The Piece of Yarn

GUY DE MAUPASSANT

ON ALL THE ROADs around Goder-
ville, farmers and their wives were stream-
ing into town, for this was market day.
The men strode calmly along, their bodies
hunching forward with each movement of
their long, crooked legs, misshapen from
hard labors—from leaning on the plow,
which simultaneously elevated the left
shoulder and threw the back out of line;
from swinging the scythe, in which the
need for a solid stance bowed the legs at
the knees; from all the slow and laborious
tasks of work in the field. Their blue
smocks, starched until they glistened like
varnish, embroidered at- neck and. wrist
with a small design in white thread, puffed
out around their bony chests like balloons
about to take flight with a head, two arms,
and two feet attached.

The men tugged after them, at the end
of a rope, a cow or a calf. And their
wives, behind the animal, tried to hasten
it on by flicking its rump with a small
branch still bearing leaves. In the crook
of their arms they carried large covered
baskets from which heads -of chickens
and ducks protruded here and there.
They walked with shorter and more lively
steps than their husbands; their figures
lean, erect, and wrapped in a tight-
fitting shawl pinned together over their
flat chests; their hair swathed in a piece
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of white linen and topped off by a tight
brimless cap.

Now and then a farm wagon would
overtake them, drawn at a brisk trot by
a small sturdy horse, grotesquely jouncing
two men seated side by side, and 2 woman
in the back clinging to the frame to cush-
ion the rough jolts.

What a milling around, what a jostling
mob of people and animals there was on
Goderville square! Above the surface of
the assemblage protruded the horns of
cattle, the high-crowned, long-furred hats
of wealthy farmers, and the headdresses
of their ladies. The bawling, shrill, pierc-
ing voices raised a continuous din, above
which echoed an occasional hearty
laugh from the robust lungs of a merry-
making farmhand or the long lowing of a
cow tied to a house wall.

Everything smelled of the stable, milk
and manure, hay and sweat, and gave off
that pungent, sour odor of man and beast

- s0 characteristic of those who work in

the fields.

Maitre * Hauchecorne, of Bréauté, had
just reached Goderville and was making
his way toward the square when he
glimpsed a piece of yarn on the ground.
Maitre Hauchecorne, thrifty like the true
Norman he was, thought it worthwhile
to pick up anything that could be useful;
and he stooped down painfully, for he
suffered from rheumatism. He plucked
up the thin piece of yarn and was just
starting to wind it up carefully when he
caught sight of Maitre Malandain, the
harness maker, eyeing him from his door-
step. They bad once disagreed over the
price of a harness, and since both had a
tendency to hold grudges, they had re-
mained on bad terms with each other.
Maitre Hauchecorne felt a bit humiliated

t Maitre: In the Normandy of Maupassant’s
time, a person whe owned a bit of property was
addressed as “Maitre"” out of courtesy.



at having been seen by his enemy scrab-
bling in the dirt for a bit of yarn. He
quickly thrust his find under his smock,
then into his trousers pocket; afterwards
he pretended to search the ground for
something he had lost, and at last he
went off toward the marketplace with his
head bent forward and his body doubled
over by his aches and pains.

. He lost himself at once in the shrill
and slow-moving crowd. keyed up by
long-drawn-out bargaining. The farmers
would run their hands over the cows, go
away, come back. undecided, always in
fear of being taken in, never daring to
commit themselves, slyly watching the
seller’s eye, endlessly hoping to dis-
cover the deception in the man and the
defect in the beast.

The women, after placing their baskets
at their feet, had drawn out their pouliry,
which sprawled on the ground, their feet
tied together, with fear-glazed eyes and
scarlet combs.

Standing rigidly, their faces giving
away nothing, the women would listen
to offers and hold to their prices; or else,

on impulse deciding to accept an offer,
would shout after a customer who was
slowly moving off: “All right, Mait’
Anthime, It's yours.”

Then, little by little, the square emptied,
and as the bells rang the noonday angelus,
those who lived too far away scattered to
the inns.

At Jourdain's, the large hall was filled
with diners just as the great courtyard was
filled with vehicles of all descriptions:
two-wheeled carts, buggies. farm wagons,
carriages, nameless carryalls, yellow with
mud, battered, patched together. with
shafts raised heavenward like two arms or
with front down and rear pointing up-
ward.

Next to the seated diners the immense
fireplace, flaming brightly, cast a lively
warmth on the backs of the right-hand
row. Three spits were turning, loaded
with chickens, pigeons, and legs of
mutton, and a delectable aroma of roast-
ing meat and of juices trickling over the
heat-browned skin wafted from the hearth,
making hearts gay and mouths drool.

All the carriage aristocracy was eating



here at the table of Mait’ Jourdain, inn-
keeper and horsedealer. a sly man who
had a knack for making money.

The dishes were passed and emptied,
along with jugs of yellow cider. Each man
told of his dealings, what he had bought
and sold. They asked one another about
how they thought the crops would do.
The weather was fine for hay, but a bit
damp for grain.

All of a sudden the rolling beat of a
drum echoed in the courtyard before the
inn. At once all the diners, except a few
indifferent ones, leaped to their feet, and

with mouths still full and napkins in hand,
rushed to the door and windows.

When the drum roll ended, the town
crier announced in a jerky voice, breaking
his sentences in the wrong places:

“It is made known to the inhabitants
of Goderville, and in general to all—the
persons attending the market fair, that
there was lost this morning, on the Beuze-
ville road, between—nine and ten o'clock,
a black leather pocketbook containing
five hundred francs?' and some business
documents. It is requested that the finder
return it—to the town hall, at once, or to
Maitre Fortuné Houlbréque, of Manne-
ville. There will be a reward of twenty
francs.”

The man then went off. Once more in
the distance the beat of the drum rolled
out hollowly, followed by the receding
voice of the crier.

Now everyone began to discuss the
anpouncement, weighing the chance
Maitre Houlbréque had of getting his
pocketbook back.

And the meal came 10 an end.

They were finishing coffee when the
police sergeant appeared in the doorway.

He asked: “Is Maitre Hauchecorne, of
Bréauté, here?”

Maitre Hauchecorne, sitting at the far
end of the table, spoke up: “That’s me!”

And the sergeant continued: ““Maitre
Hauchecorne, please be good enough to
come with me to the town hall. The mayor
wants to talk with you.”

The farmer, surprised and uneasy,
gulped down his after-dinner glass of
brandy, got up, and, more stooped over
than earlier in the morning, because his
first steps after each meal were especially
painful, started on his way, saying over
and over:

“That’s me! That’s me!'”

! five hundred francs: about one hundred dollars
in those days. a considerable sum.



And he followed the sergeant out.

The mayor was waiting for him, pre-
-siding in an armchair. He was the local
notary, a large man, grave in manner and
given to pompous phrases.

“Maitre Hauchecorne,” he said, “you
were seen this morning on the Beuzeville
road picking up the pocketbook lost by
Maitre Houlbréque, of Manneville.”

The old farmer, struck speechless, in a
panic over being suspected and not under-
standing why, stared at the mayor:

“Me? Me? Me pick up that pockét-
book?”

“Yes, you are indeed the one.”

“I swear! I don’t know anything at all
about it.”

" “You were seen,”

“Seen? Me? Who says he saw me?”

“Monsieur Malandain, the harness-
maker.”

‘Then the old man remembered, under-
stood, and, flushing with anger, said:
#Hah! He saw me, that old good-for-
nothing! He saw me pick up this bit of
yarn. Look, Mr. Mayor.” And, fumbling
in the depths of his pocket, he pulled out
the little piece of yarn.

But the mayor, incredulous, shook his
head: “You would have me believe,
Maitre Hauchecorne, that Monsieur
Malandain, who is a trustworthy man,
mistook that piece of yarn for a pocket-
book?”

* The farmer, enraged, raised his hand,
spit to one side to reinforce his word, and
said again: “But it's God's honest truth,
“the sacred truth, Mister Mayor. There!
~ On my soul and salvation, I swear.”

The mayor resumed his accusation:
“After having picked up the article, you
kept on searching in the mud for some
time to see if some coin might have

~ slipped out.”
- The old man was choking with indigna-
tion and fear.

“How can anyone say such things!...
How can anyone say such lies to ruin a
man’s good name! How can anyone . ..”

No matter how much he protested, no
one believed him.

He was confronted by Monsieur Malan-
dain, who repeated his statement under
oath. They hurled insults at each other for
a full hour. Maitre Hauchecorne was
searched at his own request. They found
nothing on him.

Finally the mayor, completely baffied,
sent him away with the warning that he
was going to inform the public prosecutor
and ask what should be done.

The news had spread. On leaving the
town hall, the old man was surrounded
and questioned with serious or good-
humored curiosity, but without any hint
of blame. He began to tell the story of the
piece of yarn. They didn’t believe him.
They laughed.

He went here and there, stopped by
everyone, buttonholing his acquaintances,
beginning over and over again his story
and his protestations, turning his pockets
inside out to prove that he had nothing
in them. .

People said to him: “You sly old rascal,
you!”

He got more and more annoyed, upset,
feverish in his distress because no one
believed him, not knmowing what to do,
and always telling his story.

Night came. It was time to go home. He
set off with his three neighbors, showed
them the place where he had picked up
the piece of yarn, and all the way talked
about his experience.

That evening he made the rounds of
the village of Bréauté, telling his tale to
everyone. He met no one who believed
him.

He was sick about it all night. -

The next day, about one in the after-
noon, Marius Paumelle, a .farm hand



working for Maitre Breton, a landowner
of Ymauville, returned the pocketbook
and its contents to Maitre Houlbréque,
of Manneville.

This man claimed he had actually
found the article on the highway, but
being unable to read, he had taken it
home and given it to his employer.

The news spread through the neighbor-
hood. Maitre Hauchecorne was informed.
He began immediately to make the rounds,
telling his story all over again. including
the ending. He was exultant.

“What made me mad,” he said, “wasn’t
.50 much the accusation, you know; it was
all that lying. Nothing burns you up as
much as being hauled into court on the
word of a liar.”

All day he kept talking about his experi-
ence, retelling it on the street to passersby,
in the tavern to people having a drink,
outside the church on the following Sun-
day. He would stop complete strangers
to tell them. He felt calm about it now, but
something still bothered him that he could
not quite figure out. People listening to
him seemed to be amused. They didn't
appear to be convinced. He sensed that
they were making remarks behind his
back.

On Tuesday of the following week he
returned to the marketplace in Goderville,
driven by his need to state his case.

Malandain, standing in his doorway,
‘began to laugh when he saw him going
by. Why?

He accosted a farmer from Criquetot,

who didn’t let him finish but punched him
in the pit of the stomach and shouted in
his face: “Knock it off, you old rascall”
Then he turned on his heel and walked
away.

Maitre Hauchecorne was struck speech-
less and grew more and more upsel.
Why would anyone call him an “old
rascal™?

When he had taken his usual place at
Jourdain’s table, he launched into another
explanation of the incident.

A horse dealer of Montivilliers shouted
al him: *Oh, come off it! I'm wise to that
old trick. We know all about your yarn!”

Hauchecorne stammered: “‘But they
found the pocketbook!™

“Sure old man! Somebody found it, and
somebody took it back. Seeing is believ-
ing. A real pretty tangle to unsnarl!”

The farmer was stunned. At last he
understood. People were accusing him of
having gotten an accomplice to return the
pocketbook.

He tried to deny it. The whole table
burst into laughter.

Unable to finish his dinner, he left, the
butt of jokes and mockery.

He went home, feeling humiliated and
indignant, strangled with anger and mental
confusion, especially crushed because, as
a shrewd Norman, he knew himself ca-
pable of doing what he was accused of,
and even boasting about it as a good
trick. In his confusion, he could not see
how he could prove his innocence, since
he was well known for driving a sharp
bargain. He was heartsick over the in-
justice of being suspected.

He set about telling his experience all
over again, each day embroidering his
recital, with each retelling adding new
reasons, more vigorous protestations,
more solemn vows that he dreamed up
and repeated during his hours alone, his
whole mind occupied with the yarn. He



was believed less and less as his defense
became more and more intricate and his
explanations more and more involved.

“Ha! With such an explanation, he must
be lying!” they said behind his back. He
sensed this, ate his heart out, and ex-
hausted his strength in useless efforts.
He visibly began to weaken.

Jokers now encouraged him, for their
amusement, to tell “The Yarn” as one
encourages a soldier back from the wars
to tell about his battles. His mind, hurt
to the depths, began to weaken.

Toward the end of December he took
to his bed.

He -died during the early days of Jan-
uary, and, in his dying delirium, kept pro-
testing his innocence, repeating:

“Just a bit of yarn... a little bit of
yarn . . . see, Mr. Mayor, there it is!”
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