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THE TALISMAN

Towards the end of the month of October
1829 a young man entered the Palais - Royal
just as the gaming — houses opened, agreeably
to the law which protecls a passion by ils very
nature easily excisable. He mounted the stair-
case of one of the gambling bells distinguished
by the number 36, without too much delibera-
tion.

“Your hat, sir, if you please?’ a thin,
querulons veice called out. A little old man,
crouching in the darkmess behind a miling,
suddenly rose and exhibited his features,
carved after o mean design. As you emler a
gaming — house the law despoils you of your
hat at the outsét. Is it by way of a parable, a
divine revelation? Or by exacting some pledge
or other, is not an infemal compact implied?
Is it done to compel you to preserve a respect-
ful demeanor towards those who are about to
gain money of you? Or mast the detective,
who squats in our socia! sewers, know lhe
name of your hatter, or your own, if you hap-
pen {0 have writien it on the lining inside? Or,
after all, is the measurement of your skl re-
guired for the compilation of statistics as to the
cerebral capacity of gamblers? The executive
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is abeolutely silent on this peint. But be sure
of this, that though you have scarcely taken a
step towards the tables, your hat no more be-
longs to you now than you belong to yoursel.
Play possesses you, your fortune, your cap,
your cane, vour cloak.

As you go out, it will be made clear to
vou, by a savage irony, that Play hus vet
spared you something, since your propery is
returned, For all that, d you bring a new hat
with you, you will have to pay for the knowl-
edge that a special costume is needed for a
gambler.

The evident astonishment with which the
young man took a numbered tally in exchange
for his hat, which was fortunately somewhat
rubbed at the bwim, showed cleardy enough
that his mind was yet untainted; and the linde
old man, who had wallowed from his youth up
in the furious pleasures of a gambler’ s life,
cast a dull, indifferent glance over him, in
vhich- a2 phileopher might have seen
wretchedness lying in the hospital, the vagrant
lives of ruined folk, incuests on nimberess
suicides, life — long penal servitude and teans-
poriations to Guazacoaleo.

His pallid, lengthy visage appeared like a
haggand embodiment of the passion reduced to
its simplest terms. There were traces of past
anguish in its wrinklea. He supporied life on
the glutinous soups at Darcet’ s, and gambled
away his meagre eamings day by day. Like
some old hackney which takes no heed of the
strokes of the whip, nothing could move him
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now. The stifled groans of ruined players, as
they passed out, their mue imprecations,
their stupefied faces, found him impassive.
He was the spirit of Play incamate. If the
young man had noticed this serry Cerberus,
perhaps be would have said, ‘There is only a
pack of cards in that heart of his.’

The stranger did nat heed this waming wri
in flesh and blood, put here. no doubt, by
Providence, who has set loathing on the
threshold of all evil haunts. He walked boldly
into the saloon, where the rattle of coin
brought his senses under the damling spell of
an agony of greed. Most likely he had been
drawn thither by thet most couvincing of Jean
Jacques’ eloquent periods, which expreases, 1
think, this melancholy thought, *Yes, I can
imagioe that 8 man may take to gambling when
he sees anly his last shilling between him and
death.

Thexe is an illusion about a gambling salocn
at hight as vulgar as that of a bloodthirsty dra-
ma, and just as effective. The moms are filled
with players and onlookess, with poverty —
sricken age, which drags itself thither in
search of stimulation, with excited faces, and
revels that began in wine, 1o end shortly in the
Seine. The passion is there in full measure,
but the greal mmber of the aclors prevents you
from seeing the gambling — demon face to
lace. The evening is a harmony or choms in
which al! take part, to which each instrument
in the orchestra contributes his share. You

would see there plenty of respectable people
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who have come in search of diversion, for
which they pay as they pay for the pleasures of
the theatre, or of ghatony, or they come hith-
er as to some garret where they cheapen
poignant regrets for three months 1o come.

Dv you understand all the force and frenzy
in a soul which impatiently waits for the open-
ing of a gambling hell? Between the daylight
gambler and the player at night there is the
sare <lifference that lies between a careless
husband and the lover swooning under his fa-
dy’ s window. Only with morning comes the
real thrab of the passion and the craving in its
stark homror. Then you can admire the real
gambler, who has neither eaten, slept,
thought, nor lived, he has so smarted under
the scourge of his martingale, so suffered on
the rack of his desire for a coup of trente — et
- quarante. At that accursed hour you en-
counter eyes whose calmmess temifies you,
faces that fascinate, glances that scem as if
they had power to tum the cards over and con-
sume them, The grandest hours of a gambling
saloon are not the opening ones. If Spain has
bnsll - fights, and Rome once had her gladia-
tors, Paris waxes prowd of her Palais — Royal,
where the inevitable mulettes cause blood to
flow in sireams, and the public can have the
pleasure of watching without fear of their feet
slipping in it.

Take a quiet peep at the arena. How bare it
looks! The paper on the walls is greasy to the
height of your head, there is nothing to bring
one reviving thought. There is not so much as
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a nail for the convenience of suicides. The
floor is womn and dirty. An oblong table stands
in the middle of the room, the tablecloth is
worn by the friction of gold, but the straw -
bottemed chairs sbait it indicate an odd indif-
ference to luxury in the rmen who will lose their
lives heve in the quest of the fortune that s to
put luxury within their reach. This vontradic-
tion in humanity is seen wherever the soud re-
acts powerfully upon itself .

The gallant would clothe his mistress in
silks, would deck her out in sofi Eastern fah-
rics, though he and she must lie on a tmekle
— bed, The ambitious dreamer sees himself at
the summit of power, while he slavishly pros-
trates himself in the mire. The tudesman stag-
nates in his damp, unhealthy shop, while he
builds a great mansion for his son to inherit
prematurely, only to be ejected from it by law
proceedings at his own brother” s instance, Af-
ter all, is there a less pleasing thing in the
world than a house of pleasure? Singular ques-
tion! Man is always at strife with himself, His
present woes give the lie to his hopes; vet he
looks to a future which s not his, to indemnify
him for these present sufferings; setting upon
all his actions the seal of inconsequence and of
the weakness of his namme. We have nothing
here below in full measure bt misforhme.

There were severl gamblers in the room al-
rady when the young man entered. Three
bald — headed seniors were lounging round the
green table, Imperturbable as diplomatisis,
those plaster — cast faces of theirs betokened
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blumed sensibilities, and hearts which had
long forgotien how to throb, even when a
woman’s dowry was the stake. A voung Ital-
ias, olive - hued and dark — haired, sat at
one end, with his elbows on the table, secem-
ing to listen to the presentiments of luck that
dictate 4 gambler’s ‘Yes' or “No,' The glow
of fire and gold was on that southern face.
Some seven or eight onlookers stood by way
of an audience, awaiting a drama composed of
the strokes of chance, the faces of the actors,
the circulation of eoin, and the motion of the
croupier’s ruke, much gs a silent, motionless
crowd waiches the headsman in the Place de
Greve. A wll, thin man, in a threadbare
coat, held & card in one hand, and a pin in
the other, to mark the numbers of Red or
Black. He seemed a-modem Tantalus, with
all the pleasures of his epoch at his lips, a
hoardless miser drawing in imaginary gains, a
sane species of hunatic who consoles himself in
his misery by chimerical dreams, a man who
touches peril end vice as a young priest han-
dles the unconsectated wafer in the white
mass. One or two experts at the game, shrewd
speculators, had placed themselves opposite
the bank, like old convicts who have lost all
fear of the hulks; they meant 1o v twe or
three coups, and then to depart st once with
the expected gains, on which they lived. Two
elderly waiters dawdled about with their arms
folded, looking from time to time into the gar-
den from the windows, as if to show their in-
significant faces a8 4 sign to passers — by,
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The croupier and banker threw a ghastly
and withering glance at the punters, and
cried, in a sharp voice, ‘Make your game!’
as the young man came in. The silence
seemer to grow deeper as all heads turned cu-
riously towards the new amival. Who would
have thought it? The jaded elders, the fos-
silized waiters, the onlookers, the fanatical I-
talian himself, felt an indefinable dread st
sight of the stranger. Is he not wretched in-
deed who can excite pity here? Must he not be
very belpless o receive sympathy, ghastly in
appearance to raise a shudder in these places,
where pain uiters no cry, where wretchedness
looke gay, and despair is decorows? Such

thoughts as these produced a new emotion in-

these torpid hearts as the young man entered.
Were not executioners known to shed tears
over the fair — haired, girtish heacks that had o
fall at the bidding of the Revohution?

The gamblers saw at a glance a dreadful
yystery in the novice” s face. His young fea-
tures were stamped with a melancholy grace,
his looks told of mmsuceess avd many blighted
hopes.- The dull apathy of the suicide had
made his forehead so deadly pale, a bitter
smile carved faint lines about the comers of his
mouth, and there was an abandonment abhout
him that was painful to see. Some sort of de-
mon sparkled in the depths of his eye, which
Could it have heen dissipation that had set its
foul mark on the proud face, once pure amd
bright, and now brought low? Any doctor see-
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ing the yellow rircles about his evelids, and
the coler in his cheeks, would have set them
down to some affection of the heart or lungs,
while poets would have atiributed them to the
havoc brought by the search for knowledge and
10 night — vigils by the student” s lamp.

But & complaint more fatal than any dis-
ease, a disease meore merciless than genius or
study, had drawn this young face, and had
.wiung a heart which dissipation, study, and
sickness had scarcely disturbed. When a noto-
tiove crinminal is takew to the convict’s prison,
the prisoners welcome him respectfilly, amd
these evil spirits in: human shape, experienced
in torments, howed hefore an unheard - of an-
their eyes, they recognized a prince among
them, by the majesty of his unspoken irony,
by the refined wretchedness of his garh.

The frock - coat that he wore was well cut,
but his craval was on terms so intimate with
his waistcoat that no one could sispect him of
undesfinen . His hands, shapely as a woman's
were not perfectly clean; for two days past in-
deed he had cessed 1o wear gloves. If the very
croupier and the waiters stddered, it was be-
caime some traces of the apell of innocence yet
ung about his meagre, delicately — shaped
form, and his scanty fair hair in its nahmral
culs. He looked only about twenty — five
years of age, and any trace of vice in his face
seemed to be there by accident. A young con-
stitution stil] resisted the inroads of lubicity.
Darkness and light, annihilation and exds-
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tence, scemed to staggle in him, with effects
of mingled beauty and terror. There he stood
like some erring angel that has lost his radi-
ance; and these emeritus — professors of vice
and shame were ready to bid the novice de-
pat, even as some toothless crone might be
seized with pity for a beautiful girl who offers
hersell up to infamy. The young man went
straight up to the table, and, as be stood
there, flung down a piece of gold which he
held in his hand, without deliberation. It
rolled on to the Black; then, as strong natures
can, he looked calmly, if anxiousty, ai the
croupier, as il he held useless subterfuges in
8o0m.

The interest this coup awakened was so
great that the old gamesters laid nothing upon
it; only the Ialian, inspired by a gambler’s
enthusiaam, smiled suddenly at some thought,
and punted his heap of coin against the
stranger’ s stake.,

The banker forgot 1o pronounce the phrases
that wse and wont have reduced to an inarticu-
late ery - — ‘ Make your game. . . The game ia
made... Bets are closed.” The croupier
spread out the cards, and seemed to wish luck
to the newcomer, indifferent as he was to the
losses or gains of those who took part in these
sombee pleasures. Every bystander thought he
saw o drama, the closing scene of a noble
life, in the fortunes of that bit of pold; and
eagerly fixed his eyes on the prophetic cards;
bul however closely they watched the young
man, they could discover not the least sign of
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feeling on his cool but restless face.

*Even! red wins,* said the croupier offi-
cially.

A dumb sont of rattle came from the Tial-
ian's throat when he saw the folded notes that
the banker showered upon him, one after an-
other. The young man only understood his
calamity when the croupiers” s rake was ex-
tended 1o sweep eway his last napoleon, The
ivory touched the coin with a litile click, as it
swept it with the speed of an arrow into the
heap of gold before the bank. The stranger
tuned pale at the lips, and softly shut his
eyes, but he unclosed them agin at onee,
and the red color returned as he affected the
airs of an Englishman, to whom life can offer
no new sensation, and disappeared without the
glance full of entresty for compassion that a
desperate. gamester will oflen give the by-
standers. How much can happen in a second’
s space; bow many things depend on a throw
of the die!

‘That was his last cariridge, of course,’
said the croupier, smiling after & moment” 5
silence, during which he,‘ picked up the coin
between his finger and thumb and held it up.

‘He is a cracked brain that will go and
drown himeelf,” said a frequenter of the
place. He looked round about at the other
players, who all knew each other.

‘Bah!’ said a waiter, as he took a pinch of
snuff, -
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‘Il we had but foliowed HIS example,’
said an old gamester to the others, as he
pointed out the ltalian.

Everybody looked at the lucky player,
whose hands shook as he counted his bank —
notes. :

“A woire scemed 10 whisper 0 we,” he
said. *The luck is sure to go against that
young man’ s despair, ’

‘He is a new hand, ' said the banker, ‘or
he would have divided his money inio three
parts to give himselfl more chance. ’

The young man went out without asking for
his hat; but the old waich ~ dog, who had
roted its shabby condition, returned it to him
without a word. The gambler mechanically
gave up the tally, and went downstairs
whistling Di tanti Palpiti so feebly, that he
himeell scarcely heard the delicious notes.

He found himself immediately under the ar-
cades of the Palais - Royal, reached the Rue
Saint Honore, took the direction of the Tui-
lertes, and crossed the gardens with an unde-
cided step. He walked as if he were in some
desent, elbowed by men whom he did not see,
hearing through alf the voices of the crowd one
voice alone — — the voice of Death, He was
et i the thoughts that berumbed him at last,
like the criminsls who used to be waken in
carts from the Palais de Justice to the Place de
Greve, where the scaffold awaited them red-
dened with all the blood spilt here since 1793.

There is something great and terrible about
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