of the story.

The purpose of gathering these four books is to restore the breadth and coherence of Balzac’s design. Read together, they disclose a single arc that moves from the possibility of happiness to the testing of means, and from the pressure of institutions to the problem of identity. The sequence exemplifies the Studies of Manners in method and scope, uniting moral inquiry with social analysis. It offers, in concentrated form, Balzac’s enduring achievement: to make a whole society legible by following a few lives to the point where feeling and structure meet.
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    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) was a French novelist and short-story writer whose monumental project, La Comédie humaine, mapped the social, economic, and moral landscape of post‑Revolutionary France. Writing during the Restoration and July Monarchy, he developed a dense, documentary realism that influenced the modern novel’s scope and ambition. His Paris—teeming with financiers, officials, artists, criminals, and courtesans—became a laboratory in which character, money, and power interact. The four works in this collection—Esther Happy, What Love Costs an Old Man, The End of Evil Ways, and Vautrin’s Last Avatar—belong to a linked sequence that exemplifies his recurring-characters method and his penetrating analysis of urban life.

Balzac received schooling at the Collège de Vendôme and later studied law in Paris, working as a clerk before turning decisively to literature. Legal training sharpened his grasp of contracts, institutions, and procedure, all central to his plots. He read widely and admired Walter Scott, whose historical panoramas inspired Balzac to craft an equivalent social history of his own time. Early exposure to the book trade acquainted him with publishing’s mechanics and risks. These experiences fostered a pragmatic attentiveness to professions and paperwork—ledgers, petitions, mortgages—that would become hallmarks of his narrative realism, particularly in stories that trace the price of desire within Parisian society.

Balzac’s career began with commercially driven novels published under or behind pseudonyms, attempts that did little for his reputation. Financial ventures in printing and publishing during the 1820s ended in debt but also deepened his knowledge of business practice. His breakthrough came near the end of that decade, after which he rapidly produced novels and tales that he grouped, revised, and interlinked. He conceived La Comédie humaine not as isolated books but as a system where destinies intersect. The discipline of long nights at the desk and constant revision yielded intricate plots, a wide social vocabulary, and a cast of characters designed to reappear across volumes.

La Comédie humaine organizes narratives into thematic “Scenes” of private, provincial, and Parisian life, among others, creating a taxonomy of French society. Characters recur, aging and changing across books, allowing Balzac to test how ambition and environment shape choices. Figures such as the enigmatic Vautrin move between the criminal world and elite salons, linking clandestine networks to official society. This architecture gave readers the continuity of a shared universe while permitting each title to stand independently. By interweaving legal cases, financial speculation, and intimate entanglements, Balzac linked individual psychology with public institutions, making social forces visible in contracts, patronage, and reputation.

The four works in this collection form the sequence often known in English as Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life. Esther Happy introduces a fragile ideal of love against the market logic of Paris; What Love Costs an Old Man examines the calculations that transform affection into a ledger of power; The End of Evil Ways traces the consequences of compromise; and Vautrin’s Last Avatar pivots on disguise, surveillance, and authority. Together they chart crossings between salons, administrative offices, and clandestine circles, showing how private passion is entangled with institutional pressures. The cycle exemplifies Balzac’s method of returning characters and cumulative social observation.

Balzac’s outlook combined a respect for tradition with a probing critique of the new bourgeois order. He portrayed capitalism’s dynamism and cruelty, the allure of rank, and the disciplinary reach of law and administration. His narratives often suggest that social position and money exert determining pressure, yet he also dramatized individuality, will, and imagination. The sequence gathered here concentrates these tensions: financial schemes, patronage networks, and judicial mechanisms collide with ideals of love and honor. Balzac’s descriptive precision—street plans, uniforms, offices, receipts—anchors ethical dilemmas in material detail, while his recurring-characters device lets readers observe how choices reverberate across time and milieu.

In his final years, Balzac continued revising and consolidating La Comédie humaine, even as health declined under the strain of relentless work. He married in 1850 and died soon after in Paris, leaving an unfinished yet vast panorama that reshaped the European novel. Later writers—from Flaubert and Zola to Henry James and Proust—found in his methods a blueprint for social analysis, psychological depth, and narrative architecture. The cycle represented in this collection remains central to his legacy: it demonstrates how storytelling can illuminate the mechanisms of power without sacrificing drama, and why Balzac endures as a foundational realist of modern urban life.
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    Honoré de Balzac wrote during a period of rapid transformation in France spanning the Bourbon Restoration (1814–1830) and the July Monarchy of Louis-Philippe (1830–1848). Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life, within his vast Studies of Manners (La Comédie humaine), draws on settings chiefly from the late Restoration through the 1840s. The collection follows figures whose fates turn on money, status, and police power, themes shaped by the political recalibration after Napoleon and the consolidation of a property-based liberal order. Balzac’s career, from the early 1830s to his death in 1850, coincided with intensified urbanization, banking expansion, and the remaking of Parisian social life—conditions the collection anatomizes.

The publication history of the work is inseparable from the rise of mass journalism. Beginning in 1838 and continuing into the 1840s, the parts—Esther Happy, What Love Costs an Old Man, The End of Evil Ways, and Vautrin’s Last Avatar—appeared serially. This mode was catalyzed by Émile de Girardin’s La Presse (founded 1836), which reduced subscription costs through advertising and popularized the feuilleton. Serialization encouraged cliffhangers and a broad readership, drawing literature into the rhythms of the daily press. Balzac, who struggled with debt after failed business ventures in the 1820s, embraced this market, writing at speed for a public newly hungry for topical, city-centered narratives.

The political background is the shift from Restoration monarchism to the July Monarchy’s “juste milieu,” a middle way that privileged property and order. The July Revolution of 1830 expanded civil liberties yet limited suffrage to a small tax-paying elite. Patronage networks, parliamentary maneuvering, and a pervasive language of “interests” shaped governance. Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life mirrors these structures through characters negotiating ministries, salons, and police offices, showcasing how public power intersected with private fortunes. The 1830s also saw repeated urban unrest—most notably 1832 and 1834—followed by tighter controls that affected journalists, conspirators, and the precariously ambitious populating Balzac’s plots.

Financial capitalism is a central context. Under the Restoration and July Monarchy, Paris consolidated its role as a European financial hub. The Bourse became a stage for speculation, while the haute banque—including families like the Rothschilds—channeled international credit. Notaries, discount houses, and a proliferating web of bills and endorsements drew middle-class savings into risky ventures. In the novels, transactions, liens, and paper claims determine social ascent or ruin, and the figure of the banker (evoked through characters such as Nucingen) echoes real shifts in wealth and influence. Balzac’s precise attention to ledgers and interest rates reflects a society where money mediates almost all relations.

Paris itself—before Haussmann’s later boulevards—provides historical texture. In the 1830s and 1840s, the city mixed aristocratic hôtels particuliers with crowded working-class districts and new commercial “passages” of glass and iron. The Palais-Royal, theaters, and cafés formed a visible stage for luxury and intrigue, while marginal economies thrived in courts and alleyways. Licensed brothels operated under police oversight, and the July Monarchy ordered the closure of public gaming houses in 1837. A dense geography of surveillance and spectacle frames the collection’s movements through drawing rooms, back offices, and clandestine flats, where anonymity and notoriety coexist within a few streets.

Contemporary policing and criminal justice profoundly shape the series. The Paris Sûreté, organized as a plainclothes force in the Napoleonic era and associated with the celebrated ex-convict Eugène-François Vidocq, professionalized undercover methods and informant networks. Convicts could be sent to the bagnes at Toulon or Brest, and recidivists confronted rigorous surveillance under the Code pénal of 1810. Balzac’s master-criminal Vautrin taps this milieu, blending charismatic leadership, knowledge of dossiers, and strategies of disguise. The novels’ prosecutorial offices, examining magistrates, and labyrinthine inquiries reflect legal procedures familiar to readers accustomed to high-profile cases and a growing crime press.

The social figure of the courtesan—provisioned by fashion, theater, and elite sociability—belongs to this moment’s sexual and economic order. Women’s civil status under the Napoleonic Code limited property control within marriage, while the economy of gifts, apartments, and contracts enabled certain independent trajectories through liaison. Medical-police debates about venereal disease and public order informed regulation, studied in Alexandre Parent-Duchâtelet’s 1836 work on prostitution in Paris. Balzac’s courtesans navigate these constraints and opportunities, interacting with tailors, jewellers, and carriage makers who serviced luxury. The novels register both the prestige and precarity attached to female beauty commodified in a market city.

Esther Happy draws upon religious and philanthropic currents that marked the Restoration and persisted into the July Monarchy. The Catholic revival, influenced by writers like Chateaubriand and networks of confraternities, sponsored initiatives for “rescuing” women from prostitution, including refuges and penitentiary houses supported by aristocratic donors. Parallel lay charities and municipal committees expanded after the 1832 cholera epidemic, which prompted new attention to urban misery. In this environment, narratives of repentance, guardianship, and moral reform carried social authority. The work positions personal transformation against an apparatus of surveillance and benevolence whose methods reflected contemporary debates about grace, discipline, and social hygiene.

What Love Costs an Old Man situates attachment within the calculus of a monetized society. The July Monarchy’s salon world—where financiers, deputies, and titled families mingled—turned intimacy into negotiation, mediated by dowries, settlements, and strategic generosity. Civil law shaped guardianship and marital property; the notarial deed became a central script of life. The press, reined in by the September Laws of 1835 yet still influential, circulated reputations that could be bought, defended, or destroyed. Balzac’s scenes of aging desire and youthful dependence illuminate how luxury trades, credit, and gossip converged to turn affection into expenditure, with consequences measured in ledgers as much as in feeling.

The End of Evil Ways resonates with intensified policing and moral regulation in the late 1830s and early 1840s. After episodes of conspiracy and uprisings—including the 1839 insurrection associated with Auguste Blanqui and Armand Barbès—authorities refined surveillance and cracked down on clandestine associations. The closing of gaming houses in 1837 pushed vice into more private, and more policed, spaces. Urban reforms of street lighting and patrols increased visibility without erasing the city’s hidden economies. The novel’s momentum through arrests, bargains, and betrayals reflects a climate where the state’s investigative reach pressed deeply into personal networks.

Vautrin’s Last Avatar engages anxieties about identity, clerical authority, and foreignness prevalent in the 1840s. The period saw intense debates over the role of religious orders, with public controversies surrounding the Jesuits and education in the mid-1840s. Across Europe, political upheavals—such as the First Carlist War in Spain (1833–1840)—sent exiles and adventurers through Paris. Disguise as ecclesiastic or diplomat played on readers’ familiarity with cosmopolitan imposture and the porousness of borders. Balzac uses these recognizable markers to stage moral and legal ambiguity, situating personal reinvention amid the crosscurrents of religion, politics, and migration.

Journalism and the book trade expanded dramatically, shaping characters who live by the pen or public opinion. Cheaper production—steam presses and, increasingly, stereotype plates—reduced costs, while advertisements and serialized fiction broadened audiences. New dailies and weeklies created markets for critics and pamphleteers, even as the 1835 press laws imposed deposits and fines. Bohemian circles emerged around cheap lodgings and cafés on the Right and Left Banks. Lucien de Rubempré’s literary ambitions intersect with this economy of reviews, theater notices, and publicity stunts, capturing how cultural capital could be minted—or squandered—in the bustling media ecosystem of Paris.

Health crises and social inquiry also shaped the frame. The 1832 cholera epidemic killed tens of thousands in France and over ten thousand in Paris, exposing stark inequalities and prompting civic philanthropy, hospital reforms, and sanitary policing. Statistical societies, medico-legal experts, and administrators compiled reports on poverty and vice, seeking to classify the city. The regulation of prostitution, the inspection of lodging houses, and the mapping of neighborhoods into moral “zones” entered public discourse. Balzac’s precise addresses, trades, and physiologies reflect this contemporary appetite for documentation, while showing how classification could be manipulated by those adept at crossing social boundaries.

Scandals in the 1840s fed perceptions of systemic corruption. The Teste–Cubières affair in 1847 revealed bribery at ministerial levels, fueling public cynicism toward the July Monarchy. Financial failures and court intrigues, widely reported in the press, sharpened critiques of a regime entangled with business interests. The later parts of Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life appeared against this backdrop of disillusion. Contracts, favors, and patronage are not mere plot devices but references to practices readers recognized in contemporary news, where official dignity and private profit often appeared disturbingly close.

Aristocracy and bourgeoisie, rivals since the Revolution, converged under Louis-Philippe. The indemnity to émigrés in 1825 and the survival of titles maintained noble prestige, while banking and industry generated new fortunes. Marriages of convenience and political alliances blended old names with new money. Balzac, a Legitimist by conviction, frequently set noble lineage against commercial prowess; in this collection, salons and offices become stages where coats of arms meet account books. The tension helps explain the fascination with courtesans, who move between worlds, translating culture and credit across class lines in a society still negotiating the meaning of distinction.

Economic cycles crest and crash across the period. The early railway boom, from the late 1830s into the 1840s, and the spread of the electric telegraph in the mid-1840s tightened the link between information and markets. Poor harvests in 1846, a financial crisis in 1847, and rising unemployment preceded the Revolution of 1848. These shocks undermined confidence in the “bourgeois monarchy.” While the final installment of the collection appeared in 1847, its preoccupation with liquidity, rumor, and sudden reversals echoes the volatility that would soon convulse Paris, giving the novels an almost anticipatory resonance for readers witnessing the collapse of a regime.

Balzac’s long project, La Comédie humaine, aimed at sociological scope before sociology existed as a discipline. He studied legal forms, commercial practices, and administrative hierarchies with documentary zeal, informed by his own legal training and business experiences. Scenes from a Courtesan’s Life benefits from this method: notarial acts, police files, and stock operations are described with procedural accuracy. Contemporary readers recognized streets, professions, and institutional routines, even as critics debated the moral implications of representing vice. The result is a historically grounded panorama in which private passions and public systems are inseparable components of modern life in Paris. The collection thus comments on its periods by embedding individual drama within structures of finance, law, and media. Later readers have approached it as both narrative and document—evidence of how a rapidly modernizing society produced new forms of power, visibility, and vulnerability. Its influence persisted across realist and naturalist fiction, and its portrayal of the entanglement of desire and capital remains a touchstone for interpreting nineteenth-century urban modernity.
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    Esther Happy
This opening movement follows a courtesan who seeks to reclaim a private life when an ardent love offers the possibility of renewal. As she tries to withdraw from the demimonde, hidden patrons, watchers, and social conventions tighten around her, setting the emotional and ethical stakes for the cycle. Balzac fuses intimate psychological scrutiny with a broad social canvas, probing how tenderness collides with reputation, money, and control.
What Love Costs an Old Man
An aging financier converts desire into expenditure, revealing how feeling in Paris can be tallied like any other investment. Schemes by rivals and protectors translate courtship into prices, debts, and calculated risks, entangling private passion with banking rooms and backstairs politics. The tone is mordant and analytical, highlighting Balzac’s preoccupation with the market’s power to price—and deform—human ties.
The End of Evil Ways
With intrigues laid, the narrative pivots to investigation and exposure as the machinery of law and order bears down on the players. Interrogations, surveillance, and competing testimonies force choices between survival and fidelity, reframing earlier romantic ideals in institutional light. The mood is grave and procedural, extending Balzac’s critique of a society where justice is strategic and truth negotiable.
Vautrin’s Last Avatar
The master tactician Vautrin returns in a new guise to orchestrate a final contest with the forces that police and profit from Parisian life. Disguises, staged revelations, and last-ditch bargains turn identity into theater, pressing every advantage in a closing game of power and self-definition. Balzac’s tone is baroque and ironic, drawing together themes of ambition, masquerade, and social surveillance to a hard-edged clarity without bluntly resolving every moral claim.
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    To His Highness

    Prince Alfonso Serafino di Porcia.
  


  
    Allow me to place your name at the beginning of an essentially

    Parisian work, thought out in your house during these latter days.

    Is it not natural that I should offer you the flowers of rhetoric

    that blossomed in your garden, watered with the regrets I suffered

    from home-sickness, which you soothed, as I wandered under the

    boschetti whose elms reminded me of the Champs-Elysees? Thus,

    perchance, may I expiate the crime of having dreamed of Paris

    under the shadow of the Duomo, of having longed for our muddy

    streets on the clean and elegant flagstones of Porta-Renza. When I

    have some book to publish which may be dedicated to a Milanese

    lady, I shall have the happiness of finding names already dear to

    your old Italian romancers among those of women whom we love, and

    to whose memory I would beg you to recall your sincerely

    affectionate
  


  
    DE BALZAC.

    July 1838.
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In 1824, at the last opera ball of the season, several masks were struck by the beauty of a youth who was wandering about the passages and greenroom with the air of a man in search of a woman kept at home by unexpected circumstances. The secret of this behavior, now dilatory and again hurried, is known only to old women and to certain experienced loungers. In this immense assembly the crowd does not trouble itself much to watch the crowd; each one’s interest is impassioned, and even idlers are preoccupied.

The young dandy was so much absorbed in his anxious quest that he did not observe his own success; he did not hear, he did not see the ironical exclamations of admiration, the genuine appreciation, the biting gibes, the soft invitations of some of the masks. Though he was so handsome as to rank among those exceptional persons who come to an opera ball in search of an adventure, and who expect it as confidently as men looked for a lucky coup at roulette in Frascati’s day, he seemed quite philosophically sure of his evening; he must be the hero of one of those mysteries with three actors which constitute an opera ball, and are known only to those who play a part in them; for, to young wives who come merely to say, “I have seen it,” to country people, to inexperienced youths, and to foreigners, the opera house must on those nights be the palace of fatigue and dulness. To these, that black swarm, slow and serried—coming, going, winding, turning, returning, mounting, descending, comparable only to ants on a pile of wood—is no more intelligible than the Bourse to a Breton peasant who has never heard of the Grand livre.

With a few rare exceptions, men wear no masks in Paris; a man in a domino is thought ridiculous. In this the spirit of the nation betrays itself. Men who want to hide their good fortune can enjoy the opera ball without going there; and masks who are absolutely compelled to go in come out again at once. One of the most amusing scenes is the crush at the doors produced as soon as the dancing begins, by the rush of persons getting away and struggling with those who are pushing in. So the men who wear masks are either jealous husbands who come to watch their wives, or husbands on the loose who do not wish to be watched by them—two situations equally ridiculous.

Now, our young man was followed, though he knew it not, by a man in a mask, dogging his steps, short and stout, with a rolling gait, like a barrel. To every one familiar with the opera this disguise betrayed a stock-broker, a banker, a lawyer, some citizen soul suspicious of infidelity. For in fact, in really high society, no one courts such humiliating proofs. Several masks had laughed as they pointed this preposterous figure out to each other; some had spoken to him, a few young men had made game of him, but his stolid manner showed entire contempt for these aimless shafts; he went on whither the young man led him, as a hunted wild boar goes on and pays no heed to the bullets whistling about his ears, or the dogs barking at his heels.

Though at first sight pleasure and anxiety wear the same livery—the noble black robe of Venice—and though all is confusion at an opera ball, the various circles composing Parisian society meet there, recognize, and watch each other. There are certain ideas so clear to the initiated that this scrawled medley of interests is as legible to them as any amusing novel. So, to these old hands, this man could not be here by appointment; he would infallibly have worn some token, red, white, or green, such as notifies a happy meeting previously agreed on. Was it a case of revenge?

Seeing the domino following so closely in the wake of a man apparently happy in an assignation, some of the gazers looked again at the handsome face, on which anticipation had set its divine halo. The youth was interesting; the longer he wandered, the more curiosity he excited. Everything about him proclaimed the habits of refined life. In obedience to a fatal law of the time we live in, there is not much difference, physical or moral, between the most elegant and best bred son of a duke and peer and this attractive youth, whom poverty had not long since held in its iron grip in the heart of Paris. Beauty and youth might cover him in deep gulfs, as in many a young man who longs to play a part in Paris without having the capital to support his pretensions, and who, day after day, risks all to win all, by sacrificing to the god who has most votaries in this royal city, namely, Chance. At the same time, his dress and manners were above reproach; he trod the classic floor of the opera house as one accustomed there. Who can have failed to observe that there, as in every zone in Paris, there is a manner of being which shows who you are, what you are doing, whence you come, and what you want?

“What a handsome young fellow; and here we may turn round to look at him,” said a mask, in whom accustomed eyes recognized a lady of position.

“Do you not remember him?” replied the man on whose arm she was leaning. “Madame du Chatelet introduced him to you——”

“What, is that the apothecary’s son she fancied herself in love with, who became a journalist, Mademoiselle Coralie’s lover?”

“I fancied he had fallen too low ever to pull himself up again, and I cannot understand how he can show himself again in the world of Paris,” said the Comte Sixte du Chatelet.

“He has the air of a prince,” the mask went on, “and it is not the actress he lived with who could give it to him. My cousin, who understood him, could not lick him into shape. I should like to know the mistress of this Sargine; tell me something about him that will enable me to mystify him.”

This couple, whispering as they watched the young man, became the object of study to the square-shouldered domino.

“Dear Monsieur Chardon,” said the Prefet of the Charente, taking the dandy’s hand, “allow me to introduce you to some one who wishes to renew acquaintance with you——”

“Dear Comte Chatelet,” replied the young man, “that lady taught me how ridiculous was the name by which you address me. A patent from the king has restored to me that of my mother’s family—the Rubempres. Although the fact has been announced in the papers, it relates to so unimportant a person that I need not blush to recall it to my friends, my enemies, and those who are neither——You may class yourself where you will, but I am sure you will not disapprove of a step to which I was advised by your wife when she was still only Madame de Bargeton.”

This neat retort, which made the Marquise smile, gave the Prefet of la Charente a nervous chill. “You may tell her,” Lucien went on, “that I now bear gules, a bull raging argent on a meadow vert.”

“Raging argent,” echoed Chatelet.

“Madame la Marquise will explain to you, if you do not know, why that old coat is a little better than the chamberlain’s key and Imperial gold bees which you bear on yours, to the great despair of Madame Chatelet, nee Negrepelisse d’Espard,” said Lucien quickly.

“Since you recognize me, I cannot puzzle you; and I could never tell you how much you puzzle me,” said the Marquise d’Espard, amazed at the coolness and impertinence to which the man had risen whom she had formerly despised.

“Then allow me, madame, to preserve my only chance of occupying your thoughts by remaining in that mysterious twilight,” said he, with the smile of a man who does not wish to risk assured happiness.

“I congratulate you on your changed fortunes,” said the Comte du Chatelet to Lucien.

“I take it as you offer it,” replied Lucien, bowing with much grace to the Marquise.

“What a coxcomb!” said the Count in an undertone to Madame d’Espard. “He has succeeded in winning an ancestry.”

“With these young men such coxcombry, when it is addressed to us, almost always implies some success in high places,” said the lady; “for with you older men it means ill-fortune. And I should very much like to know which of my grand lady friends has taken this fine bird under her patronage; then I might find the means of amusing myself this evening. My ticket, anonymously sent, is no doubt a bit of mischief planned by a rival and having something to do with this young man. His impertinence is to order; keep an eye on him. I will take the Duc de Navarrein’s arm. You will be able to find me again.”

Just as Madame d’Espard was about to address her cousin, the mysterious mask came between her and the Duke to whisper in her ear:

“Lucien loves you; he wrote the note. Your Prefet is his greatest foe; how can he speak in his presence?”

The stranger moved off, leaving Madame d’Espard a prey to a double surprise. The Marquise knew no one in the world who was capable of playing the part assumed by this mask; she suspected a snare, and went to sit down out of sight. The Comte Sixte du Chatelet—whom Lucien had abridged of his ambitious du with an emphasis that betrayed long meditated revenge—followed the handsome dandy, and presently met a young man to whom he thought he could speak without reserve.

“Well, Rastignac, have you seen Lucien? He has come out in a new skin.”

“If I were half as good looking as he is, I should be twice as rich,” replied the fine gentleman, in a light but meaning tone, expressive of keen raillery.

“No!” said the fat mask in his ear, repaying a thousand ironies in one by the accent he lent the monosyllable.

Rastignac, who was not the man to swallow an affront, stood as if struck by lightning, and allowed himself to be led into a recess by a grasp of iron which he could not shake off.

“You young cockerel, hatched in Mother Vauquer’s coop—you, whose heart failed you to clutch old Taillefer’s millions when the hardest part of the business was done—let me tell you, for your personal safety, that if you do not treat Lucien like the brother you love, you are in our power, while we are not in yours. Silence and submission! or I shall join your game and upset the skittles. Lucien de Rubempre is under the protection of the strongest power of the day—the Church. Choose between life and death—Answer.”

Rastignac felt giddy, like a man who has slept in a forest and wakes to see by his side a famishing lioness. He was frightened, and there was no one to see him; the boldest men yield to fear under such circumstances.

“No one but HE can know—or would dare——” he murmured to himself.

The mask clutched his hand tighter to prevent his finishing his sentence.

“Act as if I were he,” he said.

Rastignac then acted like a millionaire on the highroad with a brigand’s pistol at his head; he surrendered.

“My dear Count,” said he to du Chatelet, to whom he presently returned, “if you care for your position in life, treat Lucien de Rubempre as a man whom you will one day see holding a place far above where you stand.”

The mask made a imperceptible gesture of approbation, and went off in search of Lucien.

“My dear fellow, you have changed your opinion of him very suddenly,” replied the Prefet with justifiable surprise.

“As suddenly as men change who belong to the centre and vote with the right,” replied Rastignac to the Prefet-Depute, whose vote had for a few days failed to support the Ministry.

“Are there such things as opinions nowadays? There are only interests,” observed des Lupeaulx, who had heard them[1q]. “What is the case in point?”

“The case of the Sieur de Rubempre, whom Rastignac is setting up as a person of consequence,” said du Chatelet to the Secretary-General.

“My dear Count,” replied des Lupeaulx very seriously, “Monsieur de Rubempre is a young man of the highest merit, and has such good interest at his back that I should be delighted to renew my acquaintance with him.”

“There he is, rushing into the wasps’ nest of the rakes of the day,” said Rastignac.

The three speakers looked towards a corner where a group of recognized wits had gathered, men of more or less celebrity, and several men of fashion. These gentlemen made common stock of their jests, their remarks, and their scandal, trying to amuse themselves till something should amuse them. Among this strangely mingled party were some men with whom Lucien had had transactions, combining ostensibly kind offices with covert false dealing.

“Hallo! Lucien, my boy, why here we are patched up again—new stuffing and a new cover. Where have we come from? Have we mounted the high horse once more with little offerings from Florine’s boudoir? Bravo, old chap!” and Blondet released Finot to put his arm affectionately around Lucien and press him to his heart.

Andoche Finot was the proprietor of a review on which Lucien had worked for almost nothing, and to which Blondet gave the benefit of his collaboration, of the wisdom of his suggestions and the depth of his views. Finot and Blondet embodied Bertrand and Raton, with this difference—that la Fontaine’s cat at last showed that he knew himself to be duped, while Blondet, though he knew that he was being fleeced, still did all he could for Finot. This brilliant condottiere of the pen was, in fact, long to remain a slave. Finot hid a brutal strength of will under a heavy exterior, under polish of wit, as a laborer rubs his bread with garlic. He knew how to garner what he gleaned, ideas and crown-pieces alike, in the fields of the dissolute life led by men engaged in letters or in politics.

Blondet, for his sins, had placed his powers at the service of Finot’s vices and idleness. Always at war with necessity, he was one of the race of poverty-stricken and superior men who can do everything for the fortune of others and nothing for their own, Aladdins who let other men borrow their lamp. These excellent advisers have a clear and penetrating judgment so long as it is not distracted by personal interest. In them it is the head and not the arm that acts. Hence the looseness of their morality, and hence the reproach heaped upon them by inferior minds. Blondet would share his purse with a comrade he had affronted the day before; he would dine, drink, and sleep with one whom he would demolish on the morrow. His amusing paradoxes excused everything. Accepting the whole world as a jest, he did not want to be taken seriously; young, beloved, almost famous and contented, he did not devote himself, like Finot, to acquiring the fortune an old man needs.

The most difficult form of courage, perhaps, is that which Lucien needed at this moment to get rid of Blondet as he had just got rid of Madame d’Espard and Chatelet. In him, unfortunately, the joys of vanity hindered the exercise of pride—the basis, beyond doubt, of many great things. His vanity had triumphed in the previous encounter; he had shown himself as a rich man, happy and scornful, to two persons who had scorned him when he was poor and wretched. But how could a poet, like an old diplomate, run the gauntlet with two self-styled friends, who had welcomed him in misery, under whose roof he had slept in the worst of his troubles? Finot, Blondet, and he had groveled together; they had wallowed in such orgies as consume something more than money. Like soldiers who find no market for their courage, Lucien had just done what many men do in Paris: he had still further compromised his character by shaking Finot’s hand, and not rejecting Blondet’s affection.

Every man who has dabbled, or still dabbles, in journalism is under the painful necessity of bowing to men he despises, of smiling at his dearest foe, of compounding the foulest meanness, of soiling his fingers to pay his aggressors in their own coin. He becomes used to seeing evil done, and passing it over; he begins by condoning it, and ends by committing it. In the long run the soul, constantly strained by shameful and perpetual compromise, sinks lower, the spring of noble thoughts grows rusty, the hinges of familiarity wear easy, and turn of their own accord. Alceste becomes Philinte, natures lose their firmness, talents are perverted, faith in great deeds evaporates. The man who yearned to be proud of his work wastes himself in rubbishy articles which his conscience regards, sooner or later, as so many evil actions. He started, like Lousteau or Vernou, to be a great writer; he finds himself a feeble scrivener. Hence it is impossible to honor too highly men whose character stands as high as their talent—men like d’Arthez, who know how to walk surefooted across the reefs of literary life.

Lucien could make no reply to Blondet’s flattery; his wit had an irresistible charm for him, and he maintained the hold of the corrupter over his pupil; besides, he held a position in the world through his connection with the Comtesse de Montcornet.

“Has an uncle left you a fortune?” said Finot, laughing at him.

“Like you, I have marked some fools for cutting down,” replied Lucien in the same tone.

“Then Monsieur has a review—a newspaper of his own?” Andoche Finot retorted, with the impertinent presumption of a chief to a subordinate.

“I have something better,” replied Lucien, whose vanity, nettled by the assumed superiority of his editor, restored him to the sense of his new position.

“What is that, my dear boy?”

“I have a party.”

“There is a Lucien party?” said Vernou, smiling

“Finot, the boy has left you in the lurch; I told you he would. Lucien is a clever fellow, and you never were respectful to him. You used him as a hack. Repent, blockhead!” said Blondet.

Blondet, as sharp as a needle, could detect more than one secret in Lucien’s air and manner; while stroking him down, he contrived to tighten the curb. He meant to know the reasons of Lucien’s return to Paris, his projects, and his means of living.

“On your knees to a superiority you can never attain to, albeit you are Finot!” he went on. “Admit this gentleman forthwith to be one of the great men to whom the future belongs; he is one of us! So witty and so handsome, can he fail to succeed by your quibuscumque viis? Here he stands, in his good Milan armor, his strong sword half unsheathed, and his pennon flying!—Bless me, Lucien, where did you steal that smart waistcoat? Love alone can find such stuff as that. Have you an address? At this moment I am anxious to know where my friends are domiciled; I don’t know where to sleep. Finot has turned me out of doors for the night, under the vulgar pretext of ‘a lady in the case.’”

“My boy,” said Lucien, “I put into practice a motto by which you may secure a quiet life: Fuge, late, tace. I am off.”

“But I am not off till you pay me a sacred debt—that little supper, you know, heh?” said Blondet, who was rather too much given to good cheer, and got himself treated when he was out of funds.

“What supper?” asked Lucien with a little stamp of impatience.

“You don’t remember? In that I recognize my prosperous friend; he has lost his memory.”

“He knows what he owes us; I will go bail for his good heart,” said Finot, taking up Blondet’s joke.

“Rastignac,” said Blondet, taking the young dandy by the arm as he came up the room to the column where the so-called friends were standing. “There is a supper in the wind; you will join us—unless,” he added gravely, turning to Lucien, “Monsieur persists in ignoring a debt of honor. He can.”

“Monsieur de Rubempre is incapable of such a thing; I will answer for him,” said Rastignac, who never dreamed of a practical joke.

“And there is Bixiou, he will come too,” cried Blondet; “there is no fun without him. Without him champagne cloys my tongue, and I find everything insipid, even the pepper of satire.”

“My friends,” said Bixiou, “I see you have gathered round the wonder of the day. Our dear Lucien has revived the Metamorphoses of Ovid. Just as the gods used to turn into strange vegetables and other things to seduce the ladies, he has turned the Chardon (the Thistle) into a gentleman to bewitch—whom? Charles X.!—My dear boy,” he went on, holding Lucien by his coat button, “a journalist who apes the fine gentleman deserves rough music. In their place,” said the merciless jester, as he pointed to Finot and Vernou, “I should take you up in my society paper; you would bring in a hundred francs for ten columns of fun.”

“Bixiou,” said Blondet, “an Amphitryon is sacred for twenty-four hours before a feast and twelve hours after. Our illustrious friend is giving us a supper.”

“What then!” cried Bixiou; “what is more imperative than the duty of saving a great name from oblivion, of endowing the indigent aristocracy with a man of talent? Lucien, you enjoy the esteem of the press of which you were a distinguished ornament, and we will give you our support.—Finot, a paragraph in the ‘latest items’!—Blondet, a little butter on the fourth page of your paper!—We must advertise the appearance of one of the finest books of the age, l’Archer de Charles IX.! We will appeal to Dauriat to bring out as soon as possible les Marguerites, those divine sonnets by the French Petrarch! We must carry our friend through on the shield of stamped paper by which reputations are made and unmade.”

“If you want a supper,” said Lucien to Blondet, hoping to rid himself of this mob, which threatened to increase, “it seems to me that you need not work up hyperbole and parable to attack an old friend as if he were a booby. To-morrow night at Lointier’s——” he cried, seeing a woman come by, whom he rushed to meet.

“Oh! oh! oh!” said Bixiou on three notes, with a mocking glance, and seeming to recognize the mask to whom Lucien addressed himself. “This needs confirmation.”

He followed the handsome pair, got past them, examined them keenly, and came back, to the great satisfaction of all the envious crowd, who were eager to learn the source of Lucien’s change of fortune.

“Friends,” said Bixiou, “you have long known the goddess of the Sire de Rubempre’s fortune: She is des Lupeaulx’s former ‘rat.’”

A form of dissipation, now forgotten, but still customary at the beginning of this century, was the keeping of “rats.” The “rat”—a slang word that has become old-fashioned—was a girl of ten or twelve in the chorus of some theatre, more particularly at the opera, who was trained by young roues to vice and infamy. A “rat” was a sort of demon page, a tomboy who was forgiven a trick if it were but funny. The “rat” might take what she pleased; she was to be watched like a dangerous animal, and she brought an element of liveliness into life, like Scapin, Sganarelle, and Frontin in old-fashioned comedy. But a “rat” was too expensive; it made no return in honor, profit, or pleasure; the fashion of rats so completely went out, that in these days few people knew anything of this detail of fashionable life before the Restoration till certain writers took up the “rat” as a new subject.

“What! after having seen Coralie killed under him, Lucien means to rob us of La Torpille?” (the torpedo fish) said Blondet.

As he heard the name the brawny mask gave a significant start, which, though repressed, was understood by Rastignac.

“It is out of the question,” replied Finot; “La Torpille has not a sou to give away; Nathan tells me she borrowed a thousand francs of Florine.”

“Come, gentlemen, gentlemen!” said Rastignac, anxious to defend Lucien against so odious an imputation.

“Well,” cried Vernou, “is Coralie’s kept man likely to be so very particular?”

“Oh!” replied Bixiou, “those thousand francs prove to me that our friend Lucien lives with La Torpille——”

“What an irreparable loss to literature, science, art, and politics!” exclaimed Blondet. “La Torpille is the only common prostitute in whom I ever found the stuff for a superior courtesan; she has not been spoiled by education—she can neither read nor write, she would have understood us. We might have given to our era one of those magnificent Aspasias without which there can be no golden age. See how admirably Madame du Barry was suited to the eighteenth century, Ninon de l’Enclos to the seventeenth, Marion Delorme to the sixteenth, Imperia to the fifteenth, Flora to Republican Rome, which she made her heir, and which paid off the public debt with her fortune! What would Horace be without Lydia, Tibullus without Delia, Catullus without Lesbia, Propertius without Cynthia, Demetrius without Lamia, who is his glory at this day?”

“Blondet talking of Demetrius in the opera house seems to me rather too strong of the Debats,” said Bixiou in his neighbor’s ears.

“And where would the empire of the Caesars have been but for these queens?” Blondet went on; “Lais and Rhodope are Greece and Egypt. They all indeed are the poetry of the ages in which they lived. This poetry, which Napoleon lacked—for the Widow of his Great Army is a barrack jest, was not wanting to the Revolution; it had Madame Tallien! In these days there is certainly a throne to let in France which is for her who can fill it. We among us could make a queen. I should have given La Torpille an aunt, for her mother is too decidedly dead on the field of dishonor; du Tillet would have given her a mansion, Lousteau a carriage, Rastignac her footmen, des Lupeaulx a cook, Finot her hats”—Finot could not suppress a shrug at standing the point-blank fire of this epigram—“Vernou would have composed her advertisements, and Bixiou her repartees! The aristocracy would have come to enjoy themselves with our Ninon, where we would have got artists together, under pain of death by newspaper articles. Ninon the second would have been magnificently impertinent, overwhelming in luxury. She would have set up opinions. Some prohibited dramatic masterpiece should have been read in her drawing-room; it should have been written on purpose if necessary. She would not have been liberal; a courtesan is essentially monarchical. Oh, what a loss! She ought to have embraced her whole century, and she makes love with a little young man! Lucien will make a sort of hunting-dog of her.”

“None of the female powers of whom you speak ever trudged the streets,” said Finot, “and that pretty little ‘rat’ has rolled in the mire.”

“Like a lily-seed in the soil,” replied Vernou, “and she has improved in it and flowered. Hence her superiority. Must we not have known everything to be able to create the laughter and joy which are part of everything?”

“He is right,” said Lousteau, who had hitherto listened without speaking; “La Torpille can laugh and make others laugh. That gift of all great writers and great actors is proper to those who have investigated every social deep. At eighteen that girl had already known the greatest wealth, the most squalid misery—men of every degree. She bears about her a sort of magic wand by which she lets loose the brutal appetites so vehemently suppressed in men who still have a heart while occupied with politics or science, literature or art. There is not in Paris another woman who can say to the beast as she does: ‘Come out!’ And the beast leaves his lair and wallows in excesses. She feeds you up to the chin, she helps you to drink and smoke. In short, this woman is the salt of which Rabelais writes, which, thrown on matter, animates it and elevates it to the marvelous realms of art; her robe displays unimagined splendor, her fingers drop gems as her lips shed smiles; she gives the spirit of the occasion to every little thing; her chatter twinkles with bright sayings, she has the secret of the quaintest onomatopoeia, full of color, and giving color; she——”

“You are wasting five francs’ worth of copy,” said Bixiou, interrupting Lousteau. “La Torpille is something far better than all that; you have all been in love with her more or less, not one of you can say that she ever was his mistress. She can always command you; you will never command her. You may force your way in and ask her to do you a service——”

“Oh, she is more generous than a brigand chief who knows his business, and more devoted than the best of school-fellows,” said Blondet. “You may trust her with your purse or your secrets. But what made me choose her as queen is her Bourbon-like indifference for a fallen favorite.”

“She, like her mother, is much too dear,” said des Lupeaulx. “The handsome Dutch woman would have swallowed up the income of the Archbishop of Toledo; she ate two notaries out of house and home——”

“And kept Maxime de Trailles when he was a court page,” said Bixiou.

“La Torpille is too dear, as Raphael was, or Careme, or Taglioni, or Lawrence, or Boule, or any artist of genius is too dear,” said Blondet.

“Esther never looked so thoroughly a lady,” said Rastignac, pointing to the masked figure to whom Lucien had given his arm. “I will bet on its being Madame de Serizy.”

“Not a doubt of it,” cried du Chatelet, “and Monsieur du Rubempre’s fortune is accounted for.”

“Ah, the Church knows how to choose its Levites; what a sweet ambassador’s secretary he will make!” remarked des Lupeaulx.

“All the more so,” Rastignac went on, “because Lucien is a really clever fellow. These gentlemen have had proof of it more than once,” and he turned to Blondet, Finot, and Lousteau.

“Yes, the boy is cut out of the right stuff to get on,” said Lousteau, who was dying of jealousy. “And particularly because he has what we call independent ideas...”

“It is you who trained him,” said Vernou.

“Well,” replied Bixiou, looking at des Lupeaulx, “I trust to the memory of Monsieur the Secretary-General and Master of Appeals—that mask is La Torpille, and I will stand a supper on it.”

“I will hold the stakes,” said du Chatelet, curious to know the truth.

“Come, des Lupeaulx,” said Finot, “try to identify your rat’s ears.”

“There is no need for committing the crime of treason against a mask,” replied Bixiou. “La Torpille and Lucien must pass us as they go up the room again, and I pledge myself to prove that it is she.”

“So our friend Lucien has come above water once more,” said Nathan, joining the group. “I thought he had gone back to Angoumois for the rest of his days. Has he discovered some secret to ruin the English?”

“He has done what you will not do in a hurry,” retorted Rastignac; “he has paid up.”

The burly mask nodded in confirmation.

“A man who has sown his wild oats at his age puts himself out of court. He has no pluck; he puts money in the funds,” replied Nathan.

“Oh, that youngster will always be a fine gentleman, and will always have such lofty notions as will place him far above many men who think themselves his betters,” replied Rastignac.

At this moment journalists, dandies, and idlers were all examining the charming subject of their bet as horse-dealers examine a horse for sale. These connoisseurs, grown old in familiarity with every form of Parisian depravity, all men of superior talent each his own way, equally corrupt, equally corrupting, all given over to unbridled ambition, accustomed to assume and to guess everything, had their eyes centered on a masked woman, a woman whom no one else could identify. They, and certain habitual frequenters of the opera balls, could alone recognize under the long shroud of the black domino, the hood and falling ruff which make the wearer unrecognizable, the rounded form, the individuality of figure and gait, the sway of the waist, the carriage of the head—the most intangible trifles to ordinary eyes, but to them the easiest to discern.

In spite of this shapeless wrapper they could watch the most appealing of dramas, that of a woman inspired by a genuine passion. Were she La Torpille, the Duchesse de Maufrigneuse, or Madame de Serizy, on the lowest or highest rung of the social ladder, this woman was an exquisite creature, a flash from happy dreams. These old young men, like these young old men, felt so keen an emotion, that they envied Lucien the splendid privilege of working such a metamorphosis of a woman into a goddess. The mask was there as though she had been alone with Lucien; for that woman the thousand other persons did not exist, nor the evil and dust-laden atmosphere; no, she moved under the celestial vault of love, as Raphael’s Madonnas under their slender oval glory. She did not feel herself elbowed; the fire of her glance shot from the holes in her mask and sank into Lucien’s eyes; the thrill of her frame seemed to answer to every movement of her companion. Whence comes this flame that radiates from a woman in love and distinguishes her above all others? Whence that sylph-like lightness which seems to negative the laws of gravitation? Is the soul become ambient? Has happiness a physical effluence?

The ingenuousness of a girl, the graces of a child were discernible under the domino. Though they walked apart, these two beings suggested the figures of Flora and Zephyr as we see them grouped by the cleverest sculptors; but they were beyond sculpture, the greatest of the arts; Lucien and his pretty domino were more like the angels busied with flowers or birds, which Gian Bellini has placed beneath the effigies of the Virgin Mother. Lucien and this girl belonged to the realm of fancy, which is as far above art as cause is above effect.

When the domino, forgetful of everything, was within a yard of the group, Bixiou exclaimed:

“Esther!”

The unhappy girl turned her head quickly at hearing herself called, recognized the mischievous speaker, and bowed her head like a dying creature that has drawn its last breath.

A sharp laugh followed, and the group of men melted among the crowd like a knot of frightened field-rats whisking into their holes by the roadside. Rastignac alone went no further than was necessary, just to avoid making any show of shunning Lucien’s flashing eye. He could thus note two phases of distress equally deep though unconfessed; first, the hapless Torpille, stricken as by a lightning stroke, and then the inscrutable mask, the only one of the group who had remained. Esther murmured a word in Lucien’s ear just as her knees gave way, and Lucien, supporting her, led her away.

Rastignac watched the pretty pair, lost in meditation.

“How did she get her name of La Torpille?” asked a gloomy voice that struck to his vitals, for it was no longer disguised.

“He again—he has made his escape!” muttered Rastignac to himself.

“Be silent or I murder you,” replied the mask, changing his voice. “I am satisfied with you, you have kept your word, and there is more than one arm ready to serve you. Henceforth be as silent as the grave; but, before that, answer my question.”

“Well, the girl is such a witch that she could have magnetized the Emperor Napoleon; she could magnetize a man more difficult to influence—you yourself,” replied Rastignac, and he turned to go.

“One moment,” said the mask; “I will prove to you that you have never seen me anywhere.”

The speaker took his mask off; for a moment Rastignac hesitated, recognizing nothing of the hideous being he had known formerly at Madame Vauquer’s.

“The devil has enabled you to change in every particular, excepting your eyes, which it is impossible to forget,” said he.

The iron hand gripped his arm to enjoin eternal secrecy.

At three in the morning des Lupeaulx and Finot found the elegant Rastignac on the same spot, leaning against the column where the terrible mask had left him. Rastignac had confessed to himself; he had been at once priest and pentient, culprit and judge. He allowed himself to be led away to breakfast, and reached home perfectly tipsy, but taciturn.

The Rue de Langlade and the adjacent streets are a blot on the Palais Royal and the Rue de Rivoli. This portion of one of the handsomest quarters of Paris will long retain the stain of foulness left by the hillocks formed of the middens of old Paris, on which mills formerly stood. These narrow streets, dark and muddy, where such industries are carried on as care little for appearances wear at night an aspect of mystery full of contrasts. On coming from the well-lighted regions of the Rue Saint-Honore, the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs, and the Rue de Richelieu, where the crowd is constantly pushing, where glitter the masterpieces of industry, fashion, and art, every man to whom Paris by night is unknown would feel a sense of dread and melancholy, on finding himself in the labyrinth of little streets which lie round that blaze of light reflected even from the sky. Dense blackness is here, instead of floods of gaslight; a dim oil-lamp here and there sheds its doubtful and smoky gleam, and many blind alleys are not lighted at all. Foot passengers are few, and walk fast. The shops are shut, the few that are open are of a squalid kind; a dirty, unlighted wineshop, or a seller of underclothing and eau-de-Cologne. An unwholesome chill lays a clammy cloak over your shoulders. Few carriages drive past. There are sinister places here, especially the Rue de Langlade, the entrance to the Passage Saint-Guillaume, and the turnings of some streets.

The municipal council has not yet been to purge this vast lazar-place, for prostitution long since made it its headquarters. It is, perhaps, a good thing for Paris that these alleys should be allowed to preserve their filthy aspect. Passing through them by day, it is impossible to imagine what they become by night; they are pervaded by strange creatures of no known world; white, half-naked forms cling to the walls—the darkness is alive. Between the passenger and the wall a dress steals by—a dress that moves and speaks. Half-open doors suddenly shout with laughter. Words fall on the ear such as Rabelais speaks of as frozen and melting. Snatches of songs come up from the pavement. The noise is not vague; it means something. When it is hoarse it is a voice; but if it suggests a song, there is nothing human about it, it is more like a croak. Often you hear a sharp whistle, and then the tap of boot-heels has a peculiarly aggressive and mocking ring. This medley of things makes you giddy. Atmospheric conditions are reversed there—it is warm in winter and cool in summer.

Still, whatever the weather, this strange world always wears the same aspect; it is the fantastic world of Hoffmann of Berlin. The most mathematical of clerks never thinks of it as real, after returning through the straits that lead into decent streets, where there are passengers, shops, and taverns. Modern administration, or modern policy, more scornful or more shamefaced than the queens and kings of past ages, no longer dare look boldly in the face of this plague of our capitals. Measures, of course, must change with the times, and such as bear on individuals and on their liberty are a ticklish matter; still, we ought, perhaps, to show some breadth and boldness as to merely material measures—air, light, and construction. The moralist, the artist, and the sage administrator alike must regret the old wooden galleries of the Palais Royal, where the lambs were to be seen who will always be found where there are loungers; and is it not best that the loungers should go where they are to be found? What is the consequence? The gayest parts of the Boulevards, that delightfulest of promenades, are impossible in the evening for a family party. The police has failed to take advantage of the outlet afforded by some small streets to purge the main street.

The girl whom we have seen crushed by a word at the opera ball had been for the last month or two living in the Rue de Langlade, in a very poor-looking house. This structure, stuck on to the wall of an enormously large one, badly stuccoed, of no depth, and immensely high, has all its windows on the street, and bears some resemblance to a parrot’s perch. On each floor are two rooms, let as separate flats. There is a narrow staircase clinging to the wall, queerly lighted by windows which mark its ascent on the outer wall, each landing being indicated by a stink, one of the most odious peculiarities of Paris. The shop and entresol at that time were tenanted by a tinman; the landlord occupied the first floor; the four upper stories were rented by very decent working girls, who were treated by the portress and the proprietor with some consideration and an obligingness called forth by the difficulty of letting a house so oddly constructed and situated. The occupants of the quarter are accounted for by the existence there of many houses of the same character, for which trade has no use, and which can only be rented by the poorer kinds of industry, of a precarious or ignominious nature.

At three in the afternoon the portress, who had seen Mademoiselle Esther brought home half dead by a young man at two in the morning, had just held council with the young woman of the floor above, who, before setting out in a cab to join some party of pleasure, had expressed her uneasiness about Esther; she had not heard her move. Esther was, no doubt, still asleep, but this slumber seemed suspicious. The portress, alone in her cell, was regretting that she could not go to see what was happening on the fourth floor, where Mademoiselle Esther lodged.

Just as she had made up her mind to leave the tinman’s son in charge of her room, a sort of den in a recess on the entresol floor, a cab stopped at the door. A man stepped out, wrapped from head to foot in a cloak evidently intended to conceal his dress or his rank in life, and asked for Mademoiselle Esther. The portress at one felt relieved; this accounted for Esther’s silence and quietude. As the stranger mounted the stairs above the portress’ room, she noticed silver buckles in his shoes, and fancied she caught sight of the black fringe of a priest’s sash; she went downstairs and catechised the driver, who answered without speech, and again the woman understood.

The priest knocked, received no answer, heard a slight gasp, and forced the door open with a thrust of his shoulder; charity, no doubt lent him strength, but in any one else it would have been ascribed to practice. He rushed to the inner room, and there found poor Esther in front of an image of the Virgin in painted plaster, kneeling, or rather doubled up, on the floor, her hands folded. The girl was dying. A brazier of burnt charcoal told the tale of that dreadful morning. The domino cloak and hood were lying on the ground. The bed was undisturbed. The unhappy creature, stricken to the heart by a mortal thrust, had, no doubt, made all her arrangements on her return from the opera. A candle-wick, collapsed in the pool of grease that filled the candle-sconce, showed how completely her last meditations had absorbed her. A handkerchief soaked with tears proved the sincerity of the Magdalen’s despair, while her classic attitude was that of the irreligious courtesan. This abject repentance made the priest smile.

Esther, unskilled in dying, had left the door open, not thinking that the air of two rooms would need a larger amount of charcoal to make it suffocating; she was only stunned by the fumes; the fresh air from the staircase gradually restored her to a consciousness of her woes.

The priest remained standing, lost in gloomy meditation, without being touched by the girl’s divine beauty, watching her first movements as if she had been some animal. His eyes went from the crouching figure to the surrounding objects with evident indifference. He looked at the furniture in the room; the paved floor, red, polished, and cold, was poorly covered with a shabby carpet worn to the string. A little bedstead, of painted wood and old-fashioned shape, was hung with yellow cotton printed with red stars, one armchair and two small chairs, also of painted wood, and covered with the same cotton print of which the window-curtains were also made; a













































































































































































































    To Monsieur l’Abbe Carlos Herrera.



    “MY DEAR PROTECTOR,—Will you not suppose that gratitude is

    stronger in me than love, when you see that the first use I make

    of the power of expressing my thoughts is to thank you, instead of

    devoting it to pouring forth a passion that Lucien has perhaps

    forgotten. But to you, divine man, I can say what I should not

    dare to tell him, who, to my joy, still clings to earth.



    “Yesterday’s ceremony has filled me with treasures of grace, and I

    place my fate in your hands. Even if I must die far away from my

    beloved, I shall die purified like the Magdalen, and my soul will

    become to him the rival of his guardian angel. Can I ever forget

    yesterday’s festival? How could I wish to abdicate the glorious

    throne to which I was raised? Yesterday I washed away every stain

    in the waters of baptism, and received the Sacred Body of my

    Redeemer; I am become one of His tabernacles. At that moment I

    heard the songs of angels, I was more than a woman, born to a life

    of light amid the acclamations of the whole earth, admired by the

    world in a cloud of incense and prayers that were intoxicating,

    adorned like a virgin for the Heavenly Spouse.



    “Thus finding myself worthy of Lucien, which I had never hoped to

    be, I abjured impure love and vowed to walk only in the paths of

    virtue. If my flesh is weaker than my spirit, let it perish. Be

    the arbiter of my destiny; and if I die, tell Lucien that I died

    to him when I was born to God.”
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