THE STRING*

By Guy DE MAUPASSANT

Famous Story Series

LONG all the roads leading to Goderville
the peasants and their wives were going to-
ward the town, for it was market-day. The
men walked at any easy pace, the whole
body thrown ahead at each movement of the
long, crooked legs, men deformed by rude
labor, by guiding the plow, which at once
forces the right shoulder upward and twists the waist ; by reap-
ing, which spreads the knees, for solid footing; by all the pa-
tient and painful toil of the country. Their blue blouses,
glossy with starch, as though varnished, ornamented at the
neck and wrists by a simple pattern in white, swelled out round
their bony chests, like captive balloons from which heads, arms
and legs were protruding.

Some were leading by a cord a cow or calf, and their wives
behind the animals were hastening their pace by the strokes
of branches stripped of their leaves. The women carried on
their arms great baskets, out of which hung, here and there,
heads of chickens or ducks. They walked with shorter steps
than their husbands, and at a more rapid pace, spare, erect and
wrapped in scant shawls pinned across their flat chests, their
heads enveloped in white linen drawn closely over the hair
and surmounted by a bonnet.

Now a pleasure wagon passed at a jerky pony trot, shaking
fantastically two men seated side by side, and a woman at the
back of the vehicle, holding on to its sides to soften the hard
jolts.

In the square of Goderville was a crowd—a jam of mingled

*Translated by Emar Soule, from the French, for Short Stories.
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human beings and beasts. The horns of cattle, the high hats
of the rich farmers and the head-dresses of the women,
emerged from the surface of the assembly; and discordant
voices, clamorous, bawling, kept up a continuous and savage
babel, overtopped now and then by a shout from the robust
lungs of a merry countryman, or the lowing of a cow attached
to the wall of a house. All this mass was redolent of the
stable and soilure, of milk, of hay, of sweat, and diffused that
rank, penetrating odor, human and bestial, peculiar to people
of the fields.

Master Hauchecorne of Bréauté had just arrived at Goder-
ville, and was going toward the square when he saw on the
ground a bit of string. Master Hauchecorne, economist, like
every true Norman, thought anything that might be of use
worth picking up, and he bent down painfully, for he suffered
from rheumatism. He took up the piece of string, and was
winding it carefully, when he noticed Malandin, the harness-
maker, watching him from his doorway. The two men had
long ago had a quarrel about a halter, and both being vin-
dictive, had remained unfriendly. Hauchecorne was seized
with a kind of shame, at thus being seen by his enemy picking
a bit of twine out of the mud. He quickly hid his prize under
his blouse, then in his breeches pocket; then he pretended to
search the ground again for something which he did not find,
and he went off toward the market, his head in advance, bent
double by his infirmities. :

He was forthwith lost in the noisy, shuffling crowd every-
where in motion from innumerable buyings and sellings. The
peasants examined the cows, went away, came back, hesitated,
always fearful of being outwitted, never daring to decide, peer-
ing into the face of the vender, endlessly searching to dis-
cover the ruse in the man and the fault in the beast.

The women, putting their great baskets down at their feet,
had drawn out their fowls, which were lying on the ground,
legs bound, eyes wild, combs scarlet. They listened to offers,
held to their prices unmoved, their faces inscrutable; or sud-
denly deciding to accept an offer, cried out to the would-be
purchaser slowly moving away :

“Agreed, Master Hutine; I will give it at your price.”

Then little by little the square emptied, and the Angelus
sounding noon, those who lived too far to go home dispersed
in the various public houses.
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At Jourdain’s the great (fitling-roonl was full of feasters, as
the vast court was full of vehicles of every pedigree—carts,
gigs, tilburies, pleasure vans, carioles innumerable, yellow with
mud, mended, out of order, lifting to heaven their shafts, like
two arms, or nosing the ground, rear in the air.

Opposite the tables of diners the great chimney-piece, full
of bright flame, threw a lively warmth on the backs of the row
at the right. Three spits were turning, weighted with chick-
ens, pigeons and legs of mutton, and a delectable odor of roast
flesh and of juice streaming over its golden brown skin, es-
caped from the hearth, put every one in gay humor, and made
mouths water. All the aristocracy of the plow dined there with
Master Jourdain, innkeeper and horse-dealer, a shrewd fellow,
who had his dollars.

The platters were passed and emptied as were the tankards
of yellow cider. Each one talked of his affairs, his purchases,
his sales. The harvest was discussed. The weather was good
for grass, but a little sharp for grain.

All at once the drum sounded in the court before the house.
All save a few indifferent fellows were quickly on their feet,
and running to the door or the windows, their mouths full,
their napkins in their hands.

When he had finished his roulade the public crier held forth
in a jerky voice, cutting his phrases at the wrong place.

“It is made known to the inhabitants of Goderville and in
general to all—the people present at market, that there was
lost this morning, on the Benzeville road between—nine and
ten o’clock, a wallet containing five hundred francs and im-
portant papers. You are asked to return—it to the town hall,
without delay, or to the house of Master Fortuné Houle-
bréque, of Manneville. There will be twenty francs reward.”

Then the crier went on. One heard once more far off the
muffled beating of his drum, and his voice enfeebled by the dis-
tance. Then they all began to talk of the event, estimating
Master Houlebréque’s chances of finding or not finding his
wallet.

And the meal went on.

They were finishing their coffee when the chief of police ap-
peared at the door.

“Where is Master Hauchecorne of Bréauté?”’ he asked.

Hauchecorne, seated at the farther end of the table, replied:

“I’'m here.”
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The chief proceeded :

“Master Hauchecorne, will you have the kindness to accom-
pany me to the town hall? The mayor wishes to speak with
you.”

The countryman, surprised and disquieted, emptied at a
draught his little glass of rum, arose, and still more bent than
in the morning, for the first movement after each relaxation
was particularly difficult, he set out, repeating:

“I’m here, I'm here.”

And he followed the chief.

The mayor was waiting for him, seated in his fauteuil. He
was the notary of the vicinity, a big, solemn man, of pompous
phrases.

“Master Hauchecorne,” said he, “you were seen to pick up,
on the Benzeville road, this morning, the wallet lost by Master
Houlebréque, of Manneville.”

The peasant, astonished, looked at the mayor, frightened al-
ready, without knowing why, by this suspicion which had
fallen on him.

“What! what! I picked up the wallet?”

“Yes; you yourself.”

“Word of honor, I didn't even know of it.”

“You were seen.”

“Seen? What? Who saw me?”

“Monsieur Malandin, the harness-maker.”

Then the old man remembered, understood, reddened with
anger.

“He saw meh, th’ lout? He saw meh pick up that string!
See here, m’sieu mayor,” and feeling in the bottom of his
pocket, he drew out the bit of cord. '

But the mayor, incredulous, shook his head.

“You won’t make me believe, Master Hauchecorne, that
Malandin, who is a man worthy of credence, took that thread
for a wallet.”

The peasant, furious, raised his hand, spit, to attest his in-
nocence and declared:

“Yet it’s the truth of God, the sacred truth, m’sieu mayor.
On my soul and my salvation, I repeat it.”

The mayor continued :

“After picking up the object you went on searching in the
mud a long time to see if some piece of money mightn’t have
escaped you.”
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The old man gasped with indignation and fear.

‘“May one tell—may one tell lies like that to injure an hon-
est man? May one say ?

His protest was vain. He was not believed. He was con-
fronted with Monsieur Malandin, who repeated and sustained
his former affirmation. For an hour the two men hurled in-
sults at each other. Hauchecorne was searched, at his de-
mand, and nothing was found on him. Finally the mayor,
greatly perplexed, sent him away, warning him that he should
inform the council and await orders.

The news spread. When he came out of the town hall the
old man was surrounded and questioned with a curiosity seri-
ous or mocking, but with no ill-will in it. He began to re-
count the story of the string, but no one believed him—they
only laughed.

He went on, stopped by everybody, stopping his acquaint-
ances, beginning anew his tale and his protestations, turning
his pockets inside out to prove that he had nothing.

“Move on, old quibbler,” they said to him.

And he became angry, exasperated, feverish, sick at heart,
at not being believed. He did not know what to do, but told
his story over and over.

Night came. It was time to go home. He set out with
three of his neighbors,to whom he pointed out the place where
he had picked up the bit of cord, and all the way home he
talked of his adventure. In the evening he made a circuit of
the village of Bréauté to tell it to everybody. He met only
incredulity. He was ill all night from his trouble.

The next day, toward one o’clock in the afternoon, Marius
Paumelle, a farm hand, of Ymanville, returned the wallet and
its contents to Monsieur Houlebréque, of Manneville. The
man stated, in effect, that he had found the wallet in the road,
but not knowing how to read, had taken it home to his em-
ployer.

The news spread all about. Master Hauchecorne was toid
of it. He at once set out again on his travels, and began to
narrate his story, completed by the dénouement. He was
triumphant.

“It’s not the thing ’at grieved me most, you understand,” he
said, “but it’s the lie. Nothing harms you like being charged
with a lie.”

All day long he talked of his adventure. He told it on the
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streets to men passing, in the taverns to men drinking, after
church the next Sunday. He stopped strangers to tell it to
them. Now he was tranquil, yet something half disturbed
him, without his knowing exactly what. People had an
amused air as they listened to him. They did not ap-
pear convinced. He thought he detected whispers behind
his back.

Tuesday of the following week he betook himself to the
market of Goderville, driven there by the need of exploiting
his case. Malandin, standing in his doorway, began to laugh
when he saw him passing. Why? He accosted a farmer of
Criquetot, who did not let him finish, but giving him a blow
in the pit of the stomach, cried in his face:

“Go your way, humbug!”

Master Hauchecorne was dumfounded, and more and more
ill at ease. Why had he been called a humbug?

When he was seated at table in Jourdain’s inn he again be-
gan to explain the affair. A jockey of Montivilliers cried to
him:

“Come, come, old croaker, I know about your string!”

Hauchecorne stammered :

“But since it is found—the wallet?”

The other answered:

“Hold your tongue, father. One finds, another returns. I
know nothing about it, but I implicate you.”

The peasant was left choking. He understood at last. He
was accused of having returned the wallet through an accom-
plice. He tried to protest. The whole table began to laugh.
He could not finish his dinner, and went out in the midst of
mockeries.

He returned home, ashamed and disgraced, strangling with
rage and confusion, so much the more overwhelmed, in that
he was capable, with his Norman duplicity, of doing the very
thing of which he was accused, and even boasting of it as
a good stroke. Confusedly he saw his innocence impossible
to prove, his chicanery being well known, and he felt himself
cut to the heart by the injustice of the suspicion.

Then he commenced again to recount his adventure, length-
ening each day his story, adding each time new reasonings,
more energetic protestations, more solemn oaths, which he
invented and arranged in his hours of solitude, his mind occu-
pied solely with the story of the string. He was believed the
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rtion to the complication of his defence and the

Jess in propo

f his argument. . . . .
su‘?;I;:{’: ¢he reasoning of a liar,” they said behind his back.

He felt it, spent himself, wore his life out in useless efforts.
He wasted away visibly. Wags now made him tell “the
string” for their amusement, as one makes a soldier who has
fought recount his battle. His mind, harassed and unsettled,
grew feeble.

Toward the end of December he took to his bed. He died
early in January, and in the delirium of his agony he attested
his innocence, repeating:

“A little string . . . alittle string . . . wait, here
it is, m’sieu mayor!”
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