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CHAPTER 1.

Sentenced to death!

For five whole weeks have I lived with this one thought,
always alone with it, always frozen by its ghastly presence,
always crushed beneath its overwhelming weight.

At first, years ago, as it seemed, not mere weeks as it
really was, I was a man like any other. Every day, every
hour, every minute was ruled by its own idea. My intellect,
young and fresh, lost itself in a world of fantasy. I amused
myself in mapping out a life without order, and without
end, weaving into a thousand fantastic patterns the coarse
and slender tissue of my existence. There were lovely girls,
cardinals’ copes, victories won, theatres full of life and
light, and then again the young girls, and walks in the
twilight under the spreading boughs of the chestnut trees.
My imagination always pictured scenes of pleasure. My
thoughts were free, and therefore I was free also.

But now I am a prisoner. My body is in irons in a
dungeon, and my soul is fettered by an idea—one horrible,
murderous, and implacable idea. I have but one thought,
one certainty, one deep-rooted conviction, and that is that I
am under sentence of death!

Do what I may, that one terrible thought is ever with me,
like a spectre by my side, lonely and jealous, driving away
every effort that I may make to liberate myself from its
presence, face to face with me, and clutching me with its
icy hand when I endeavour to turn aside my head, or to
close my eyes upon its horrifying existence.

It intrudes itself into all the thoughts by which I vainly
strive to forget it; I hear it like a horrible chorus in every
word that is addressed to me; it places its face against
mine as I glance through the barred windows of my
dungeon; it attacks me whilst waking, it haunts my



spasmodic efforts at sleep, and appears in my dreams
under the form of the axe of the guillotine.

It is still present as I wake up with a start, and say, “It is
but a dream.” Well, even before my eyes have had time to
open, and to see the whole terrible reality which surrounds
me, written on the damp stone of my prison walls, in the
pale rays of my lamp, in the coarse fabric of my clothes, in
the dark figure of the sentinel whose bayonet gleams
through the loophole of my dungeon, it seems as if a
SONoOrous voice murmurs in my ears:

“Sentenced to death!”

CHAPTER II.

It was a lovely morning in August.

Three days had passed since my trial had been
commenced; three days since my crime had collected every
morning a crowd of curious spectators, who lounged on the
benches of the court like carrion crows around a carcase;
three days since that strange, half visionary procession of
judges, of lawyers, of witnesses, and public prosecutors,
had passed and repassed before me, sometimes ludicrous,
but always murderous, always gloomy and fatal.

During the first two nights restlessness and nervousness
had prevented me from sleeping; on the third, weariness
and lassitude had conduced to slumber. At midnight I had
left the jury still deliberating. Re-conducted to my cell, I
had thrown myself on my pallet, and had fallen at once into
a deep sleep—the sleep of forgetfulness. It was my first
repose for many days. I was still wrapped in this profound
slumber when they came and woke me. This time the tramp
of the gaoler’s heavy shoes, the clink of his bunch of keys,
and the harsh grating of the bolts, were not sufficient to
arouse me from my stupor; he had to shake me, and to
shout in my ear—“Get up!”



