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    This collection presents Honoré de Balzac’s Celibates Trilogy—Pierrette, The Vicar of Tours, and the novel known in English as The Black Sheep or The Two Brothers—gathered as complete works for a unified reading. Composed as part of La Comédie humaine, these narratives form a thematically linked cycle that Balzac himself identified under the rubric Les Célibataires. Bringing them together highlights how the author studies isolated or unmarried figures whose desires are redirected into power, property, and prestige. The purpose of this edition is to situate three discrete novels within a single conceptual frame, allowing readers to trace recurring patterns of character, milieu, and social mechanism across provincial France.

All three texts are novels—works of narrative fiction—drawn from the Études de mœurs within La Comédie humaine and aligned with the Scènes de la vie de province. Written and revised across the 1830s and 1840s, they exemplify Balzac’s mature realist practice. Though independent in plot and cast, they illuminate overlapping social terrains: town squares and boarding houses, parish corridors and notarial offices, sitting rooms and back streets. The trilogy’s gathering here underscores the range of Balzac’s provincial canvas, where the drama of inheritance, reputation, clerical influence, and civic authority unfolds within closely observed communities.

The unifying thread is celibacy considered as a social condition rather than a merely private state. Balzac studies bachelors, spinsters, and priests—figures whose abstention from marriage channels energy toward alternative pursuits: money, status, control over a household, or domination of a neighborhood. Celibacy becomes a lens on power, revealing how unmarried life intersects with property law, guardianship, and the informal rule of gossip. Each novel examines how solitude, thwarted ambition, and the desire to belong can harden into strategy. Taken together, they show celibacy as both a refuge and a fulcrum, shaping destinies within the small worlds of provincial towns.

Stylistically, these novels display Balzac’s hallmarks: an omniscient narrator attentive to social types; minute descriptions of interiors that double as moral topographies; and the precise accounting of legal, financial, and clerical procedures. The prose maps networks—neighbors, officials, shopkeepers—through which influence travels. Balzac’s celebrated device of recurring characters, a cornerstone of La Comédie humaine, shades these works with echoes from the wider cycle, even as each stands on its own. The tone balances irony with sympathy, granting the reader intimate access to motives without presuming simple moral judgments. The effect is cumulative: a patient, analytic realism with dramatic efficiency.

Pierrette unfolds in the town of Provins, where a vulnerable young Breton girl is taken in by provincial relatives. The premise is stark: an orphan’s arrival exposes the contours of a community eager to measure, manage, and profit from her presence. Balzac’s narrative traces the pressures exerted by guardianship, social ambition, and the policing of reputation. The novel’s power lies not in sensational revelations but in the logic of small, repeated acts—calculated kindnesses, petty cruelties, and procedural decisions—that determine a life. Pierrette exemplifies the trilogy’s central concern: how celibate households can consolidate authority in ways both respectable and destructive.

The Vicar of Tours centers on a gentle parish priest in Tours whose modest hopes—an agreeable lodging, a valued library, a stable routine—collide with ecclesiastical rivalries and the quiet politics of a boarding house. The premise is simple: domestic arrangements and clerical appointments become instruments of influence. Balzac anatomizes how rooms, leases, favors, and introductions can be marshaled to advance an ambitious churchman or to dislodge a harmless neighbor. In this compact novel, the bureaucracy of the Church and the etiquette of a provincial salon reveal themselves as interlocking gears. The smallest shifts in status have decisive consequences.

The Black Sheep—also widely known as The Two Brothers, from the original French title La Rabouilleuse—pivots between Paris and the provincial town of Issoudun. Its premise brings two very different brothers into contact with an aging uncle whose fortune and affections are at stake. Balzac stages a contest of dispositions and strategies: the lure of inheritance, the grip of local cliques, and the persistent influence of an alluring household figure. Without disclosing outcomes, the novel explores how provincial networks absorb and redirect metropolitan ambitions, and how family bonds, when tested by money, rearrange themselves under the pressure of need and desire.

These novels are distinguished by their treatment of space as a social instrument. Streets, staircases, and drawing rooms become conduits of reputation; apartments and furnishings encode character; shopfronts and thresholds regulate who sees whom, and when. Balzac’s provincial maps are not merely backdrops but operating systems. The reader learns to read banisters and doorways, neighborhood routines and the timing of visits. In the Celibates Trilogy, geography and architecture structure opportunity. To navigate these towns is to navigate hierarchy, with the smallest distances—across a landing, down a corridor—marking the boundary between security and exposure.

Money and law organize the drama. Contracts, wills, dowries, and appointments are narrated with exactness, not as technicalities but as living forces. Balzac’s celibates often manage property rather than households, cultivate dependents rather than heirs, and leverage paperwork as a means of mastery. This emphasis yields a fiction of procedures, in which a signature or a lease can steer a destiny. Yet the novels never surrender to abstraction: behind each instrument lies a temperament, behind each transaction a hunger—for respect, shelter, influence, or love deferred into other forms. The trilogy is a study of how institutions and impulses meet.

Historically, these works belong to the world that followed the Napoleonic era, passing through the Bourbon Restoration into the July Monarchy. Balzac registers the tensions of this period: the return of traditional authorities, the rise of new fortunes, and the consolidation of bureaucratic life. Provincial towns serve as barometers of change, slow to alter but sensitive to shifts in credit, clerical power, and municipal politics. The Celibates Trilogy translates those currents into intimate conflicts, showing how national transformations refract through habits, rents, stipends, and invitations to dinner. Public history appears as private routine, and vice versa.

Read collectively, the trilogy demonstrates Balzac’s lasting significance for the realist novel. His method—observing characters across social gradients, embedding psychology in environment, and tracing consequences through material details—set a template for later narratives of society. These novels are approachable in scale yet representative in design, making them a compelling portal into La Comédie humaine. They require no prior knowledge of the larger cycle, but they reward readers alert to echoes and contrasts. Above all, they preserve the tension between sympathy and analysis that gives Balzac’s work its durable vitality.

This edition’s purpose is simple: to present, in one place, three complete novels that Balzac grouped conceptually as Les Célibataires, inviting a sustained encounter with their shared concerns. The genres represented here are novels only; no ancillary essays, letters, or paratexts distract from the narratives. Readers may approach them in any order or read them as a suite. Notes on titles clarify that The Black Sheep and The Two Brothers are established English names for La Rabouilleuse. Without anticipating resolutions, the pages that follow offer the premises and the worlds. The discoveries—moral, social, and human—are the reader’s to make.
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    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) stands as a foundational figure of the nineteenth‑century novel. Writing in post‑Revolutionary and Restoration France, he devised La Comédie humaine, an ambitious panorama of society that sought to render every stratum of contemporary life. With a reporter’s eye for detail and a dramatist’s sense of conflict, he helped shape literary realism, influencing generations of novelists across Europe and beyond. His work ranges from Parisian finance and law to provincial towns and clergy, giving readers a continuous map of manners, ambitions, and institutions. The collection here—Pierrette, The Vicar of Tours, and The Two Brothers—represents his acute studies of provincial life.

Balzac received a classical education and later studied law in Paris, where clerical work acquainted him with contracts, lawsuits, and administrative routines that would animate his fiction. Early attempts at literature coexisted with practical ventures; a foray into printing and publishing left him burdened with debt and resolved to live by the pen. He admired Walter Scott’s historical breadth and adapted that scope to contemporary France, renaming daily life as the true epic subject. Philosophical, historical, and scientific reading nourished his desire to classify human types, an ambition that culminated in the architecture of La Comédie humaine and its interlinked narratives.

Throughout the 1830s and 1840s, Balzac wrote at a relentless pace, revising extensively between periodical publication and book editions. He conceived recurring characters who pass from one narrative to another, creating continuity across disparate social settings. His narratives combine documentary observation with dramatic turns, capturing the pressures of money, status, and desire. Provincial scenes occupy a central place in this system, allowing him to contrast local customs and small‑town power with metropolitan forces. Pierrette, The Vicar of Tours, and The Two Brothers belong to this provincial canvas, often associated with the subset The Celibates, where unwed lives become prisms for social economy and ambition.

In Pierrette, Balzac turns to a Breton girl’s arrival in a provincial town to examine the vulnerabilities of outsiders within tightly knit bourgeois circles. Without disclosing the plot’s turns, the novella studies how property, guardianship, and reputation intersect, and how petty rivalries can harden into institutional cruelty. The narrative displays Balzac’s technique of linking intimate spaces—shops, parlors, legal offices—to the broader mechanisms of credit and inheritance. Its attention to rumor, surveillance, and the disciplinary force of public opinion exemplifies his realism: material conditions and social optics drive character choices. The result is a compact, disquieting portrait of provincial respectability under strain.

The Vicar of Tours focuses on ecclesiastical life and municipal politics, portraying a modest cleric whose career depends on balances of favor, hierarchy, and local intrigue. Balzac presents the church not as abstract theology but as a workplace embedded in patronage networks, leases, apartments, and bureaucratic permissions. The tone is restrained, the canvas intimate; drawing rooms, sacristies, and municipal offices become theatres where caution, vanity, and ambition contend. This study of clerical existence reveals the subtle bonds between moral authority and material dependence, showing how administrative minutiae and neighborhood gossip can shape a destiny as powerfully as grand historical events.

The Two Brothers widens the scale to explore post‑Napoleonic society through the contrasted fates of siblings and their associates. Balzac traces how military glory, speculative ventures, and family expectations collide with provincial habits, old fortunes, and new opportunities. He is attentive to the mechanisms of inheritance, guardianship, and household management, and to the temptations that accompany sudden access to capital. The novel links Paris and the provinces, demonstrating how money circulates across regions and institutions, pulling characters into webs of obligation. Its energetic shifts of scene and milieu exemplify Balzac’s capacity to bind psychological motives to economic and legal frameworks.

Balzac’s later years were marked by prodigious labor, persistent debts, declining health, and enduring ambition to complete La Comédie humaine. After a long correspondence, he married late in life and died in 1850, leaving a vast, unfinished cycle that nonetheless delineates an extraordinary range of social types and situations. His influence reaches Flaubert, Zola, and naturalist schools, as well as novelists such as Tolstoy and Henry James, who learned from his structural daring and moral scrutiny. Today, Pierrette, The Vicar of Tours, and The Two Brothers remain valuable for their precise rendering of provincial France and their continuing relevance to power and society.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850) forged his career amid France’s passage from Revolution to Empire, Bourbon Restoration, and the July Monarchy. He conceived La Comédie humaine as a total history of manners, institutions, and ambitions, organizing it in interlinked “Scenes.” The three provincial novels grouped as the Celibates—Pierrette, The Vicar of Tours, and La Rabouilleuse (often translated as The Black Sheep or The Two Brothers)—belong to this panorama. They observe how private lives are shaped by law, church, property, and local power in postrevolutionary France. Balzac’s intense work rhythm, debts, and documentary curiosity pushed him toward a fiction that treats notaries, clerics, veterans, and shopkeepers as historical actors.

The trilogy’s settings and publication dates fall across the 1830s and early 1840s, while their action typically unfolds under the Restoration (1814–1830) and into the July Monarchy (1830–1848). The Vicar of Tours appeared in 1832, as France reeled from the 1830 Revolution; Pierrette was published in 1840; La Rabouilleuse in 1842. These are “Scenes of Provincial Life,” attentive to second-tier towns—Tours, Provins, Issoudun—whose rhythms differed from Paris but were increasingly bound to national politics. Balzac uses celibate figures (unmarried priests, spinsters, solitary men) to explore how the new legal and social order redistributed authority outside the capital.

The Revolution’s destruction of privileges and the Napoleonic settlement refashioned everyday power. The Bourbon Restoration sought to reconcile royalism with many revolutionary gains, including the Civil Code, while favoring church revival and property-based political rights. The 1830 July Revolution then installed Louis-Philippe’s “Citizen King,” consolidating a regime of notables and commercial elites. Balzac tracks those transitions at ground level: veterans of the Empire competing with royalists; municipal patronage deciding careers; and the press circulating reputations. La Rabouilleuse reflects the long shadow of Napoleonic loyalties, while Pierrette and The Vicar of Tours examine how Restoration mores narrowed options for the weak or unconnected.

Administrative centralization, created under the Consulate and refined thereafter, deeply shaped provincial life. Departments, arrondissements, and communes, overseen by prefects and subprefects appointed from Paris, channeled authority through a bureaucratic chain. Mayors, notaries, and judges formed local elites who blended public office with private interests. Balzac’s provincial towns operate within this framework: a notary’s registry becomes a power center; municipal influence determines housing, permits, or charitable allocations. In The Vicar of Tours, ecclesiastical appointments intersect with civic networks; in Pierrette, town worthies police reputation and respectability. The machinery of the state is present, yet mediated by kinship, credit, and neighborhood surveillance.

The Napoleonic Civil Code of 1804—arguably the single most important backdrop to Balzac’s plots—abolished primogeniture and mandated equal partition among children, while protecting a “reserved portion” for heirs. Testamentary freedom narrowed, and fortunes fragmented. Notaries, charged with recording contracts and settling estates, became indispensable intermediaries. The trilogy is steeped in these legal realities: wills, guardianships, usufructs, and dowries order conflicts and alliances. Property concentrated in the hands of celibates—widows, spinsters, bachelor clerics—could tip local balances. Balzac shows how rules designed to democratize inheritance intensified competition and suspicion, especially in towns where the circulation of land, shops, or annuities defined social rank.

After the Concordat of 1801, the Catholic Church regained legal status and, under the Restoration, considerable cultural influence. Cathedral chapters, seminaries, and religious confraternities flourished in provincial centers. The Vicar of Tours examines the small-scale mechanics of clerical life—lodgings, prebends, jealousies—rather than grand doctrinal battles. It reflects tensions between Gallican traditions and ultramontane fervor that marked French Catholicism, alongside the church’s renewed involvement in education and charity. Balzac emphasizes how delicate clerical reputations were in a town where pious households, boarding arrangements, and informal patronage could determine a priest’s future as much as learning or sanctity.

Balzac’s celibates often confront an ascendant bourgeoisie, a class consolidated by commerce, offices, and lending. After 1815, provincial towns saw fortunes made in shops, transport, and the state’s growing bond market. Retired tradespeople became rentiers, buying houses and municipal positions. Pierrette foregrounds this milieu in Provins, where shopkeepers turned property owners defend their respectability with fierce exclusiveness. Lacking aristocratic lineage, they invest in visible signs of stability—furniture, façades, and careful marriages—and mistrust outsiders or dependents who threaten that hard-won status. The trilogy dissects their ethics of thrift and calculation, without denying the real insecurity that underpinned it.

The legacy of the Empire threads La Rabouilleuse. Demobilized officers and soldiers struggled with pensions, surveillance, and loss of status under the Restoration, when royal authorities distrusted Bonapartist loyalties. Many veterans sought reintegration through civil employment, colonial postings, or risky speculation. Balzac’s world registers that experience: the charisma of imperial service coexists with bitterness, bravado, and precarious income. Provincial society, meanwhile, remembered wartime exactions and military quartering. The result was a combustible mix of admiration and fear—an atmosphere in which rumors, honor, and old uniforms could still sway a town’s opinion long after the cannons were silent.

Provincial sociability shaped careers as much as law. Boardinghouses, pious circles, salons, masonic lodges, reading rooms, and informal clubs ordered who met whom, and who heard which news first. The Vicar of Tours turns on the fragile economy of hospitality in a clerical lodging house run by a devout spinster—a space where status hinges on seating, visiting hours, and small gestures. Issoudun in La Rabouilleuse features male fraternities devoted to spectacle and mischief, testing boundaries of order under watchful authorities. Such groups were common forms of association, balancing boredom, civic pride, and the craving for recognition in towns far from Parisian theaters.

The 1820s and 1830s saw expanding markets for credit and speculation. Government “rentes,” urban mortgages, and commercial paper spread bourgeois investment culture beyond Paris. Public gambling and lotteries—long tolerated—faced tightening restrictions; the state lottery was suppressed in 1836, part of a moral and fiscal shift. Balzac consistently explores the gray zone between prudent investment and ruinous risk. In La Rabouilleuse, temptations of quick gains illuminate a society that valorized calculation yet condemned visible dissipation. These tensions echo through Pierrette as well, where the guarding of small fortunes leads to harsh economies of care, justified as prudence by those who practice them.

Culture and ambition flowed unevenly between Paris and the provinces. Art academies and the Salon centralized prestige; provincial museums and drawing schools existed but rarely conferred decisive careers. Joseph Bridau in La Rabouilleuse embodies the precarious path of the young artist under the Restoration and July Monarchy, when Romantic color and historical drama challenged classical norms. Patronage, criticism in the metropolitan press, and the price of studio space mattered as much as talent. Balzac registers how provincial money might disdain avant‑garde art while coveting Parisian glitter, a disjunction that framed family quarrels over vocation and inheritance.

Technological and media change intensified these dynamics. Improved roads, mail coaches, and, by the late 1830s, early passenger rail lines shortened distances, but provincial time remained slower than Parisian time. The expanding daily press and the rise of the feuilleton (newspaper serial fiction) transformed reading habits and authorial strategy. Stricter press laws in the mid‑1830s encouraged indirect social critique through narrative. Balzac often published in periodicals before revising for book editions, and his attention to epistolary delays, gossip, and rumor reflects a world where information arrived unevenly, shaping careers, courtships, and reputations with each post.

The Civil Code’s gender regime is crucial background. Married women’s legal capacity was limited; paternal authority and guardianship constrained minors. Unmarried women could manage property but remained exposed to social control. The figure of the spinster or widow with assets—central to The Vicar of Tours and Pierrette—was at once powerful and vulnerable, dependent on notaries, priests, and neighbors to defend her standing. In Pierrette, the precarious status of a minor under guardianship highlights gaps between legal protection and lived reality. Debates about philanthropy and child welfare, which gained force in the 1830s, provide a wider horizon for readers of Balzac’s case studies.

Real estate and interiors supply a material archive of provincial values. Houses were repositories of both wealth and memory: leases, inheritances, and careful refurbishments signaled position. Balzac’s meticulous inventories—furnishings, prints, porcelain—reflect a culture that read rooms as moral portraits. The Vicar of Tours unfolds in the shadow of a cathedral quarter where property rights and piety intersect. Issoudun’s winding streets in La Rabouilleuse preserve older geographies of power even as new behaviors colonize them. In Pierrette, the façade of a respectable shop conceals anxieties about lineage and liquidity, demonstrating how architecture mediated the dream of stability after decades of upheaval.

Education and literacy expanded across the first half of the nineteenth century, with uneven results. The Guizot Law of 1833 promoted primary schools for boys in every commune and required teacher training, increasing the circulation of basic skills beyond urban centers. Reading rooms and lending libraries multiplied, and provincial newspapers helped form public opinion. Balzac’s characters inhabit that changing landscape: they write petitions and supplications, consult newspapers, and treat letters as instruments of strategy. Yet educational capital is stratified. Clerics, notaries, and rentiers handle documents with ease, while servants and apprentices navigate a world where a misread phrase can alter an inheritance or a career.

Balzac’s methods were historical as much as fictional. He studied business ledgers, legal forms, and provincial chronicles, and his own failed ventures in printing and publishing during the 1820s left him intimately acquainted with debt, contracts, and the costs of paper and distribution. The trilogy draws on that practical knowledge: shop accounts in Pierrette, church stipends in The Vicar of Tours, and annuities and securities in La Rabouilleuse. He reused characters across novels and revised texts across editions, pursuing factual density and narrative continuity. The result is a quasi‑sociological portrait whose authority rests on observed institutions rather than allegory.

The textual and editorial history also matters. The Vicar of Tours first appeared in 1832; Pierrette in 1840; La Rabouilleuse in 1842. Balzac later integrated them into La Comédie humaine under the heading “Les Célibataires” within the “Scenes of Provincial Life,” highlighting their shared focus on unmarried figures and inheritance. He repeatedly retouched dialogues, descriptions, and cross‑references for collected editions. English translators have rendered La Rabouilleuse as The Black Sheep and The Two Brothers, reflecting different emphases within the same narrative material. Such variability attests to how Balzac’s social anatomy invited reconfiguration without losing historical specificity. The provincial canvas remains constant; details shift with each edition, preface, and translation over two centuries. Even so, the trilogy has long been read as commentary on Restoration and July Monarchy France rather than as universal fable. For later realists and naturalists, Balzac’s unmarried protagonists mapped the pressures of law, property, and reputation on those without dynastic anchors. Twentieth‑century historians mined these novels for evidence of notarial culture, clerical politics, and provincial sociability. Contemporary readers often approach them as case studies in how structures—inheritance rules, bureaucratic hierarchies, media networks—shape intimate destinies, a perspective that keeps their historical insights alive.
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    Celibates Trilogy: Overview
Taken together, these novels treat celibacy as a social force that shapes property, kinship, and reputation in milieus where everyone watches everyone else. Balzac’s signature blend of documentary detail, ironic distance, and moral scrutiny moves from room-bound duels to wider canvases, tracing how inheritance, secrecy, and ambition scale from intimate injuries to public scandals. The trilogy’s recurring concerns—money’s corrosive logic, the theater of gossip, and the fragile place of the unprotected—bind disparate plots into a single anatomy of provincial power.
Pierrette
A vulnerable young girl is placed under the guardianship of calculating, unmarried relatives in a close-knit provincial town. Petty rivalries, legal maneuvering, and the pressure of public opinion turn a household into a battleground for status and money. The tone is pitiless and observant, exposing how celibate respectability can mask cruelty and how gossip polices the weak.
The Vicar of Tours
In Tours, a modest bachelor priest seeks a secure post and lodgings, only to be ensnared in drawing-room politics and ecclesiastical intrigue. Minute slights, leases, and patronage become weapons as competing factions maneuver to elevate or ruin him. Balzac renders a claustrophobic comedy of manners in which celibacy, bureaucracy, and etiquette entwine to reveal the mechanics of provincial power.
The Two Brothers (The Black Sheep)
Two very different brothers are drawn into a contest for family fortune and influence that spans domestic interiors and a watchful provincial society. A wealthy bachelor relative, surrounded by cronies and a captivating young woman, becomes the pivot of schemes that test loyalty, character, and prudence. The narrative is brisk and expansive, linking private vice to public rumor and showing celibate households as sites of struggle over money and affection.
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    To Mademoiselle Anna Hanska:

    

    Dear Child,—You, the joy of the household, you, whose pink or

    white pelerine flutters in summer among the groves of

    Wierzschovnia like a will-o’-the-wisp, followed by the tender eyes

    of your father and your mother,—how can I dedicate to you a

    story full of melancholy? And yet, ought not sorrows to be spoken

    of to a young girl idolized as you are, since the day may come

    when your sweet hands will be called to minister to them? It is so

    difficult, Anna, to find in the history of our manners and morals

    a subject that is worthy of your eyes, that no choice has been

    left me; but perhaps you will be made to feel how fortunate your

    fate is when you read the story sent to you by

    

    Your old friend,

    De Balzac.
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At the dawn of an October day in 1827 a young fellow about sixteen years of age, whose clothing proclaimed what modern phraseology so insolently calls a proletary, was standing in a small square of Lower Provins. At that early hour he could examine without being observed the various houses surrounding the open space, which was oblong in form. The mills along the river were already working; the whirr of their wheels, repeated by the echoes of the Upper Town in the keen air and sparkling clearness of the early morning, only intensified the general silence so that the wheels of a diligence could be heard a league away along the highroad. The two longest sides of the square, separated by an avenue of lindens, were built in the simple style which expresses so well the peaceful and matter-of-fact life of the bourgeoisie. No signs of commerce were to be seen; on the other hand, the luxurious porte-cocheres of the rich were few, and those few turned seldom on their hinges, excepting that of Monsieur Martener, a physician, whose profession obliged him to keep a cabriolet, and to use it. A few of the house-fronts were covered by grape vines, others by roses climbing to the second-story windows, through which they wafted the fragrance of their scattered bunches. One end of the square enters the main street of the Lower Town, the gardens of which reach to the bank of one of the two rivers which water the valley of Provins. The other end of the square enters a street which runs parallel to the main street.

At the latter, which was also the quietest end of the square, the young workman recognized the house of which he was in search, which showed a front of white stone grooved in lines to represent courses, windows with closed gray blinds, and slender iron balconies decorated with rosettes painted yellow. Above the ground floor and the first floor were three dormer windows projecting from a slate roof; on the peak of the central one was a new weather-vane. This modern innovation represented a hunter in the attitude of shooting a hare. The front door was reached by three stone steps. On one side of this door a leaden pipe discharged the sink-water into a small street-gutter, showing the whereabouts of the kitchen. On the other side were two windows, carefully closed by gray shutters in which were heart-shaped openings cut to admit the light; these windows seemed to be those of the dining-room. In the elevation gained by the three steps were vent-holes to the cellar, closed by painted iron shutters fantastically cut in open-work. Everything was new. In this repaired and restored house, the fresh-colored look of which contrasted with the time-worn exteriors of all the other houses, an observer would instantly perceive the paltry taste and perfect self-satisfaction of the retired petty shopkeeper.

The young man looked at these details with an expression of pleasure that seemed to have something rather sad in it; his eyes roved from the kitchen to the roof, with a motion that showed a deliberate purpose. The rosy glow of the rising sun fell on a calico curtain at one of the garret windows, the others being without that luxury. As he caught sight of it the young fellow’s face brightened gaily. He stepped back a little way, leaned against a linden, and sang, in the drawling tone peculiar to the west of France, the following Breton ditty, published by Bruguiere, a composer to whom we are indebted for many charming melodies. In Brittany, the young villagers sing this song to all newly-married couples on their wedding-day:—


    “We’ve come to wish you happiness in marriage,

    To m’sieur your husband

    As well as to you:



    “You have just been bound, madam’ la mariee,

    With bonds of gold

    That only death unbinds:



    “You will go no more to balls or gay assemblies;

    You must stay at home

    While we shall go.



    “Have you thought well how you are pledged to be

    True to your spouse,

    And love him like yourself?



    “Receive these flowers our hands do now present you;

    Alas! your fleeting honors

    Will fade as they.”
  

This native air (as sweet as that adapted by Chateaubriand to Ma soeur, te souvient-il encore), sung in this little town of the Brie district, must have been to the ears of a Breton maiden the touchstone of imperious memories, so faithfully does it picture the manners and customs, the surroundings and the heartiness of her noble old land, where a sort of melancholy reigns, hardly to be defined; caused, perhaps, by the aspect of life in Brittany, which is deeply touching. This power of awakening a world of grave and sweet and tender memories by a familiar and sometimes lively ditty, is the privilege of those popular songs which are the superstitions of music,—if we may use the word “superstition” as signifying all that remains after the ruin of a people, all that survives their revolutions.

As he finished the first couple, the singer, who never took his eyes from the attic curtain, saw no signs of life. While he sang the second, the curtain stirred. When the words “Receive these flowers” were sung, a youthful face appeared; a white hand cautiously opened the casement, and a girl made a sign with her head to the singer as he ended with the melancholy thought of the simple verses,—“Alas! your fleeting honors will fade as they.”

To her the young workman suddenly showed, drawing it from within his jacket, a yellow flower, very common in Brittany, and sometimes to be found in La Brie (where, however, it is rare),—the furze, or broom.

“Is it really you, Brigaut?” said the girl, in a low voice.

“Yes, Pierrette, yes. I am in Paris. I have started to make my way; but I’m ready to settle here, near you.”

Just then the fastening of a window creaked in a room on the first floor, directly below Pierrette’s attic. The girl showed the utmost terror, and said to Brigaut, quickly:—

“Run away!”

The lad jumped like a frightened frog to a bend in the street caused by the projection of a mill just where the square opens into the main thoroughfare; but in spite of his agility his hob-nailed shoes echoed on the stones with a sound easily distinguished from the music of the mill, and no doubt heard by the person who opened the window.

That person was a woman. No man would have torn himself from the comfort of a morning nap to listen to a minstrel in a jacket; none but a maid awakes to songs of love. Not only was this woman a maid, but she was an old maid. When she had opened her blinds with the furtive motion of the bat, she looked in all directions, but saw nothing, and only heard, faintly, the flying footfalls of the lad. Can there be anything more dreadful than the matutinal apparition of an ugly old maid at her window? Of all the grotesque sights which amuse the eyes of travellers in country towns, that is the most unpleasant. It is too repulsive to laugh at. This particular old maid, whose ear was so keen, was denuded of all the adventitious aids, of whatever kind, which she employed as embellishments; her false front and her collarette were lacking; she wore that horrible little bag of black silk on which old women insist on covering their skulls, and it was now revealed beneath the night-cap which had been pushed aside in sleep. This rumpled condition gave a menacing expression to the head, such as painters bestow on witches. The temples, ears, and nape of the neck, were disclosed in all their withered horror,—the wrinkles being marked in scarlet lines that contrasted with the would-be white of the bed-gown which was tied round her neck by a narrow tape. The gaping of this garment revealed a breast to be likened only to that of an old peasant woman who cares nothing about her personal ugliness. The fleshless arm was like a stick on which a bit of stuff was hung. Seen at her window, this spinster seemed tall from the length and angularity of her face, which recalled the exaggerated proportions of certain Swiss heads. The character of their countenance—the features being marked by a total want of harmony—was that of hardness in the lines, sharpness in the tones; while an unfeeling spirit, pervading all, would have filled a physiognomist with disgust. These characteristics, fully visible at this moment, were usually modified in public by a sort of commercial smile,—a bourgeois smirk which mimicked good-humor; so that persons meeting with this old maid might very well take her for a kindly woman. She owned the house on shares with her brother. The brother, by-the-bye, was sleeping so tranquilly in his own chamber that the orchestra of the Opera-house could not have awakened him, wonderful as its diapason is said to be.

The old maid stretched her neck out of the window, twisted it, and raised her cold, pale-blue little eyes, with their short lashes set in lids that were always rather swollen, to the attic window, endeavoring to see Pierrette. Perceiving the uselessness of that attempt, she retreated into her room with a movement like that of a tortoise which draws in its head after protruding it from its carapace. The blinds were then closed, and the silence of the street was unbroken except by peasants coming in from the country, or very early persons moving about.

When there is an old maid in a house, watch-dogs are unnecessary; not the slightest event can occur that she does not see and comment upon and pursue to its utmost consequences. The foregoing trifling circumstance was therefore destined to give rise to grave suppositions, and to open the way for one of those obscure dramas which take place in families, and are none the less terrible because they are secret,—if, indeed, we may apply the word “drama” to such domestic occurrences.

Pierrette did not go back to bed. To her, Brigaut’s arrival was an immense event. During the night—that Eden of the wretched—she escaped the vexations and fault-findings she bore during the day. Like the hero of a ballad, German or Russian, I forget which, her sleep seemed to her the happy life; her waking hours a bad dream. She had just had her only pleasurable waking in three years. The memories of her childhood had sung their melodious ditties in her soul. The first couplet was heard in a dream; the second made her spring out of bed; at the third, she doubted her ears,—the sorrowful are all disciples of Saint Thomas; but when the fourth was sung, standing in her night-gown with bare feet by the window, she recognized Brigaut, the companion of her childhood. Ah, yes! it was truly the well-known square jacket with the bobtails, the pockets of which stuck out at the hips,—the jacket of blue cloth which is classic in Brittany; there, too, were the waistcoat of printed cotton, the linen shirt fastened by a gold heart, the large rolling collar, the earrings, the stout shoes, the trousers of blue-gray drilling unevenly colored by the various lengths of the warp,—in short, all those humble, strong, and durable things which make the apparel of the Breton peasantry. The big buttons of white horn which fastened the jacket made the girl’s heart beat. When she saw the bunch of broom her eyes filled with tears; then a dreadful fear drove back into her heart the happy memories that were budding there. She thought her cousin sleeping in the room beneath her might have heard the noise she made in jumping out of bed and running to the window. The fear was just; the old maid was coming, and she made Brigaut the terrified sign which the lad obeyed without the least understanding it. Such instinctive submission to a girl’s bidding shows one of those innocent and absolute affections which appear from century to century on this earth, where they blossom, like the aloes of Isola Bella, twice or thrice in a hundred years. Whoever had seen the lad as he ran away would have loved the ingenuous chivalry of his most ingenuous feeling.

Jacques Brigaut was worthy of Pierrette Lorrain, who was just fifteen. Two children! Pierrette could not keep from crying as she watched his flight in the terror her gesture had conveyed to him. Then she sat down in a shabby armchair placed before a little table above which hung a mirror. She rested her elbows on the table, put her head in her hands, and sat thinking for an hour, calling to memory the Marais, the village of Pen-Hoel, the perilous voyages on a pond in a boat untied for her from an old willow by little Jacques; then the old faces of her grandfather and grandmother, the sufferings of her mother, and the handsome face of Major Brigaut,—in short, the whole of her careless childhood. It was all a dream, a luminous joy on the gloomy background of the present.

Her beautiful chestnut hair escaped in disorder from her cap, rumpled in sleep,—a cambric cap with ruffles, which she had made herself. On each side of her forehead were little ringlets escaping from gray curl-papers. From the back of her head hung a heavy braid of hair that was half unplaited. The excessive whiteness of her face betrayed that terrible malady of girlhood which goes by the name of chlorosis, deprives the body of its natural colors, destroys the appetite, and shows a disordered state of the organism. The waxy tones were in all the visible parts of her flesh. The neck and shoulders explained by their blanched paleness the wasted arms, flung forward and crossed upon the table. Her feet seemed enervated, shrunken from illness. Her night-gown came only to her knees and showed the flaccid muscles, the blue veins, the impoverished flesh of the legs. The cold, to which she paid no heed, turned her lips violet, and a sad smile, drawing up the corners of a sensitive mouth, showed teeth that were white as ivory and quite small,—pretty, transparent teeth, in keeping with the delicate ears, the rather sharp but dainty nose, and the general outline of her face, which, in spite of its roundness, was lovely. All the animation of this charming face was in the eyes, the iris of which, brown like Spanish tobacco and flecked with black, shone with golden reflections round pupils that were brilliant and intense. Pierrette was made to be gay, but she was sad. Her lost gaiety was still to be seen in the vivacious forms of the eye, in the ingenuous grace of her brow, in the smooth curve of her chin. The long eyelashes lay upon the cheek-bones, made prominent by suffering. The paleness of her face, which was unnaturally white, made the lines and all the details infinitely pure. The ear alone was a little masterpiece of modelling,—in marble, you might say. Pierrette suffered in many ways. Perhaps you would like to know her history, and this is it.

Pierrette’s mother was a Demoiselle Auffray of Provins, half-sister by the father’s side of Madame Rogron, mother of the present owners of the house.

Monsieur Auffray, her husband, had married at the age of eighteen; his second marriage took place when he was nearly sixty-nine. By the first, he had an only daughter, very plain, who was married at sixteen to an innkeeper of Provins named Rogron.

By his second marriage the worthy Auffray had another daughter; but this one was charming. There was, of course, an enormous difference in the ages of these daughters; the one by the first marriage was fifty years old when the second child was born. By this time the eldest, Madame Rogron, had two grown-up children.

The youngest daughter of the old man was married at eighteen to a man of her choice, a Breton officer named Lorrain, captain in the Imperial Guard. Love often makes a man ambitious. The captain, anxious to rise to a colonelcy, exchanged into a line regiment. While he, then a major, and his wife enjoyed themselves in Paris on the allowance made to them by Monsieur and Madame Auffray, or scoured Germany at the beck and call of the Emperor’s battles and truces, old Auffray himself (formerly a grocer) died, at the age of eighty-eight, without having found time to make a will. His property was administered by his daughter, Madame Rogron, and her husband so completely in their own interests that nothing remained for the old man’s widow beyond the house she lived in on the little square, and a few acres of land. This widow, the mother of Madame Lorrain, was only thirty-eight at the time of her husband’s death. Like many widows, she came to the unwise decision of remarrying. She sold the house and land to her step-daughter, Madame Rogron, and married a young physician named Neraud, who wasted her whole fortune. She died of grief and misery two years later.

Thus the share of her father’s property which ought to have come to Madame Lorrain disappeared almost entirely, being reduced to the small sum of eight thousand francs. Major Lorrain was killed at the battle of Montereau, leaving his wife, then twenty-one years of age, with a little daughter of fourteen months, and no other means than the pension to which she was entitled and an eventual inheritance from her late husband’s parents, Monsieur and Madame Lorrain, retail shopkeepers at Pen-Hoel, a village in the Vendee, situated in that part of it which is called the Marais. These Lorrains, grandfather and grandmother of Pierrette Lorrain, sold wood for building purposes, slates, tiles, pantiles, pipes, etc. Their business, either from their own incapacity or through ill-luck, did badly, and gave them scarcely enough to live on. The failure of the well-known firm of Collinet at Nantes, caused by the events of 1814 which led to a sudden fall in colonial products, deprived them of twenty-four thousand francs which they had just deposited with that house.

The arrival of their daughter-in-law was therefore welcome to them. Her pension of eight hundred francs was a handsome income at Pen-Hoel. The eight thousand francs which the widow’s half-brother and sister Rogron sent to her from her father’s estate (after a multitude of legal formalities) were placed by her in the Lorrains’ business, they giving her a mortgage on a little house which they owned at Nantes, let for three hundred francs, and barely worth ten thousand.

Madame Lorrain the younger, Pierrette’s mother, died in 1819. The child of old Auffray and his young wife was small, delicate, and weakly; the damp climate of the Marais did not agree with her. But her husband’s family persuaded her, in order to keep her with them, that in no other quarter of the world could she find a more healthy region. She was so petted and tenderly cared for that her death, when it came, brought nothing but honor to the old Lorrains.

Some persons declared that Brigaut, an old Vendeen, one of those men of iron who served under Charette, under Mercier, under the Marquis de Montauran, and the Baron du Guenic, in the wars against the Republic, counted for a good deal in the willingness of the younger Madame Lorrain to remain in the Marais. If it were so, his soul must have been a truly loving and devoted one. All Pen-Hoel saw him—he was called respectfully Major Brigaut, the grade he had held in the Catholic army—spending his days and his evenings in the Lorrains’ parlor, beside the window of the imperial major. Toward the last, the curate of Pen-Hoel made certain representations to old Madame Lorrain, begging her to persuade her daughter-in-law to marry Brigaut, and promising to have the major appointed justice of peace for the canton of Pen-Hoel, through the influence of the Vicomte de Kergarouet. The death of the poor young woman put an end to the matter.

Pierrette was left in charge of her grandparents who owed her four hundred francs a year, interest on the little property placed in their hands. This small sum was now applied to her maintenance. The old people, who were growing less and less fit for business, soon found themselves confronted by an active and capable competitor, against whom they said hard things, all the while doing nothing to defeat him. Major Brigaut, their friend and adviser, died six months after his friend, the younger Madame Lorrain,—perhaps of grief, perhaps of his wounds, of which he had received twenty-seven.

Like a sound merchant, the competitor set about ruining his adversaries in order to get rid of all rivalry. With his connivance, the Lorrains borrowed money on notes, which they were unable to meet, and which drove them in their old days into bankruptcy. Pierrette’s claim upon the house in Nantes was superseded by the legal rights of her grandmother, who enforced them to secure the daily bread of her poor husband. The house was sold for nine thousand five hundred francs, of which one thousand five hundred went for costs. The remaining eight thousand came to Madame Lorain, who lived upon the income of them in a sort of almshouse at Nantes, like that of Sainte-Perine in Paris, called Saint-Jacques, where the two old people had bed and board for a humble payment.

As it was impossible to keep Pierrette, their ruined little granddaughter, with them, the old Lorrains bethought themselves of her uncle and aunt Rogron, in Provins, to whom they wrote. These Rogrons were dead. The letter might, therefore, have easily been lost; but if anything here below can take the place of Providence, it is the post. Postal spirit, incomparably above public spirit, exceeds in brilliancy of resource and invention the ablest romance-writers. When the post gets hold of a letter, worth, to it, from three to ten sous, and does not immediately know where to find the person to whom that letter is addressed, it displays a financial anxiety only to be met with in very pertinacious creditors. The post goes and comes and ferrets through all the eighty-six departments. Difficulties only arouse the genius of the clerks, who may really be called men-of-letters, and who set about to search for that unknown human being with as much ardor as the mathematicians of the Bureau give to longitudes. They literally ransack the whole kingdom. At the first ray of hope all the post-offices in Paris are alert. Sometimes the receiver of a missing letter is amazed at the network of scrawled directions which covers both back and front of the missive,—glorious vouchers for the administrative persistency with which the post has been at work. If a man undertook what the post accomplishes, he would lose ten thousand francs in travel, time, and money, to recover ten sous. The letter of the old Lorrains, addressed to Monsieur Rogron of Provins (who had then been dead a year) was conveyed by the post in due time to Monsieur Rogron, son of the deceased, a mercer in the rue Saint-Denis in Paris. And this is where the postal spirit obtains its greatest triumph. An heir is always more or less anxious to know if he has picked up every scrap of his inheritance, if he has not overlooked a credit, or a trunk of old clothes. The Treasury knows that. A letter addressed to the late Rogron at Provins was certain to pique the curiosity of Rogron, Jr., or Mademoiselle Rogron, the heirs in Paris. Out of that human interest the Treasury was able to earn sixty centimes.

These Rogrons, toward whom the old Lorrains, though dreading to part with their dear little granddaughter, stretched their supplicating hands, became, in this way, and most unexpectedly, the masters of Pierrette’s destiny. It is therefore indispensable to explain both their antecedents and their character.

II. THE ROGRONS
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Pere Rogron, that innkeeper of Provins to whom old Auffray had married his daughter by his first wife, was an individual with an inflamed face, a veiny nose, and cheeks on which Bacchus had drawn his scarlet and bulbous vine-marks. Though short, fat, and pot-bellied, with stout legs and thick hands, he was gifted with the shrewdness of the Swiss innkeepers, whom he resembled. Certainly he was not handsome, and his wife looked like him. Never was a couple better matched. Rogron liked good living and to be waited upon by pretty girls. He belonged to the class of egoists whose behavior is brutal; he gave way to his vices and did their will openly in the face of Israel. Grasping, selfish, without decency, and always gratifying his own fancies, he devoured his earnings until the day when his teeth failed him. Selfishness stayed by him. In his old days he sold his inn, collected (as we have seen) all he could of his late father-in-law’s property, and went to live in the little house in the square of Provins, bought for a trifle from the widow of old Auffray, Pierrette’s grandmother.

Rogron and his wife had about two thousand francs a year from twenty-seven lots of land in the neighborhood of Provins, and from the sale of their inn for twenty thousand. Old Auffray’s house, though out of repair, was inhabited just as it was by the Rogrons,—old rats like wrack and ruin. Rogron himself took to horticulture and spent his savings in enlarging the garden; he carried it to the river’s edge between two walls and built a sort of stone embankment across the end, where aquatic nature, left to herself, displayed the charms of her flora.

In the early years of their marriage the Rogrons had a son and a daughter, both hideous; for such human beings degenerate. Put out to nurse at a low price, these luckless children came home in due time, after the worst of village training,—allowed to cry for hours after their wet-nurse, who worked in the fields, leaving them shut up to scream for her in one of those damp, dark, low rooms which serve as homes for the French peasantry. Treated thus, the features of the children coarsened; their voices grew harsh; they mortified their mother’s vanity, and that made her strive to correct their bad habits by a sternness which the severity of their father converted through comparison to kindness. As a general thing, they were left to run loose about the stables and courtyards of the inn, or the streets of the town; sometimes they were whipped; sometimes they were sent, to get rid of them, to their grandfather Auffray, who did not like them. The injustice the Rogrons declared the old man did to their children, justified them to their own minds in taking the greater part of “the old scoundrel’s” property. However, Rogron did send his son to school, and did buy him a man, one of his own cartmen, to save him from the conscription. As soon as his daughter, Sylvie, was thirteen, he sent her to Paris, to make her way as apprentice in a shop. Two years later he despatched his son, Jerome-Denis, to the same career. When his friends the carriers and those who frequented the inn, asked him what he meant to do with his children, Pere Rogron explained his system with a conciseness which, in view of that of most fathers, had the merit of frankness.

“When they are old enough to understand me I shall give ‘em a kick and say: ‘Go and make your own way in the world!’” he replied, emptying his glass and wiping his lips with the back of his hand. Then he winked at his questioner with a knowing look. “Hey! hey! they are no greater fools than I was,” he added. “My father gave me three kicks; I shall only give them one; he put one louis into my hand; I shall put ten in theirs, therefore they’ll be better off than I was. That’s the way to do. After I’m gone, what’s left will be theirs. The notaries can find them and give it to them. What nonsense to bother one’s self about children. Mine owe me their life. I’ve fed them, and I don’t ask anything from them,—I call that quits, hey, neighbor? I began as a cartman, but that didn’t prevent me marrying the daughter of that old scoundrel Auffray.”

Sylvie Rogron was sent (with six hundred francs for her board) as apprentice to certain shopkeepers originally from Provins and now settled in Paris in the rue Saint-Denis. Two years later she was “at par,” as they say; she earned her own living; at any rate her parents paid nothing for her. That is what is called being “at par” in the rue Saint-Denis. Sylvie had a salary of four hundred francs. At nineteen years of age she was independent. At twenty, she was the second demoiselle in the Maison Julliard, wholesale silk dealers at the “Chinese Worm” rue Saint-Denis. The history of the sister was that of the brother. Young Jerome-Denis Rogron entered the establishment of one of the largest wholesale mercers in the same street, the Maison Guepin, at the “Three Distaffs.” When Sylvie Rogron, aged twenty-one, had risen to be forewoman at a thousand francs a year Jerome-Denis, with even better luck, was head-clerk at eighteen, with a salary of twelve hundred francs.

Brother and sister met on Sundays and fete-days, which they passed in economical amusements; they dined out of Paris, and went to Saint-Cloud, Meudon, Belleville, or Vincennes. Towards the close of the year 1815 they clubbed their savings, amounting to about twenty thousand francs, earned by the sweat of their brows, and bought of Madame Guenee the property and good-will of her celebrated shop, the “Family Sister,” one of the largest retail establishments in the quarter. Sylvie kept the books and did the writing. Jerome-Denis was master and head-clerk both. In 1821, after five years’ experience, competition became so fierce that it was all the brother and sister could do to carry on the business and maintain its reputation.

Though Sylvie was at this time scarcely forty, her natural ugliness, combined with hard work and a certain crabbed look (caused as much by the conformation of her features as by her cares), made her seem like a woman of fifty. At thirty-eight Jerome Rogron presented to the eyes of his customers the silliest face that ever looked over a counter. His retreating forehead, flattened by fatigue, was marked by three long wrinkles. His grizzled hair, cut close, expressed in some indefinable way the stupidity of a cold-blooded animal. The glance of his bluish eyes had neither flame nor thought in it. His round, flat face excited no sympathy, nor even a laugh on the lips of those who might be examining the varieties of the Parisian species; on the contrary, it saddened them. He was, like his father, short and fat, but his figure lacked the latter’s brutal obesity, and showed, instead, an almost ridiculous debility. His father’s high color was changed in him to the livid flabbiness peculiar to persons who live in close back-shops, or in those railed cages called counting-rooms, forever tying up bundles, receiving and making change, snarling at the clerks, and repeating the same old speeches to customers.

The small amount of brains possessed by the brother and sister had been wholly absorbed in maintaining their business, in getting and keeping money, and in learning the special laws and usages of the Parisian market. Thread, needles, ribbons, pins, buttons, tailors’ furnishings, in short, the enormous quantity of things which go to make up a mercer’s stock, had taken all their capacity. Outside of their business they knew absolutely nothing; they were even ignorant of Paris. To them the great city was merely a region spreading around the Rue Saint-Denis. Their narrow natures could see no field except the shop. They were clever enough in nagging their clerks and their young women and in proving them to blame. Their happiness lay in seeing all hands busy at the counters, exhibiting the merchandise, and folding it up again. When they heard the six or eight voices of the young men and women glibly gabbling the consecrated phrases by which clerks reply to the remarks of customers, the day was fine to them, the weather beautiful! But on the really fine days, when the blue of the heavens brightened all Paris, and the Parisians walked about to enjoy themselves and cared for no “goods” but those they carried on their back, the day was overcast to the Rogrons. “Bad weather for sales,” said that pair of imbeciles.

The skill with which Rogron could tie up a parcel made him an object of admiration to all his apprentices. He could fold and tie and see all that happened in the street and in the farthest recesses of the shop by the time he handed the parcel to his customer with a “Here it is, madame; nothing else to-day?” But the poor fool would have been ruined without his sister. Sylvie had common-sense and a genius for trade. She advised her brother in their purchases and would pitilessly send him to remote parts of France to save a trifle of cost. The shrewdness which all women more or less possess, not being employed in the service of her heart, had drifted into that of speculation. A business to pay for,—that thought was the mainspring which kept the machine going and gave it an infernal activity.

Rogron was really only head-clerk; he understood nothing of his business as a whole; self-interest, that great motor of the mind, had failed in his case to instruct him. He was often aghast when his sister ordered some article to be sold below cost, foreseeing the end of its fashion; later he admired her idiotically for her cleverness. He reasoned neither ill nor well; he was simply incapable of reasoning at all; but he had the sense to subordinate himself to his sister, and he did so from a consideration that was outside of the business. “She is my elder,” he said. Perhaps an existence like his, always solitary, reduced to the satisfaction of mere needs, deprived of money and all pleasures in youth, may explain to physiologists and thinkers the clownish expression of the face, the feebleness of mind, the vacant silliness of the man. His sister had steadily prevented him from marrying, afraid perhaps to lose her power over him, and seeing only a source of expense and injury in some woman who would certainly be younger and undoubtedly less ugly than herself.

Silliness has two ways of comporting itself; it talks, or is silent. Silent silliness can be borne; but Rogron’s silliness was loquacious. The man had a habit of chattering to his clerks, explaining the minutiae of the business, and ornamenting his talk with those flat jokes which may be called the “chaff” of shopkeeping. Rogron, listened to, of course, by his subordinates and perfectly satisfied with himself, had come at last into possession of a phraseology of his own. This chatterer believed himself an orator. The necessity of explaining to customers what they want, of guessing at their desires, and giving them desires for what they do not want, exercises the tongue of all retail shopkeepers. The petty dealer acquires the faculty of uttering words and sentences in which there is absolutely no meaning, but which have a marked success. He explains to his customers matters of manufacture that they know nothing of; that alone gives him a passing superiority over them; but take him away from his thousand and one explanations about his thousand and one articles, and he is, relatively to thought, like a fish out of water in the sun.

Rogron and Sylvie, two mechanisms baptized by mistake, did not possess, latent or active, the feelings which give life to the heart. Their natures were shrivelled and harsh, hardened by toil, by privation, by the remembrance of their sufferings during a long and cruel apprenticeship to life. Neither of them complained of their trials. They were not so much implacable as impracticable in their dealings with others in misfortune. To them, virtue, honor, loyalty, all human sentiments consisted solely in the payment of their bills. Irritable and irritating, without feelings, and sordid in their economy, the brother and sister bore a dreadful reputation among the other merchants of the rue Saint-Denis. Had it not been for their connection with Provins, where they went three or four times a year, when they could close the shop for a day or two, they would have had no clerks or young women. But old Rogron, their father, sent them all the unfortunate young people of his neighborhood, whose parents wished to start them in business in Paris. He obtained these apprentices by boasting, out of vanity, of his son’s success. Parents, attracted by the prospect of their children being well-trained and closely watched, and also, by the hope of their succeeding, eventually, to the business, sent whichever child was most in the way at home to the care of the brother and sister. But no sooner had the clerks or the young women found a way of escape from that dreadful establishment than they fled, with rejoicings that increased the already bad name of the Rogrons. New victims were supplied yearly by the indefatigable old father.

From the time she was fifteen, Sylvie Rogron, trained to the simpering of a saleswoman, had two faces,—the amiable face of the seller, the natural face of a sour spinster. Her acquired countenance was a marvellous bit of mimicry. She was all smiles. Her voice, soft and wheedling, gave a commercial charm to business. Her real face was that we have already seen projecting from the half-opened blinds; the mere sight of her would have put to flight the most resolute Cossack of 1815, much as that horde were said to like all kinds of Frenchwomen.

When the letter from the Lorrains reached the brother and sister, they were in mourning for their father, from whom they inherited the house which had been as good as stolen from Pierrette’s grandmother, also certain lands bought by their father, and certain moneys acquired by usurious loans and mortgages to the peasantry, whose bits of ground the old drunkard expected to possess. The yearly taking of stock was just over. The price of the “Family Sister” had, at last, been paid in full. The Rogrons owned about sixty thousand francs’ worth of merchandise, forty thousand in a bank or in their cash-box, and the value of their business. Sitting on a bench covered with striped-green Utrecht velvet placed in a square recess just behind their private counter (the counter of their forewoman being similar and directly opposite) the brother and sister consulted as to what they should do. All retail shopkeepers aspire to become members of the bourgeoisie[1q]. By selling the good-will of their business, the pair would have over a hundred and fifty thousand francs, not counting the inheritance from their father. By placing their present available property in the public Funds, they would each obtain about four thousand francs a year, and by taking the proceeds of their business, when sold, they could repair and improve the house they inherited from their father, which would thus be a good investment. They could then go and live in a house of their own in Provins. Their forewoman was the daughter of a rich farmer at Donnemarie, burdened with nine children, to whom he had endeavored to give a good start in life, being aware that at his death his property, divided into nine parts, would be but little for any one of them. In five years, however, the man had lost seven children,—a fact which made the forewoman so interesting that Rogron had tried, unsuccessfully, to get her to marry him; but she showed an aversion for her master which baffled his manoeuvres. Besides, Mademoiselle Sylvie was not in favor of the match; in fact, she steadily opposed her brother’s marriage, and sought, instead, to make the shrewd young woman their successor.

No passing observer can form the least idea of the cryptogramic existence of a certain class of shopkeepers; he looks at them and asks himself, “On what, and why, do they live? whence have they come? where do they go?” He is lost in such questions, but finds no answer to them. To discover the false seed of poesy which lies in those heads and fructifies in those lives, it is necessary to dig into them; and when we do that we soon come to a thin subsoil beneath the surface. The Parisian shopkeeper nurtures his soul on some hope or other, more or less attainable, without which he would doubtless perish. One dreams of building or managing a theatre; another longs for the honors of mayoralty; this one desires a country-house, ten miles from Paris with a so-called “park,” which he will adorn with statues of tinted plaster and fountains which squirt mere threads of water, but on which he will spend a mint of money; others, again, dream of distinction and a high grade in the National Guard. Provins, that terrestrial paradise, filled the brother and sister with the fanatical longings which all the lovely towns of France inspire in their inhabitants. Let us say it to the glory of La Champagne, this love is warranted. Provins, one of the most charming towns in all France, rivals Frangistan and the valley of Cashmere; not only does it contain the poesy of Saadi, the Persian Homer, but it offers many pharmaceutical treasures to medical science. The crusades brought roses from Jericho to this enchanting valley, where by chance they gained new charms while losing none of their colors. The Provins roses are known the world over. But Provins is not only the French Persia, it is also Baden, Aix, Cheltenham,—for it has medicinal springs. This was the spot which appeared from time to time before the eyes of the two shopkeepers in the muddy regions of Saint-Denis.

After crossing the gray plains which lie between La Ferte-Gaucher and Provins, a desert and yet productive, a desert of wheat, you reach a hill. Suddenly you behold at your feet a town watered by two rivers; at the feet of the rock on which you stand stretches a verdant valley, full of enchanting lines and fugitive horizons. If you come from Paris you will pass through the whole length of Provins on the everlasting highroad of France, which here skirts the hillside and is encumbered with beggars and blind men, who will follow you with their pitiful voices while you try to examine the unexpected picturesqueness of the region. If you come from Troyes you will approach the town on the valley side. The chateau, the old town, and its former ramparts are terraced on the hillside, the new town is below. They go by the names of Upper and Lower Provins. The upper is an airy town with steep streets commanding fine views, surrounded by sunken road-ways and ravines filled with chestnut trees which gash the sides of the hill with their deep gulleys. The upper town is silent, clean, solemn, surmounted by the imposing ruins of the old chateau. The lower is a town of mills, watered by the Voulzie and the Durtain, two rivers of Brie, narrow, sluggish, and deep; a town of inns, shops, retired merchants; filled with diligences, travelling-carriages, and waggons. The two towns, or rather this town with its historical memories, its melancholy ruins, the gaiety of its valley, the romantic charm of its ravines filled with tangled shrubbery and wildflowers, its rivers banked with gardens, excites the love of all its children, who do as the Auvergnats, the Savoyards, in fact, all French folks do, namely, leave Provins to make their fortunes, and always return. “Die in one’s form,” the proverb made for hares and faithful souls, seems also the motto of a Provins native.

Thus the two Rogrons thought constantly of their dear Provins. While Jerome sold his thread he saw the Upper town; as he piled up the cards on which were buttons he contemplated the valley; when he rolled and unrolled his ribbons he followed the shining rivers. Looking up at his shelves he saw the ravines where he had often escaped his father’s anger and gone a-nutting or gathering blackberries. But the little square in the Lower town was the chief object of his thoughts; he imagined how he could improve his house: he dreamed of a new front, new bedrooms, a salon, a billiard-room, a dining-room, and the kitchen garden out of which he would make an English pleasure-ground, with lawns, grottos, fountains, and statuary. The bedrooms at present occupied by the brother and sister, on the second floor of a house with three windows front and six storeys high in the rue Saint-Denis, were furnished with the merest necessaries, yet no one in Paris had finer furniture than they—in fancy. When Jerome walked the streets he stopped short, struck with admiration at the handsome things in the upholsterers’ windows, and at the draperies he coveted for his house. When he came home he would say to his sister: “I found in such a shop, such and such a piece of furniture that will just do for the salon.” The next day he would buy another piece, and another, and so on. He rejected, the following month, the articles of the months before. The Budget itself, could not have paid for his architectural schemes. He wanted everything he saw, but abandoned each thing for the last thing. When he saw the balconies of new houses, when he studied external ornamentation, he thought all such things, mouldings, carvings, etc., out of place in Paris. “Ah!” he would say, “those fine things would look much better at Provins.” When he stood on his doorstep leaning against the lintel, digesting his morning meal, with a vacant eye, the mercer was gazing at the house of his fancy gilded by the sun of his dream; he walked in his garden; he heard the jet from his fountain falling in pearly drops upon a slab of limestone; he played on his own billiard-table
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