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			Foreword

			We’re plunged from the start into the lowest depths of Paris-by-night, entering the tapis-franc, sinister low-life tavern on the Île de la Cité, the inner circle of Paris crime, prostitution, poverty, exploitation. Right away, we have a violent encounter of Slasher and Songbird, and the providential arrival of Rodolphe to rescue Songbird, alias Fleur-de-Marie, prostitute with a pure heart, who’s been tortured by her guardian, the Owl, imprisoned, and sold by the ogress. Slasher, Songbird, and Rodolphe then enter the tavern together, to trade stories (everyone in this novel has a story to tell), where they are served by the ogress and spied on by the arch-villain, the Schoolmaster.

			With this new complete English translation we can now summon up the joy felt by readers when on June 19, 1842, the newspaper Journal des Débats began publishing Les Mystères de Paris on the “ground floor”—the bottom quarter—of the front page. The novel held that place until October 15, 1843, unfolding over some sixteen months and 150 installments its breathless and lurid tale. It was certainly the runaway bestseller of nineteenth-century France, possibly the greatest bestseller of all time. It’s hard to estimate its readership, since each episode was read aloud, in village cafés and in workshops and offices throughout France. Diplomats were late to meetings, countesses were late to balls, because they had to catch up on the latest episode. It was a truly national experience, riveting in the way certain celebrity trials have been in our time, breathlessly maintained from one installment to the next in a manner we now know through the television serial. The novel was such a success that it saved the staid and respectable Journal des Débats from looming bankruptcy. The emergence of the mass-circulation newspaper in fact depended on the popular fiction it featured on page one.

			The novel of course triggered endless imitations and reworkings by others, in novels and stage melodramas: The Mysteries of London, The Mysteries of Naples, The Mysteries of Lisbon, The Mysteries of New York—the list goes on. Once the newspaper serialization was over, the ten volumes of the published book sold edition after edition. It made its author more than a celebrity: he became a hero to working-class French and their political leaders. He was elected to the National Assembly in 1850, after the Revolution of 1848 created a short-lived republic, and then suffered the suppression and pulping of his final novel, The Mysteries of the People, and exile from France when Emperor Napoléon III grabbed power and silenced all opposition.

			Sue, before The Mysteries of Paris, was the moderately successful author of seafaring tales and sentimental fiction. When he began The Mysteries of Paris, he had only a bare outline of the plot (any alert reader will guess that Rodolphe and Fleur-de-Marie will turn out to have some deep mysterious tie that calls them to each other) and let one episode lead him to the next, under the imperative of closing each installment at a cliff-hanging moment, followed by the sacramental “la suite à demain”: continued tomorrow. Since newspaper subscriptions renewed quarterly, the end of each quarter needed to stage a particularly dire moment. He began his exploration of low-life Paris largely from sensationalistic motives: this, as his fellow novelist and rival Balzac also understood, was colorful stuff. He might be accused of slumming, like his hero Rodolphe, but with less benevolent motives. But as he went on, particularly in creating Rigolette, the virtuous seamstress whose earnings are scarcely sufficient to keep her from dire poverty and the slide into prostitution, and the unfortunate jewel-cutter Morel, on whose family disaster after disaster accumulates, he began to deal with the realities of contemporary society. Reader reaction was intense, and it changed the course of the novel. The letters written to Sue demonstrate how he altered its themes and its scope as he began to discover that there was a true melodrama to the precarious existence of the working classes.

			Many readers wanted to see Sue’s characters as real: they wanted Rodolphe to help them; they wanted to rescue Morel. But other letters reached Sue from readers who had tales that mirrored those of Morel and Fleur-de-Marie, who recognized themselves in the excruciating circumstances Sue had created for his characters. Socialist reformers, too, began to bombard Sue with ideas and tracts, including serious sociological studies of the worker’s condition—this was a moment of several remarkable inquiries into economic and social destitution in France, into prostitution, its causes and management, into the underside of nascent capitalist wealth and expansion. Sue began responding by way of his novel, introducing such reformist schemes as a nationally organized pawnshop that would provide credit to the poor, public defenders for the accused, and a hospice for the children of convicts. A real dialogue developed, and by the time the novel drew to its close, Sue was ready to proclaim himself a socialist. Though Marx and Engels would ridicule the unscientific and utopian brand of socialism endorsed by Sue and those he inspired, and who in turn inspired him, for many The Mysteries of Paris was a gospel of humanitarianism.

			The Grand Duke Rodolphe of Gerolstein (this identity is mostly hidden when he’s out and about) travels in the underworld of Paris in search of opportunities to exercise his benevolence. He engages in “virtue policing” (a notion many readers thought should be instituted in the real world), rewarding those who deserve better than their fate, in a gesture of top-down charity. He finds his female counterpart in the society lady Clémence d’Harville, who comes to succor the prisoners at Saint-Lazare, where female thieves and prostitutes were locked up. This appears a bit condescending at first, but a contemporary reviewer of the novel caught the importance of what was going on: “Up till now, the novel, almost exclusively lordly, had kept proudly to the social summits, not deigning to look down. . . . This is the first time that it has penetrated so deeply into the miseries of the people; it is the first time that it has stirred up so profoundly the social slime, and that it has descended into these somber abysses where human suffering seems forever cast away from the pity of man and the justice of God.” Rarely has a novel had such an impact.

			The pleasures awaiting the reader of The Mysteries of Paris are multiple and varied. Sue has created a rich cast of characters, from the villainous to the virtuous, and he manages their entries and exits expertly, interweaving five or six different plotlines in order to maintain suspense and keep the reading experience one of high tension. His characters act out their psychic lives in the heightened words and gestures of melodrama. Writing in France, he can permit himself a dose of the erotic that was unavailable to English novelists such as Dickens or Wilkie Collins or Mary Braddon. The plot that uses the creole Cecily to put an end to the malefactions of the evil notary Jacques Ferrand is masterfully over the top. The taming of the fierce She-Wolf touches on questions of female sexuality unaddressed by more decorous novelists. Rodolphe’s attempt to re-virginize Fleur-de-Marie is a more complex matter that evokes all the ambivalences of male understandings of women and their bodies. Sue, you might say, earns his melodramatic presentation of reality by bringing to light emotions and issues often repressed, in reality and in more self-censoring novels.

			Sue’s message was all the more important because the Journal des Débats was politically moderate and pro-government. He gave voice to truths about the social order that may have been dimly known but were not acknowledged. Well before Victor Hugo focused his long-standing social concern in Les Misérables, Sue asks us to pay attention. Joseph Conrad famously wrote that the task of the novelist is “by the power of the written word, to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see.” Sue does that, and he keeps you highly entertained along the way.

			PETER BROOKS

		

	
		
			Translators’ Introduction

			Eugène Sue’s Les Mystères de Paris appeared in serial form for the first time between 1842 and 1843 in the Journal des Débats. It was translated in England in 1843, and twice in the same year, in two different versions, in the United States. The novel was wildly successful on both sides of the Atlantic, and in the years following its publication it was imitated by numerous authors around the world, including George Reynolds and Ned Buntline, whose Mysteries of London and Mysteries and Miseries of New York, respectively, came also to dominate the popular literary market.

			All three of the 1843 translations have considerable shortcomings and inaccuracies. None of the translations have been available in book form since the early twentieth century (all current e-book translations reproduce the British translation, which is characterized by significant omissions). It is thus unsurprising that the novel itself is only very slightly known to the English-reading public, despite its international success in the nineteenth century and its ongoing importance for French literary and historical studies. Indeed, it is probably not going too far to say that The Mysteries of Paris is the most important work of nineteenth-century French fiction that is virtually unread in English.

			The lack of a readable translation thus poses a serious challenge to scholarship—the novel is surely as significant, in French social and cultural history, at least, as Les Misérables, on which it had a profound influence—but it also deprives the many readers who enjoy nineteenth-century melodrama of a genuine source of pleasure. In France, contemporary readers have no such trouble purchasing the novel, as it is available in several editions. The two French film adaptations of the novel that have appeared since the silent period, along with one French television serial, also testify to its ongoing popularity.

			It is our hope that this new translation will serve to introduce contemporary English-speaking readers to Sue’s work. There are, we think, three problems that hampered nineteenth-century translations of The Mysteries of Paris and that, in contrast to the case of nineteenth-century translations of Dumas, for instance (which are sometimes equally faulty and which are nevertheless still in circulation), have hampered the novel’s reception in English. The first problem for the translator, peculiar to this novel, is its inclusion of a criminal argot, a specialized thieves’ slang that Sue did not expect his contemporary readers to understand. The second difficulty for Sue’s translators is the more common problem of translating the tone of voice, ranging from the sententious to the flippantly casual, of various characters. While the translation of tone will always pose a challenge to translation, Sue’s novel is particularly rich in dialogue that operates at several different levels of speech. Sue’s diverse registers of tone and terminology frequently bump up against each other, and many of the text’s comic and melodramatic effects depend, for better or worse, on capturing such differences. Finally, recognizing the continuing popularity of Victorian melodramatic fiction—not merely of works by Dickens, but of those by Collins and Braddon, as well—the translator needs to find a way to render Sue’s melodramatic narrative voice that, while not making it falsely contemporary or masking any of the frequently dated and awkward narrative intrusions, makes it at least as accessible to current readers as the voices of these Victorian writers.

			The problem of translating the criminal argot in the book may be described in terms of Walter Benjamin’s distinction, in “The Task of the Translator,” between “the intended object” and “the mode of intention”—or, in less phenomenological language, between what a sentence means and how it means it. One might think that translating the seemingly artless prose of The Mysteries of Paris would present much less of the problem of translating mode of intention than, say, translating a novel by Flaubert, but Sue’s use of criminal argot makes the problem of mode of intention quite pointed. For as we’ve mentioned above, numerous phrases in the novel are clearly intended not to be understood by the average French reader. We know this, first of all, because these phrases are themselves translated into conventional French in the footnotes Sue himself supplied within the original text; and second, because Sue makes a point of announcing, in the opening of the novel, that this language will not be understood by the uninitiated. Thus, the narrator tells us, “These men have their own moral code, their own women, their own language—a mysterious language, full of morbid imagery and metaphors steeped in blood. And like savages, these individuals generally refer to themselves by nicknames that derive from their energy or cruelty, or from particular physical strengths or deformities.”

			With regard to the translation of nicknames, the mandate of this passage is fairly clear. The “savages” Sue references here refer to characters in the works of James Fenimore Cooper. In keeping with Cooper’s “translations” of the names of his characters, we have translated almost all nicknames from French to English. Le Chourineur thus becomes “the Slasher,” and la Chouette is translated as “the Owl.” Occasionally, however, a nickname is more suggestive than strictly referential, even in the original French. A literal translation of Pique Vinaigre, for instance, would be “Vinegar Bite” or “Vinegar Sting.” As we are told, the character had earned his nickname because “he was endowed . . . with a great wealth of irony, which had won him his nickname, as his witticisms were often sardonic or humorous.” His nickname derives, accordingly, from something like a stinging sense of humor. We have called this character “Bitters”; this is not a literal translation, obviously, but one that captures the meaning of the name with a metaphor in English that suggests something with a bite. Alas, not all nicknames sound felicitous when translated literally into English, but leaving them untranslated would be the same as leaving “Pathfinder” or “Hawkeye” untranslated into French if one were translating Fenimore Cooper.

			In the case of the footnoted criminal argot, our choices were less straightforward. One possibility, sometimes employed in the nineteenth-century translations, would be to leave the words in French (since French speakers wouldn’t have understood them anyway) and to translate the footnotes. Another option was to translate the footnotes directly into the text—that is, we could remove the footnotes altogether and provide the translation of the strange term in the text, as if it had not been footnoted to begin with. We rejected the second approach since it would have stripped the novel entirely of its peculiar quality of hosting a mysterious and unfamiliar language within it. And we never really considered the first solution: what Benjamin calls the mode of intention, the way the meaning is expressed, is part of the meaning, since the fact that “these men” speak a language special to them is part of who they are. Moreover, many of the slang expressions, although presumably unfamiliar to Sue’s original French readership, do nonetheless turn out to have metaphorical significance that warrants translation, just like the nicknames. Our solution was to find—and sometimes, to invent—slang terms in English that retained, as much as possible, the implications of the French argot, all the while identifiably functioning as elements in a criminal language.

			The passage in which the Schoolmaster threatens Rodolphe with a knife offers an example of the problem we faced of maintaining a metaphor. In this scene, Rodolphe answers him dismissively (here, rendered more or less literally), “Put your larding needle away. There are no chickens here to lard. I’m an old rooster and I have spurs.” The problem in this case is that not only do American cooks no longer have larding needles in their kitchens—since American meat and fowl is already too fatty to need larding—but also that “larding needle” hardly seems tough-guy talk in English. We could have translated it as “toothpick,” but then we would have lost Rodolphe’s metaphorical extension of the slang into the realm of chickens and old roosters. Drawing on the word “pigsticker,” we have invented the term “chicken sticker” to carry the dismissive element of lardoir, which also allows Rodolphe to draw out the metaphor with his claim about chickens, roosters, and spurs.

			The word lardoir, however, is still understandable to a French speaker. The most daunting challenge for us in translating The Mysteries of Paris occurred when we were faced with phrases we knew to be incomprehensible in standard French. The problem is particularly evident in one scene that involves a character using argot that another noncriminal character does not understand, thereby leading to a discussion of the argot and making the mode of intention part of the referential meaning. In that scene, the character known as the Slasher is talking to Tom, an upper-class foreigner, who nevertheless speaks standard French perfectly. Tom is visiting the Île de la Cité, the neighborhood in which the novel’s criminal characters are concentrated, in search of Rodolphe. In the course of the conversation, the name of another criminal, Red-Arm, comes up. Tom asks who Red-Arm is and the Slasher answers that he “pastiquait les maltouzes.” The phrase means that he sells contraband, but this meaning is clear only to one who understands the criminal argot. If we translated the Slasher’s first phrase into standard French directly—saying, simply, that Red-Arm sells contraband—it would make no sense when Tom tells the Slasher that he cannot understand him. And since the Slasher then translates the phrase into conventional French in the text to explain to Tom what he has said, the exchange would become meaningless. To put it plainly: the Slasher would tell Tom that Red-Arm sells contraband, Tom would ask what it means “to sell contraband,” and the Slasher would answer that it means “to sell contraband.” The usual etymology offered by slang dictionaries for the phrase pastiquer les maltouzes speculates that maltouze comes from maltôte, a tax, and pastiquer means “to pass by.” But had we resorted exclusively to using this etymology, we would only have arrived back at a self-evidently meaningful phrase—and lost the metaphor. But maltouze also derives, according to the French slang dictionaries, from malle, a valise or packing trunk. With this meaning as our inspiration, we invented “he fakes packing trunks,” a phrase neither self-evidently meaningful in English nor, once translated, utterly meaningless. Occasionally, as an alternative, we translated the criminal into actual English slang, an approach that often required the same sort of annotation as Sue provided his own readers. Hence, “beak” for “judge,” and “onion” for “pocketwatch.”

			Translating the different levels of slang, formality, jauntiness, high melodramatic sentiment, low comedy, etc., in the dialogue calls for less special comment. A translator of Zola’s L’Assommoir, with its narrative constructed from the free indirect discourse of its working-class characters, surely has an equally difficult task in this regard. But there is more slang, perhaps, in Sue, and more disparity from register to register. Furthermore, the clashes in genre, tone, and language occur in the service of various narrative effects, which need preservation. The dialogue between the comic couple of Madame and Monsieur Pipelet, for instance, in which Madame Pipelet sounds like a kindhearted lower-class shopkeeper from a Warner Bros. crime movie and her husband speaks with the perpetually aggrieved formality of Oliver Hardy, demands some effort from the translator who wishes to preserve even the fairly broad comic effects those interchanges mean to achieve.

			Capturing an author’s narrative voice is perhaps both the most significant part of any translation and the part about which little may be said beyond the translation itself. Nineteenth-century translations from French into English—and not just of Sue—frequently have a tone of quaintness that must have sounded marked even to nineteenth-century English ears. Sue’s narrative voice had the easy moral judgment, the range of historical and intellectual reference (however inaccurate it might have been), and the melodramatic sentiment familiar to English readers of Anthony Trollope, Thomas Hardy, Wilkie Collins, and Charles Dickens. In this translation, our goal has been neither to make Sue sound like our contemporary nor to make him sound like a resurrected artifact; our intention has been to give this novel the opportunity to appear before English readers as it now does to contemporary French readers: a novel not only important for its historical and literary influence, but one that remains compulsively readable.

			Footnotes in the text that are by Sue are so noted as [SN]. We have annotated references we expect not to be familiar to contemporary American and English readers, and these footnotes are marked as translators’ notes [TN].

			CAROLYN BETENSKY

			JONATHAN LOESBERG

		

	
		
			BOOK I

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			THE JOINT

			In the slang of murderers and thieves, a “joint” is the lowest sort of drinking establishment. Ex-cons, called “ogres,” generally run these taverns; or, when it is an equally debased woman, she is known as an “ogress.” Serving the scum of Paris, inns of this variety are packed with freed convicts, swindlers, thieves, and assassins. Whenever a crime has been committed, the police first cast their nets in this mire, so to speak. And here they almost always find their man.

			This opening should alert readers to the sinister scenes that await them. If they proceed, they will find themselves in strange places, foul urban abscesses that teem with criminals as terrifying and revolting as swamp creatures.

			We have all read the legendary work of the American Walter Scott, James Fenimore Cooper, whose pages describe the brutal ways of savages, their quaint and poetic language, the countless tricks they use to pursue or flee their enemies. Their readers tremble for the welfare of colonists and town-dwellers when they consider how they are surrounded by these wild tribes whose bloody ways mark them off from all things civilized. For our own readers, we are going to attempt to depict some episodes from the lives of French savages who are as far removed from civilization as the Indians Cooper so vividly depicts. And these barbarians are all around us. We will spend time with them in the dens in which they get together to plan murders and robberies, in the holes where they divvy up their victims’ spoils among themselves.

			These men have their own morality, their own women, their own language—a mysterious language, full of morbid imagery and metaphors steeped in blood. And like savages, these individuals generally refer to each other by nicknames that derive from their energy or cruelty, or from particular physical strengths or deformities.

			We will approach some of the scenes of this story with the utmost caution. First of all, we fear being accused of seeking out only the basest, most repellent episodes. But even if they accept the setting, some readers may consider us unequal to the task of representing such unusual behaviors with accuracy and vigor. Indeed, while writing some of these passages, we have almost frightened ourselves. At times, our hearts have stopped beating. We have felt what we would call the pain of anxiety—the anxiety that stems from the fear of looking ridiculously presumptuous.

			When we reflect that perhaps our readers might feel the same repulsion, we have wondered whether perhaps it might be best to turn back from the path we have taken. And, to some extent, we still have our doubts. If we had not felt that the story you are about to read needed so urgently to be heard, we would have regretted placing it in such shocking surroundings. In the end, we rely on the fearful curiosity that terrible spectacles sometimes elicit. In addition, we believe in the power of contrasts. It is perhaps a good idea to make certain characters, existences, and faces speak, in a work of art, in all their grimness, energy, and even crudeness. Such representations of evil might serve to repulse the reader and propel him toward experiences of a completely different kind.

			Thus forewarned, readers may wish to follow us on the journey we are inviting them to take among the denizens of the infernal race that fills our prisons and whose blood stains the scaffolds. We do not doubt this investigation will be new for them. Let us reassure our readers that once they begin this story, with each step on its way, the air becomes purer.

			On a rainy, cold evening on the thirteenth of December 1838, a sturdy-looking man in a shabby worker’s shirt crossed the Pont au Change and entered the Cité, that maze of obscure, narrow, twisted streets that stretches from the Palais de Justice to the Cathedral of Notre-Dame.

			Despite the fact that it is kept under strict surveillance, the area around the Palais de Justice serves nonetheless as safe haven and meeting place for the evildoers of Paris. Is it not odd that an irresistible attraction tends to lure criminals toward the very tribunal that will eventually condemn them to prison, the galleys, or the gallows?

			On this particular night, the wind was blowing fiercely through the alleys of the gloomy quarter. Buffeted by its gusts, streetlamps projected their weak gleam upon streams of blackish water running down the muddy cobblestones. Mud-colored houses were studded here and there with the odd window with no glass in it, usually surrounded by a worm-eaten frame. One dark, pestilential alley led to another one that was still darker and more diseased. They were connected by stairways so steep that one could barely climb them, even with the help of the ropes attached by iron clamps to the fetid walls.

			The ground floor of some of these houses was occupied by the storefronts of colliers, tripe vendors, and retailers of bad meat. Despite the poor quality of these commodities, iron bars covered the fronts of almost all of these miserable shops. Such was the mistrust the shopkeepers harbored toward the bold thieves of the quarter.

			The man of whom we speak slowed his pace considerably as he turned onto rue aux Fèves, at the center of the Cité. He felt himself on home ground.

			The night was dark, the rain falling in torrents. Strong gusts of wind and rain whipped at the walls. In the distance, the clock of the Palais de Justice chimed ten. Sheltered under awnings deep and dark as caverns, women sang refrains of popular songs in soft voices. The man of whom we were speaking clearly recognized one of these creatures. Stopping abruptly in front of her, he took hold of her arm.

			“Good evening, Slasher.”

			This man, an ex-con, had been given this moniker in prison.

			“Hey, Songbird,” said the man in the worker’s shirt. “Stand me a drink, or I’ll make you dance to the music!”

			“I don’t have any money,” replied the girl, trembling. This man terrified everyone in the neighborhood.

			“If you have holes in your pockets, go ask the ogress at the joint to lend you some as an advance on your pretty mug.”

			“Good Lord! I owe her already for the shirt on my back.”

			“So you talk back, now?” the Slasher shouted. In the dark, out of nowhere, he gave her such a blow that she cried out in pain. “That’s nothing, my girl. That’s just to give you fair warning.”

			No sooner had the thug uttered these words than he let out a bloodcurdling curse: “My wing’s slashed! You’ve scratched me with your scissors.”

			Furious, he lunged after Songbird in the dark alley.

			“Keep away from me, or I’ll cut your lights with my clippers,” she said in a confident voice. “Why did you hit me? I didn’t do anything to you.”

			“I’ll tell you,” returned the bandit as he groped around in the dark. “Ah! I’ve got you! And you’re going to dance to that music now!” he added, grabbing her tiny, frail wrist in his large, strong hands.

			“No: you’re the one who will be dancing!” said a man in a deep voice.

			“A man! Is that you, Red-Arm? Answer me already and stop holding me so tight. This is the alley by your house. It must be you.”

			“I am not Red-Arm,” said the voice.

			“Good, because he’s no friend of mine. There’s going to be some blood spilled around here,” said the Slasher. “But who owns this little paw I’ve got ahold of?”

			“Here’s the other one.” Under the delicate and soft skin of the hand that had just seized him brusquely by the neck, the Slasher could feel nerves and muscles of steel.

			Songbird was hiding deep in the alley. She had nimbly climbed up several steps in the stairway; she stopped for a moment and called out her thanks to her unknown savior: “Thank you, sir, for helping me. The Slasher had been beating me because I didn’t want to pay for his liquor. I got some of my own back, but I couldn’t do much against him with my little scissors. Now that I’m safe, let him be. Be careful—it’s the Slasher you’re dealing with!” It was clear that this man inspired her with overwhelming fear. “Didn’t you hear me? Don’t you understand? I’m telling you that he’s the Slasher!” repeated Songbird.

			“Well, I don’t get the chills so easily,” said the stranger.

			Then all was silent. For a few seconds the sounds of a mortal struggle could be heard. “Do you want me to beat you to a pulp?” asked the Slasher, making a violent effort to rid himself of this adversary, whom he found surprisingly strong. “Good, good. I’ll make you pay for Songbird and for yourself, too,” he added, gnashing his teeth.

			“I’ll give you back your change with my fists,” answered the stranger.

			“Hands off my tie or I’ll bite your nose off,” stammered the Slasher, gasping for air.

			“My nose is too small for that, my good man, and you can hardly see it.”

			“All right. Let’s go under the streetlamp.”

			“Let’s go,” responded the man. “Let’s look each other in the eye.” He threw himself upon the Slasher, whom he had still in his tight grip. He shoved him toward the opening of the alley and then pushed him violently into the street, barely lit by the glow of the streetlamp.

			The bandit stumbled, but immediately regaining his balance, he jumped in fury upon the stranger, whose lithe, slight figure held no hint of the incredible strength he possessed.

			Although the Slasher was athletic and highly skilled at savate,* he had met his master, as they say. The stranger hooked his leg around him (effectively tripping him) and, with remarkable dexterity, flipped him over twice. Not ready to admit the superiority of his opponent, the Slasher charged again, bellowing with anger. At this point, Songbird’s defender, abruptly changing his approach, showered the Slasher’s head with a hail of blows that fell on him as brutally as if they were dealt with an iron gauntlet.

			These blows, worthy of the envy and admiration of Jack Turner, one of the most celebrated boxers of London, were so much more forceful than the parries of the ordinary street fight that the Slasher was doubly stunned. For the third time now, he fell like an ox on the cobblestones, muttering, “My goose is cooked.”

			“If he gives up, don’t kill him! Have mercy on him!” cried Songbird, who had ventured during this battle toward the entrance to the alley of Red-Arm’s house. Then she asked, in astonishment, “Who are you, anyway? Besides the Schoolmaster, there’s no one from rue Saint-Éloi to Notre-Dame who can beat the Slasher. I must thank you, sir. Alas! If not for you, he would have knocked my brains out.”

			Instead of answering the young woman, the stranger listened attentively to her voice. Never had he heard a voice so soft, so delicate, so silvery; he tried to make out her features, but he could not see her in the darkness. The light of the streetlamp was too dim.

			After remaining still for a few minutes, the Slasher began to move his legs and arms. Finally, he sat up.

			“Be careful!” shouted Songbird, retreating again down the alley and taking her protector by the arm. “Watch out! He may want to get back at you!”

			“Don’t worry, my girl—if he wants another piece of me, I have more to give him.”

			The hoodlum heard these words. “I’ve had crab apples enough. I’ve had my fill for today and don’t need more to eat,” he said to his opponent. “Another time, who knows? If I find you . . .”

			“You’re not satisfied, then, with what you’ve gotten? Are you complaining?” asked the man in a menacing tone. “Have I cheated you of something?”

			“No, no, I’m not complaining. You’re the kid with all the trumps,” he said with the surly but grudging respect that physical strength always brings out in this kind of man. “You beat me, and other than the Schoolmaster, who can eat three Hercules for lunch, no one has ever been able to boast of putting his foot on my neck.”

			“So, then?”

			“So, then, I’ve met my master—that’s that. You’ll meet yours one of these days. Everyone meets his master someday. If not down here, you always have the big guy up in heaven there to deal with, as the priests say. The only thing I know for sure is that now that you’ve beaten the Slasher, you can sow your wild oats where you want in the Cité. All the ladies of the night will be your slaves; all the ogres in the dives will let you drink on credit. But who are you, anyway? You speak the lingo like one of us. If you’re a thief, I don’t want anything to do with you. I’ve stabbed people, it’s true; when the blood comes into my head, I see red, and I have to strike someone. But I’ve put in fifteen years in the galleys to pay for my slashing. I’ve done my time, I don’t owe anything anymore to any beaks,* and I’ve never stolen anything—just ask Songbird,” he said.

			“It’s true. He’s not a thief,” she agreed.

			“So let’s go and get ourselves a drink, and you’ll find out who I am,” said the stranger. “Let’s go—no hard feelings.”

			“You’re a decent fellow. You’re my master, I admit it. You sure know how to use those fists. Especially that storm of punches at the end there—thunder and lightning raining down on my head. I’ve never seen anything like it. You were hammering away at me like a forge. It’s a whole new game—you’ll have to teach me how to do that.”

			“I’ll do it again whenever you like,” said the stranger.

			“No, not on me, thanks—I’ve had enough. I’ve seen enough stars. But do you know Red-Arm, whose alley you were in a moment ago?”

			“Red-Arm!” said the stranger in puzzlement. “I don’t understand. Is he the only one living there?”

			“You’ve got it, my boy. He has his reasons for not liking neighbors around,” said the Slasher with a knowing grin.

			“So much the better for him, then,” said the stranger, who seemed uninterested in pursuing this line of conversation. “I don’t know Red-Arms from Black-Arms. I was just looking for shelter from the rain when I entered that alley. You wanted to beat this poor girl, I beat you up, and that’s all there is to it.”

			“That’s fine—it’s none of my business. People who need Red-Arm’s services don’t go shouting it about. We don’t have to talk about it anymore.”

			Then, turning to Songbird, he said, “Well, you’re a good girl. I give you a pounding, you give me a jab with your scissors. That’s how it goes. The thing you did that was really nice tonight was that you didn’t tell this crazy guy to keep on walloping me after I’d had enough. Come have a drink with us! This guy’s paying. While we’re at it,” he said, turning to the stranger, “what would you say if we had a bite at the White Rabbit instead of just drinking?”

			“Fair enough. I’ll pay for dinner. Want to come, Songbird?” asked the stranger.

			“I was hungry before,” she answered, “but after watching you two pummel each other, I got sick to my stomach and lost my appetite.”

			“Come on! Eating will bring your appetite back,” said the Slasher. “The food’s great at the White Rabbit.”

			Now in perfect agreement, the three made their way over to the tavern together.

			During the fight between the Slasher and the stranger, a huge collier, hiding in another alley, had been watching the course of the battle anxiously, without, as far as anyone could tell, giving the least help to either side. This man followed the stranger, the Slasher, and Songbird toward the tavern.

			The ruffian and Songbird entered the tavern first. The stranger was walking behind them, when the collier came up to him and said to him, in English, in a quiet and respectfully disapproving tone, “Take care, my lord!”

			The stranger shrugged his shoulders and rejoined his companions. The collier stayed close to the door of the establishment. Listening carefully, he looked from time to time through a little hole in the thick coat of whitewash that always covers the insides of the windows of such places.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			THE OGRESS

			The White Rabbit Inn is about halfway down rue aux Fèves. This tavern occupies the ground floor of a tall house whose facade has two windows in what is called guillotine-style. Over the door of a dark, vaulted alley hangs an oblong lantern. On its cracked glass, in red letters, are the words “Rooms for the Night Here.” The Slasher, the stranger, and Songbird entered the tavern. The inn was a large, low room, with a smoky ceiling, crisscrossed with black beams. A decrepit oil lamp suffused the place with a reddish glow. The patched-up, whitewashed walls had vulgar drawings on them in places, as well as bits of wisdom written in thieves’ jargon. The battered, saltpetered floor was caked with mud. An armful of straw was strewn to function as a carpet below the ogress’s counter, which was situated to the right of the door, under the oil lamp. On each side of this room, there were six tables. They were attached to the wall at one end, as were their accompanying benches. At the back of the room was a door to the kitchen. To the right, next to the counter, was an exit to an alley that led to the ratty rooms where one could sleep for three sous a night.

			But now, a few words about the ogress and her guests. Her name was Old Lady Ponisse. She had three professions: innkeeper, cabaret proprietor, and renter of clothing to the wretched souls who swarmed the streets of the foul quarter. She was about forty years old; tall, strong, stout, and ruddy, with a slight beard. Her husky, masculine voice, massive arms, and large hands all proclaimed her unusual strength. On her bonnet she wore an old red and yellow scarf. A rabbit’s-hair shawl covered her torso and was knotted in back. Her green wool dress left visible her black clogs, which her foot-warmer had frequently singed. She had a coppery complexion that had been enflamed by her long abuse of hard drink.

			The lead-surfaced counter had jugs with iron hoops and tin measuring cups on it. On a little table attached to the wall were several glass flasks shaped into life-size replicas of the emperor’s face. These bottles contained adulterated pink and green liquids that went by the names of “Perfect Love” and “Consolation.” A fat black cat with yellow pupils who crouched near the ogress appeared to be the sinister mascot of the house. In a contrast that will seem hard for people to believe if they don’t know what an unfathomable mystery the human soul can be, a holy branch of Easter wood* that the ogress had bought at church was placed behind the box of an antique cuckoo clock.

			Two men with sinister faces and bristling beards, dressed practically in rags, hardly touched the jug of wine that they had been served. They were speaking quietly and seemed nervous. One of them, a very pale, almost ghastly man, kept pulling the shabby fez he was wearing down over his eyes. He kept his left hand hidden most of the time, taking care to behave as naturally as he could when he had to use it.

			Farther down sat a young man no older than sixteen. His face was beardless, haggard, hollow, and leaden; his gaze was dead. His long black hair hung around his neck. This precociously corrupt adolescent smoked a short white pipe. With his back leaning up against the wall, his two hands in the pockets of his smock, his legs stretched out on the bench, he smoked, never taking his pipe out of his mouth except for when he drank from the bottle of brandy in front of him.

			The other men and women who frequented the joint were unremarkable. Their faces were ferocious or brutish, their cheerful behavior vulgar or licentious, their silence morose or stupid. Such were the guests of the joint when the stranger, the Slasher, and Songbird walked in.

			These three individuals play too important a role in this story, and their faces display too much character besides, for us not to spend time describing them. The Slasher, a very tall and muscular man, had pale, almost whitish-blond hair, thick eyebrows, and full, bright russet sideburns. The sun, hunger, and the hard manual labor of prison had tanned his skin to the ghoulish, greenish hue so typical for convicts. Despite his terrible nickname, the features of this man expressed more a brutish daring than any real ferocity. But the singularly well-developed posterior portion of his skull made it clear that he was dominated by murderous and carnal appetites. He was wearing a shabby blue smock and a pair of coarse velvet pants in a primitive shade of green—though one could hardly tell what their real color was under the thick coat of mud that covered them.

			By some strange anomaly, Songbird presented an open and angelic countenance that preserved its purity even in the midst of depravity, as if her creature sins were powerless to erase the noble imprint that God puts on the forehead of a few select beings. She was sixteen and a half years old. The purest, whitest forehead rose above a perfect oval of a face. Eyelashes so long they curled slightly half veiled her big blue eyes. Her round, rosy cheeks shone with all the bloom of youth. Her little scarlet mouth, her delicate, straight nose, and her dimpled chin all took adorably sweet forms. From each of her satiny temples a plait of ash-blond hair caressed her cheeks and looped behind her ears, whose pinkish-ivory lobes remained visible. The plaits then disappeared beneath the folds of a blue-checked cotton kerchief that tied at the top, in what is vulgarly called a squirrel style.

			A coral necklace showcased her dazzling white neck. Though it was much too big for her, her brown damask dress hinted, nonetheless, at a delicate figure, round and supple as a reed. She wore a tattered little orange shawl fringed with green wrapped across her chest.

			The charm of Songbird’s voice had struck her unknown protector. Her sweet, vibrant, harmonious voice was so irresistible that the crowd of scoundrels and fallen women among whom she lived often begged her to sing for them. They listened to her with such delight that they had given her the nickname Songbird.

			She had been given another nickname, owing no doubt to the virginal simplicity of her features: she was also called Fleur-de-Marie.* In street slang, this name refers to the Holy Virgin.

			If only I could make my reader understand my surprise at encountering such a name amid the constant stream of foul language in which the words that signified theft, blood, and murder are even more hideous and frightening than the hideous and frightening things they represent. Here was a metaphor, a sweet bit of poetry, so tenderly pious: Fleur-de-Marie! She was like a beautiful lily raising its fragrant, snowy calyx above a field of carnage.

			What a peculiar contrast, what a strange accident of fate! The inventors of this appalling language had also risen to the level of sacred poetry. They had ended up making the chaste thought they were trying to express sound even more charming. Together with other contrasts that break up the monotony of the most criminal lives, don’t these reflections give credence to the possibility that certain principles of morality and piety that one might almost call innate might cast glimmers once in a while in the darkest souls?

			Songbird’s protector (we’ll give this stranger the name Rodolphe) seemed to be between thirty and thirty-six years of age. His average, slender, perfectly proportioned build did not suggest the surprising strength of the man who had just defeated the athletic Slasher in a struggle. It would be very difficult to ascribe a particular character to Rodolphe’s face. It combined the strangest contrasts. His features were regular and beautiful—too beautiful for a man, perhaps. His pale, delicate complexion, his large, burnt-orange irises that were ringed with blue in eyes that were almost always half closed, his nonchalant bearing, distracted gaze, and ironic smile all seemed to betoken a blasé man whose constitution was, if not broken, at least weakened by the aristocratic excesses of an opulent life. Nonetheless, with his elegant white hand, Rodolphe had just taken down one of the strongest, most feared criminals in this neighborhood of criminals. We say “aristocratic excesses” for the same reason that the drunkenness one experiences from a great wine is completely different from the drunkenness that comes from adulterated swill. To the careful observer, the excesses differ in their symptoms in the same way they differ in nature and kind.

			Certain lines in Rodolphe’s brow revealed him to be a profound thinker, a man given to contemplation. The firmness of his mouth’s contours, however, and the sometimes imperious and bold angle at which he held his head, betrayed a man of action whose physical force and daring always exercised an irresistible influence on a crowd. Often his gaze took on a melancholy cast, and the most human commiseration and touching pity could be read on his face. At other times, on the other hand, Rodolphe’s gaze became hard and vicious. His features expressed so much disdain and cruelty that one would never believe him capable of gentle feelings.

			What follows in this narrative will show the kinds of events and ideas which evoked in him such contrary passions.

			In his fight with the Slasher, Rodolphe had betrayed neither anger nor hatred toward his adversary, who had been no match for him. Confident in his power, skill, and agility, he had demonstrated only bemused disdain for the primitive animal he had just taken down.

			To complete the portrait of Rodolphe, let us say that his hair was of a light chestnut color, as were his nobly arched eyebrows and his fine and silky little mustache. His slightly prominent chin was carefully shaven. In every other way, the manners and language that he used so naturally made Rodolphe fit in perfectly with the ogress’s other patrons. Around his slender neck, as elegantly turned out as that of an Indian Bacchus, he wore a casually knotted tie whose ends fell on the collar of his blue smock. The bleached-out smock looked as if it had seen better times. His big shoes were equipped with a double row of nails. In all, the only material evidence that he didn’t belong in this joint was his delicate hands. And yet, his resolute demeanor and audacious calm, if one can say such a thing, put a great distance between him and the others.

			Upon entering the joint, the Slasher, clapping one of his big, hairy hands on Rodolphe’s shoulder, cried out, “Here’s to the Slasher’s master! Yes, you guys, this young guy just did me in. A word to the wise for all you so-called experts who might be thinking about getting their kidneys crushed or their skulls dented—I’m talking about the Schoolmaster, too, who would meet his master in this guy, also—I guarantee it! I’ll bet on it!”

			With these words, everyone from the ogress to the joint’s regulars looked with fearful respect at the Slasher’s victor. Some of them moved their glasses and jugs to the end of the table they were sitting at, eager to make room for Rodolphe in case he wanted to sit next to them. Others came up to the Slasher to ask him in lowered tones for details about this stranger who had made such a striking entrance into their world.

			Finally, the ogress gave Rodolphe one of her most gracious smiles. She got up from her counter to take Rodolphe’s order and to find out what the gentleman desired. This was an unheard-of event, an extravagant and legendary occurrence in the White Rabbit’s usual feastings. Not even the notorious Schoolmaster, the terrible villain who made even the Slasher tremble with fear, managed to get such attention from the ogress.

			One of the two men with sinister faces that we’ve already mentioned (the pale one who was hiding his left hand and pulling the brim of his fez down over his forehead) leaned toward the ogress as she was carefully wiping down Rodolphe’s table and said to her in a hoarse voice, “The Schoolmaster hasn’t come in today?”

			“No,” said Old Lady Ponisse.

			“And yesterday?”

			“He was here.”

			“With his new dame?”

			“Are you kidding? You think I’m going to spill the beans on him? You think I’m going to rat on my regulars?” the ogress said, roughly.

			“I have a meeting with the Schoolmaster,” the thief repeated. “We have some business to discuss.”

			“That must be something, your business. You’re just a bunch of killers!”

			“Killers?” the bandit repeated, irritated. “Only the kind of killers who let you earn your living!”

			“Enough already! Leave me alone!” the ogress cried, menacingly, holding the jug she had in her hand over the head of the man who was questioning her.

			The man went back to his seat, muttering to himself.

			Fleur-de-Marie, entering the tavern on the heels of the Slasher, had exchanged a friendly nod with the adolescent with the withered face. The Slasher said to the young man, “Hey, Fishhook, are you still downing the hard stuff?”

			“You bet! I’d rather starve and wear old rags than go without putting liquor in my gullet or tobacco in my pipe,” said the young man in a hoarse voice without shifting his position, blowing out huge mouthfuls of smoke.

			“Good evening, Old Lady Ponisse,” said Songbird.

			“Good evening, Fleur-de-Marie,” the ogress answered while getting closer to her in order to inspect the clothes on her back, clothes that she had rented out to the unhappy young woman. After getting a good look at her, the ogress said with a surly sort of satisfaction, “It’s a pleasure to rent things to you. You’re as tidy as a little cat. I wouldn’t have trusted trash like Dervish or Death’s Head to wear that beautiful orange shawl. That’s why I was the one who took you under my wing after you got out of prison—and to do you justice, I’ve never had a better pupil than you in all my time in the Cité.”

			Songbird lowered her head and didn’t seem to take any pride in the ogress’s praise.

			“Hey, are those holy branches there on your cuckoo clock, Ma?” asked Rodolphe. He pointed his finger in the direction of the branch from Palm Sunday behind the old clock.

			“What of it? We can’t be expected to live like pagans,” the horrible woman said, naively. Then, turning to Fleur-de-Marie, she added, “Tell me, Songbird, when are you going to warble us some of your tunes?”

			“After we finish eating, Old Lady Ponisse,” said the Slasher.

			“What can I get you, my good man?” the ogress asked Rodolphe, wanting to make him feel welcome and hoping to be able to call on his aid if need be.

			“Ask the Slasher, Ma. He’s ordering, I’m paying.”

			“Fine!” said the ogress, turning to the bandit. “What do you want to eat, you filthy cur?”

			“Two liters of twelve-sou wine, three pieces of unstale bread, and a harlequin,”* said the Slasher, after perusing the menu.

			“I see that you’re still quite a boozer and that you still like your harlequin.”

			“Sure do. Now, Songbird,” said the Slasher, “are you hungry?”

			“No, Slasher.”

			“Would you like something other than a harlequin, my girl?” asked Rodolphe.

			“Oh, no, I’m not hungry anymore.”

			“But look at the boss, my girl!” said the Slasher, laughing loudly and gesturing at Rodolphe with his eyes. “Are you afraid to put your eyes on him?”

			Songbird blushed and lowered her eyes without saying a word.

			After a few moments, the ogress came back to put a jug of wine on Rodolphe’s table along with some bread and the harlequin. We won’t go into any detail about this meal except to say that the Slasher found it eminently to his taste, for he exclaimed, “What a meal! Lord, what a meal!! It’s like a smorgasbord! There’s something here for everyone—for those who like the fat and for those who like the lean, people who like sugar and people who like pepper . . . Poultry drumsticks, fish tails, meat bones, crusts from pâtés, fried foods, cheese, vegetables, heads of woodcocks, crackers and salad. Go ahead, Songbird. Eat! You need to take care of yourself. Have you eaten your fill today?”

			“Eaten my fill? Oh, yes. I ate the same meal I always do this morning, a penny’s worth of milk and a penny’s worth of bread.”

			The entrance of a new individual into the inn interrupted every conversation and made everyone turn their heads. This individual was a middle-aged man, alert and robust, wearing a hat and a jacket, perfectly at ease with the joint’s rituals. He used the language of the customers to ask for a meal. Although this stranger was not one of the joint’s usual patrons, everyone soon stopped paying attention to him. He had been sized up. Just like honest people, bandits have a knack for recognizing one of their own. This new arrival had positioned himself in such a way as to be able to observe the two men with sinister faces, one of whom had asked after the Schoolmaster. He didn’t take his eyes off of them. From their position, however, the men could not tell that they were under his surveillance.

			The conversations that had been interrupted when the man walked in resumed. Despite his brashness, the Slasher displayed a sort of deference toward Rodolphe. He did not dare to address him familiarly.

			“Word of honor!” he said to Rodolphe. “Even though you made me dance to the music, I am still honored to have met you.”

			“Because you like the harlequin?”

			“Well, yes, but also because I’m itching to see you go head-to-head with the Schoolmaster. He’s always done me in, so to see you do him in in turn would do me good.”

			“Oh, really? You think I’d take on a bulldog like the Schoolmaster just to amuse you?”

			“No, but he’ll jump you as soon as he hears that you’re stronger than he is,” responded the Slasher, rubbing his hands together.

			“I’ve got enough small change left over to pay him his due!” said Rodolphe, nonchalantly. Then he said, “The weather is so lousy. Let’s have some grog. Maybe that would get Songbird to sing.”

			“Fine by me,” said the Slasher.

			“And to get to know each other, let’s tell each other who we are,” added Rodolphe.

			“The Albino,” said the Slasher. “Freed con, stevedore on the floating wood at the quai Saint-Paul. I freeze in the winter and roast in the summer—that’s me, in a nutshell,” said Rodolphe’s companion as he gave him a military salute with his left hand. “All right,” he added. “What about you, boss? It’s the first time we’ve seen you around here. I’m not blaming you, but you’ve really gotten into my head and under my skin. Honestly, what a rumble that was! Especially that volley of fists at the end. I’ll always remember that, how you got me good! Do you have another profession besides clobbering the Slasher?”

			“I paint fans! And my name is Rodolphe.”

			“Fan-painter! So that’s why your hands are so white,” said the Slasher. “That’s fine. If all your friends are like you, you must have to be pretty strong to do that job. But if you’re a worker, and obviously an honest worker, what are you doing in a joint where there are only thieves, murderers, and ex-cons like myself who can’t go anywhere else?”

			“I’m here because I like good company.”

			“Hmm . . .” said the Slasher, shaking his head in doubt. “I found you in Red-Arm’s alley. Okay . . . that’s enough. You say you don’t know him?”

			“Are you going to bore me again with your Red-Arm? May he rot in hell, if Lucifer will have him!”

			“Listen, boss, you may not trust me, and you wouldn’t be wrong, but I’m going to tell you my story on the condition that you teach me those knockout blows you used on me. I want to learn how to do that.”

			“It’s a deal, Slasher. You tell me your story, and Songbird will tell me hers, too.”

			“Fine,” said the Slasher. “The weather is so foul that even a soldier wouldn’t go outside. It’ll be fun. Want to tell your story, Songbird?”

			“All right. But it’s not very long,” said Fleur-de-Marie.

			“And you’ll tell us yours, comrade Rodolphe?” added the Slasher.

			“Yes, I’ll start.”

			“Being a fan-painter must be a nice way to make a living,” said Songbird.

			“How much do you earn, tiring yourself out doing that?” asked the Slasher.

			“I do piecework,” said Rodolphe. “On good days I earn four francs, sometimes five, but that’s in the summer, because the days are long then.”

			“And you go wandering around like a beggar a lot?”

			“Yes, when I have money. First I need six sous for my night’s lodging.”

			“Excuse me, my lord . . . You pay six sous a night for your room?” asked the Slasher, touching his cap with his hand.

			The ironic tone the Slasher used when he said “my lord” brought a slight smile to Rodolphe’s face. He continued, “Well, convenience and cleanliness matter a great deal to me.”

			“Look here, we’ve got one of the Peers of France! A banker! A rich guy!” exclaimed the Slasher. “He pays six sous for his lodging!”

			“On top of that,” Rodolphe continued, “four sous for tobacco, which makes ten; four sous for lunch; that’s fourteen; fifteen for dinner; one or two sous for liquor, that makes for about thirty pops a day. I don’t need to work all week. The rest of the time I go out on
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