A Maniac
By Maurice Level

He was neither mdicious nor bloodthirsty. It was only that he had conceived a very specid idea
of the pleasures of existence. Perhaps it was that, having tried them dl, he no longer found the
thrill of the unexpected in any of them.

He went to the theater, not to follow the piece, or to look through his opera-glasses at the
gpectators, but because he hoped that some day a fire might bresk out. At the fair of Neuilly he
vigted the various menageries in anticipation of a catastrophe: the tamer atacked by the beasts.
He had tried bullfights, but soon tired of them; the daughter appeared too wel-regulated, too
natura, and it disgusted him to watch suffering.

Wha he was dways looking for was the quick and keen anguish caused by some unexpected
disaster, some new kind of accident; so much so that, having been a the Opera Comique on the
night of the great fire, from which he escgped unhurt; thet, having been a couple of steps from
the cage the day the celebrated Fred was devoured by his lions he logt dmog dl interest in
theaters and menageries. To those who were astonished at this apparent change in his tastes, he
replied:

“But there's nothing more to see there. They don't give me the dightest sensation. All that |
care for isthe effect produced on others and on me.”

When he was deprived of these two favorite pleasures—it had taken him ten years to get what
he wanted from them—he fel into a sate of menta and physica depresson, and for some
months rarely left his house,

Then came a morning when the wals of Paris were covered with multi-colored posters that
showed, on an azure background, a curious inclined track which came down, wound round, and
fdl like a ribbon. Up & the top, little bigger than a dot, acyclist seemed to be waiting for a sgnd
to rush down the giddy descent. At the same time the newspapers gave accounts of an
extraordinary feat that explained the meaning of thisweird picture.

It seemed that the cyclis dashed down the narrow path at full speed, went up round the loop,
then down to the bottom. For a second during this fantagtic performance he was head
downwards, hisfeet up inthear.

The acrobat invited the press to come and examine the track and the machine so that they
might see tere was no trickery about it, and he explained that his ability to perform the feat was
due to cdculations of extreme precison, and that so long as he kept his nerve nothing could
prevent its accomplishment.

Now it is certan tha when the life of a man hangs on keeping his nerve, it hangs on a very
insecure peg!

Since the gppearance of the advertissment, our maniac had recovered some of his good humor.
He went to the private demondration, and becoming convinced that a new sensation awaited
him, wasin a seet on the firgt night to watch closdly this looping the loop.

He had taken a box that faced the end of the track, and he sat there adone, not wishing to have
near him any one who might digtract his close aitention.

The whole thing was over in a few minutes. He had just time to see the black speck appear on
the end of the track, a formidable spurt, a plunge, a gigantic bound, and that was dl. It gave him
athrill, swift and vivid aslightning.



But as he went out with the crowd, he reflected that though he might fed this sensation twice
or thrice, it must eventudly fal, as dl the others had done. He had not found what be was
looking for. Then came the thought that a man's nerve has limitations, that the drength of a
bicycle is, after dl, only reative, and that there is no track of the kind, however secure it may
seem, that may not some time give way. And he arived a the concluson that it was inevitable
that some day an accident must occur.

From thisto deciding to watch for that accident was a very smal step.

“I will go to see this looping of the loop every night,” he decided. “I will go till 1 see that man
bresk his head. If it doesn't hgppen during this three months in. Paris, | will follow him
elsawheretill it does”

For two months, every evening at the same time, he went to the same box and in the same sedt.
The management had grown to know him, he had taken the box for the whole period of the turn,
and they wondered vainly what could account for this costly whim.

One evening when the acrobat had gone through his performance earlier than usud, he saw
him in a corridor and went up to him. There was no need for an introduction.

“I' know you dready,” said the bicyclist. “You are dways a the hdl. Y ou come every night.”

Surprised, he asked:

“Itistrue | am deeply interested in your performance. But who has told you so?’

The man amiled:

“No one. | seeyou.”

“That is very surprisng. At such a height . . . a such a moment . . . your mind is suffidently
free to pick out the spectators down below?”’

“Certainly not. | don't see the spectators down below. It would be extremely dangerous for me
to pay any attention to a crowd that moves and chatters. In dl matters connected with my
professon, in addition to the turn itsdlf, its theory and practice, there is something ese, a kind of
trick .. .”

He started.

“A trick?

“Don't misunderstand me. | don't mean trickery. | mean something of which the public has no
suspicion, something that is perhgps the most delicate part of the whole performance. Shal |
explan? Wdll, | accept it as a fact that it is not possble to empty the brain till it contains but one
idea, impossble to keep the mind fixed on any one thought. As complete concentration is
necessary, | choose in the hall some one object on which | fix my eyes | see nothing but that
object. From the second | have my gaze on it, nothing ese exids. | get on the saddle. My hands
gripping the bars, | think of nothing; neither of my baance, nor my direction. | am sure of my
muscles, they are as firm as sted. There is only one pat of me | am afrad of: my eyes . . But
once | have fixed them on something, | am sure of them as well. Now, the firg night | performed
here, it happened that my eyes fdl on your box. | saw you. | saw nothing but you. Without
knowing it, you caught and held my eyes

You became the point, the object of which | have told you. The second day | looked for you at
the same place. The following days it was the same. And so it happens that now, as soon as |
gopear, by inginct my eyes turn to you. You help me you are the precious ad indigpensable to
my performance. Now do you understand why | know you?’

Next day the maniac was in his usud sedt. In the hal there were the usud movements and
murmurs of keen anticipation. Suddenly a dense slence fdl; that profound slence when you fed
that an audience is holding its bresth. The acrobat was on his machine, which was held by two



men, waiting for the sgnd to sat off. He was bdanced to perfection, his hands grasping the bar,
his head up, his gaze fixed straight ahead.

He cried “Hop!” and the men pushed him off.

Just at that moment, in the most naturd way possble, the maniac rose, pushed back his seet,
and went to one a the other sde of the box. Then a terible thing happened. The cyclis was
thrown violently up in the ar. His machine rushed forwards, flew up, and lurching out into the
midst of the shrieks of terror that filled the hdl, fel among the crowd.

With a methodica gesture the maniac put an his overcoat, smoothed his hat on the cuff of his
deeve, and went out.



