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Florville and Courval,�or�The Works of Fate


by The Marquis de Sade





Monsieur de Courval had just turned fifty-five; a vigorous man, in excellent health, he could look forward to another twenty years of life. Having known nothing but unpleasantness with a first wife, who had long ago left him to devote herself to a life of libertinage, and having good reason to believe, on the basis of the most reliable testimony, that this creature was now in her grave, he was seriously considering the possibility of remarrying, this time a person who, by the kindness of her character and the excellence of her morals, would help him to forget his earlier misfortunes.�As unlucky with his children as with his wife, Monsieur de Courval, who had had only two - a girl who had died while still very young, and a boy who, at the age of fifteen had, like his wife, abandoned him, unfortunately to follow the same principles of debauchery - Monsieur de Courval, I repeat, did not believe that any ties could ever bind him to this monster, and planned to disinherit him and bequeath his possessions to the children he hoped to have by the new wife he wished to marry. He had an income of fifteen thousand francs: formerly engaged in business, his fortune was the fruit of his labors, and he had lived well within his means, as decent men will, surrounded by a handful of friends who loved and esteemed him, who visited him either in a handsome apartment which he occupied on the rue Saint-Marc or, more often, on a charming little estate near Nemours, where Monsieur de Courval spent two-thirds of the year.�This worthy man disclosed his plan to his friends, and seeing that they approved of it, he bade them make immediate inquiries amongst their acquaintances to discover whether in their circle there was someone betweent the ages of thirty and thirty-five, whether a widow or spinster, who might serve his purpose.�Two days later, one of his former colleagues came to inform him that he believed he had found exactly the person Monsieur de Courval was seeking.�"The young lady I am recommending to you," his friend said to him, "has two things against her which I must first reveal, so that I can subsequently console you by giving an account of her good qualities. 'Tis quite certain that neither her father nor mother is alive, but we have no idea who they were or where she lost them. All we do know," the intermediary went on, "is that she is the cousin of Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, a man of considerable reputation who acknowledges her, esteems her, and who will freely sing her praises to you, which is no more than she deserves. Her parents left her nothing, but she has an income of four thousand francs from Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, in whose house she was reared and wherein she spent her entire childhood. This is her first fault," said Monsieur de Courval's friend, "let us move on to the second: an affair that occurred when she was sixteen years old, a child who died; she has never seen the father again. So much for the debit side; now a word about the things in her favor.�"Mademoiselle de Florville is thirty-six years old, though she looks but twenty-eight, if that; it would be difficult to conceive of a more attractive and interesting face: her features are gentle and delicate, her skin has the whiteness of a lily, and her chestnut-brown hair reaches down to her ankles. Her mouth is fresh, most pleasantly adorned, the very image of a springtime rose. She is rather tall, but she has such a lovely figure, which otherwise might make her appear somewhat hard, is of no consequence. Her arms, her neck, her legs, are all pleasingly molded, and hers is a kind of beauty that will long resist the onset of age.�"As for her conduct, her extreme regularity may perhaps not please you. She is not much given to mundane activities and leads a most secluded life. She is extremely pious, assiduous in her devotion to the duties of the convent in which she lives, and if she is a source of edification to all those around her by her religios qualities, she also is a source of delight to all who behold her, because of her mind and the charms of her character. . . . In a word, she's an angel on earth, whom Heaven has reserved for the happiness of your later years."�Monsieur de Courval, delighted at the prospect of such an encounter, urged his friend to arrange for him to see the person in question without further delay.�"The matter of her birth concerns me not in the least," he said. "So long as her blood is pure, what does it matter to me who transmitted it to her? And her affair when she was sixteen daunts me just as little; she has made up for the lapse by many years of modesty and discretion. I shall marry her as though I were marrying a widow. Having set my mind on a woman between thirty and thirty-five, 'twould have been difficult indeed for me to add to that demand the foolish requirement that she be a virgin. Thus, nothing about your proposals displeases me; all that remains is for me to urge you to let me see the object herself."�Monsieur de Courval's friend was not long in satisfying his desire. Three days later he gave a dinner at his house, with the lady in question as one of the guests. It was difficult not to be captivated at first sight by this charming person: her features were those of Minerva herself, disguised beneath those of love. Since she was privy to the matter, she was even more reserved, and her decorum, her circumspection, and the nobility of her bearing, together with so many physical attributes and so gentle a nature, and with so judicious and well-developed a mind, soon had poor Courval so enamored that he begged his friend to hasten matters to their conclusion.�They met again two or three times, once at the same house, another time at Monsieur de Courval's, or at Monsieur de Saint-Prίt's, and finally, in response to his most earnest entreaties, Mademoiselle de Florville declared to Monsieur de Courval that nothing could flatter her more than the honor he was bestowing upon her but that, in all fairness, she could in no wise accept before she herself had discovered to him the adventures of her life.�"You have not been told everything," said this charming girl, "and I cannot consent to be yours until you know more about me. Your esteem means too much to me to put myself in a position whereby I might lose it, and I assuredly would not deserve it if, taking advantage of your illusions, I were to consent to become your wife, without your first judging whether I am worthy to be."�Monsieur de Courval assured her that he was aware of everything, that 'twas he rather than she who should be evincing the concern she was showing, and that if he were fortunate enough to please her, then she should no longer trouble her head about it. Mademoiselle de Florville was firm; she insisted that she would not give her consent to anything until Monsieur de Courval had been thoroughly instructed with regard to her; and so he had to give in to her. The only concession he was able to wrest from her was that Mademoiselle de Florville would come to his estate near Nemours, that all preparations would be made for the marriage he desired, and that, as soon as he had heard her story, she would become his wife forthwith.�"But Monsieur," said that gracious girl, "if all these preparations come to naught, why make them? . . . What if I convince you that I was not born to be yours? . . ."�"That, Mademoiselle, is something I defy you ever to convince me of," said the worthy Courval. "Let us proceed, I beg of you, and do not stand in the way of my plans."�On this last point he was not to be swayed; all the arrangements were made, and they left for Courval's estate. There, however, they were alone, as Mademoiselle de Florville had requested; the things she had to say were only for the ears of the man who wished to marry her; hence no one was admitted. The day after her arrival, this beautiful and interesting girl, having asked Monsieur de Courval to listen closely, related the events of her life in the following terms: 


MADEMOISELLE DE FLORVILLE'S STORY


Your intentions concerning me, Monsieur, no longer allow that you be kept in ignorance of certain things. You have seen that Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, to whom you have been told I was related, has himself attested to this fact. And yet, on this point, you have been completely misled. My origins are a total mystery to me, and I have never had the satisfaction of knowing who my parents were. When I was only a few days old, I was found in a green taffeta bassinet on Monsieur de Saint-Prίt's doorstep; to the canopy of the bassinet was attached an anonymous letter, which simply said: 


Since after ten years of marriage you have no children, and since your constant desire is to have one, adopt this infant; her blood is pure; she is the issue of a chaste marriage and not of libertinage; her birth is honorable. If the child is not to your liking, take her to an orphanage. Make no inquiries, they will come to naught. It is impossible to tell you anything more. 


The worthy people on whose doorstep I had been left straightway took me in, raised me, and tendered me every possible care. I can say that I owe them everything. As there was no indication of my name, it pleased Madame de Saint-Prίt to call me Florville.�I had just turned fifteen when I had the misfortune of seeing my protectress die. Nothing can express the pain I felt at that loss. I had become so dear to her that on her deathbed she besought her husband never to abandon me and to settle on me an income of four thousand francs. Both requests were punctually granted, and to these kindnesses Monsieur de Saint-Prίt added that of acknowledging me as a cousin of his wife and of arranging for me, in this capacity, the bequest with which you are familiar. Yet I could no longer remain under his roof; Monsieur de Saint-Prίt explained to me why.�"I am a widower, and still young," this virtuous man said to me. "To live under the same roof might give rise to suspicions that we do not deserve. Your happiness and your reputation are dear to me; I do not want to compromise either one. We must part company, Florville; but as long as I live I shall not abandon you; nor do I even want you to leave the fold of my family. I have a sister in Nancy; I am going to commend you to her. Her friendship will be no less steadfast than my own, of that I can assure you. And there, with her, still as it were before my eyes, I can continue to watch over anything you may require to complete your education or establish your situation in the world."�I did not learn this news without breaking down into tears. This latest sorrow further intensified the grief I had felt upon the death of my benefactress. None the less convinced that Monsieur de Saint-Prίt was right, I decided to follow his advice, and I set off for Lorraine, in the company of a lady from that region into whose care I had been entrusted. She delivered me to Madame de Verquin, Monsieur de Saint-Prίt's sister, with whom I was to live.�Madame de Verquin's house bespoke an orientation quite different from that of Monsieur de Saint-Prίt. If in the latter I had seen decency, religion, and morality reign supreme, in this other frivolity, the taste of pleasure, and independence were ensconced as though 'twas their sanctuary and refuge.�Before many days had elapsed after my arrival, Madame de Verquin informed me that my prudish air displeased her, saying that it was incredible for someone to arrive from Paris with such awkward manners . . . with so ludicrous a strain of modesty, and that if I wished not to offend her I would have to adopt another tone. This beginning alarmed me; I shall not attempt to make myself out to you any better than I am, Monsieur; but all my life I have been deeply displeased by anything which departs from the straight and narrow paths of morality and religion, I have been the avowed enemy of whatsoever offends virtue, and the sins into which I have been led in spite of myself have caused me so much remorse that 'tis not, I assure you, doing me a service to bring me back into contact with the world. I am not made to live in it; and when I am forced into contact with the world, I become shy and unsociable. What best befits the state of my soul and the inclinations of my mind is the most obscure seclusion.�These reflections, still imperfectly formulated, not fully ripened at such a tender age, did not protect me either from Madame de Verquin's poor counsel or from the evil into which her enticements were to plunge me. The constant company I saw, the boisterous pleasures with which I was surrounded, the example set and the conversation heard - all combined to lure me into error. I was told that I was pretty, and I was foolish enough to believe it.�The Normandy regiment was at that time garrisoned in Nancy. Madame de Verquin's house was the officers' meeting place. 'Twas also the trysting place for all the young women in town, and there all the amorous intrigues of the town were begun, broken off, and re-formed.�It is likely that Monsieur de Saint-Prίt was unaware of at least a part of his sister's conduct. How, in the light of his austere morality, could he have agreed to send me there if indeed he had known her well? This consideration made me hesitate, nay kept me from complaining to him. Should I be perfectly honest? Perhaps I did not even want to complain to him. The impure air I was breathing began to defile my heart and, like Telemachus on Calypso's island, perhaps I might not have listened to Mentor's advice.�The shameless Madame de Verquin, who for a long time had been trying to corrupt me, asked me one day if it was indeed true that I had brought a pure heart with me to Lorraine, and whether I was not languishing over some lover left behind in Paris?�"Alas, Madame," I said to her, "I have never even dreamt of the misdeeds you impute to me, and your brother can answer to you concerning my conduct. . . ."�"Misdeeds?" Madame de Verquin broke in. "If you are guilty of any, 'tis to be yet so naive at your age. I trust you'll take steps to correct this."�"Oh, Madame, is this the kind of language I should be hearing from such a respectable lady?"�"Respectable? . . . Ah, not another word! I assure you, my dear, that of all the sentiments I would like to inspire, respect is the one I care least about. 'Tis love I wish to inspire. . . . But respect - I am not yet of an age to cultivate that sentiment. Follow my example, my dear, and you will be happy. . . . By the way, have you noticed Senneval?" added that siren, referring to a young officer of seventeen who was wont to frequent her house.�"Not particularly, Madame," I replied. "I can assure you that I look upon them all with equal indifference."�"That is precisely what you must not do, my dear young friend. From now on, I want us to share our conquests. . . . You must have Senneval. He is my handiwork, 'tis I who took the trouble to form him. He loves you; you must have him. . . ."�"Oh! Madame, I would appreciate your excusing me from such plans. Truly, I don't care for anyone."�"You must. The arrangements have already been made with his colonel, who, as you have seen, is my present lover."�"I beg of you not to involve me in your designs. I am not by nature inclined toward the pleasures you cherish."�"Oh, that will change! Someday you will love them, as I do. 'Tis all too easy not to appreciate things whereof one is still ignorant. But 'tis inadmissable not to want to know something which was meant to be adored. In a word, the plans have already been set: this evening, Mademoiselle, Senneval will declare his passion to you. You had better not keep him languishing too long or I shall be angry with you . . . extremely angry."�At five o'clock the group gathered. As it was very warm, card parties were arranged outside in the groves, and everything was so well organized that Monsieur de Senneval and I, being the only ones who were not playing, found ourselves obliged to engage in a conversation.�It would be useless to conceal from you, Monsieur, that no sooner had this charming and witty young man revealed his love to me than I felt myself drawn to him as though by some irresistable force. And when later I tried to analyze this attraction, I found that it was all very obscure. It seemed to me that this inclination was not the result merely of some ordinary feeling; what distinguished it was concealed by a veil before my eyes. On the other hand, at the very moment my heart would fly out to him, an invincible force seemed to hold it back, and in this tumult, in this ebb and flow of incomprehensible ideas, I could not make up my mind whether I was doing right to love Senneval, or whether I should flee from him forever.�He was given ample time to declare his love to me . . . alas, he was allowed more than enough! I had time to appear responsive, in his eyes, to his declaration and, taking advantage of my confusion, he demanded that I confess my feelings toward him. I was weak enough to tell him that he was far from displeasing me and, three days later, guilty enough to let him taste the fruits of victory.�'Tis a truly extraordinary thing, the malicious joy of vice in its triumphs over virtue. Nothing could match Madame de Verquin's transports of pleasure as soon as she learned that I had fallen into the trap she had set for me. She laughed at me, poked fun at me, and in the end assured me that what I had done was the simplest, most reasonable thing in the world. She said I could receive my lover every night in her house, without fear, for she would not even be aware of what I did, being too occupied for her own part to pay any attention to such trifles. She added that she would still have as high a regard for my virtue, since in all likelihood I would limit myself to this one, whilst she, obliged to contend with three, was most assuredly far from possessing my qualities of modesty and reserve. When I took the liberty of telling her that such promiscuous conduct was odious, that it showed a lack of sensitivity and feeling, that it was demeaning to our sex and reduced it to the level of the basest of animals, Madame de Verquin burst out laughing.�"You Gallic heroine," she said. "I admire you and do not blame you. I am well aware that at your age sensitivity and feeling are the twin gods to whom one sacrifices pleasure. At my age, 'tis not quite the same. Completely disillusioned concerning these phantoms, we accord them slightly less sway. We prefer pleasures of a more concrete sort than the silly things about which you wax ecstatic. Why, pray tell, should we be faithful to men who have never been faithful to us? Is it not bad enough to be the weaker sex, without being the more gullible as well? Any woman who lets herself be guided by the principle of sensitivity in such matters is quite foolish. . . . Believe me, my dear, vary your pleasures whilst your age and your charms allow you to, and cast aside your chimerical faithfulness, your sad, shy virtue, which is never satisfying in itself and never makes any impression on others."�These words made me shudder, but I realized that I no longer had the right to dispute them. The criminal help of that immoral woman was now necessary to me, and I had to treat her with circumspection. 'Tis a fatal disadvantage of vice, for it places us, as soon as we are in its clutches, in bondage to people whom we would otherwise scorn. And so I accepted all of Madame Verquin's complaisances. Each night Senneval gave me new proof of his love, and thus six months passed in such a state of intoxication that I scarcely had time to reflect.�The baleful consequences soon opened my eyes. I became pregnant, and I thought I would die of despair upon finding myself in a condition which Madame de Verquin merely found amusing.�"Still in all," she said, "we must save appearances, and since it would not be very seemly for you to have your child in my house, Senneval's colonel and I have made some arrangements. He is going to give the young man a leave. You will depart a few days ahead of him for Metz, and he will follow shortly behind. There, with his help, you'll give birth to this illicit fruit of your tenderness. Afterward, you will both return here, one after the other, the same way you have gone."�I had no choice but to obey. As I told you, Monsieur, once one has had the misfortune to commit a sin, one places oneself at the mercy of all men and all situations; the whole world has a claim upon us, we become the slaves of anything that breathes the moment we forget ourselves to the point of becoming a thrall to our passions.�Everything happened just as Madame de Verquin had said. On the third day, Senneval and I were once again together, in Metz, at the house of a midwife whose address I had obtained before leaving Nancy, and there I gave birth to a boy. Senneval, who had never ceased to display the most tender and delicate sentiments, seemed to love me even more after I had, to use his own words, doubled his existence. He showed me every possible consideration, begged me to leave his son to him, swore to me that he would receive every possible care throughout his life, and said that he would not return to Nancy until his debt with regard to me had been fulfilled.�It was not until he was on the verge of leaving that I dared to mention how unhappy the sin he had caused me to commit was bound to make me, and to propose that we atone for it by consecrating our union at the foot of the altar. Senneval, who had not been expecting this proposal, was much disturbed by it. . . .�"Alas," he said to me, "am I free to do as I like? I am still not of age; would I not therefore require my father's consent? And what would our marriage be without this formality? Besides, I am far from a suitable match for you; as Madame de Verquin's niece - for in Nancy I was considered as such - you can aspire to a much better match. Believe me, Florville, let us forget our past mistakes. You can count on my discretion."�These words, which I had not at all expected, made me cruelly aware of the enormity of my transgression. My pride kept me from responding, but as a result my sorrow was all the greater. If anything had been concealing the full horror of my conduct from my own eyes, it was, I confess, the hope of one day atoning for it by marrying my lover.�What a credulous girl I was! I did not imagine - although Madame de Verquin's perverse ways should have opened my eyes - I did not believe that one could make sport of seducing a poor miserable girl and then abandon her. Nor did I realize that honor, this sentiment so highly respected amongst men, was so empty and ineffective with regard to us, and that our weakness could justify an insult which men would never dare subject one another to except at the risk of their lives. Thus I saw myself at once the victim and the dupe of the man for whom I gladly would have laid down my life. This frightful realization came very close to sending me to my grave. Senneval did not leave me. The cares he proffered me were the same as ever, but never again did he allude to my proposal, and I was far too proud to reveal to him a second time the reason for my despair. He disappeared as soon as I was fully recovered.�My mind made up never to return to Nancy, and knowing full well that I was seeing my lover for the last time in my life, I felt all my old wounds reopening when I bade him farewell. None the less, I had the strength to endure this final blow. . . . What a heartless creature! He left, tore himself from my breast, which was wet with tears, without shedding a single tear himself!�Such then is the consequence of those vows of love we are foolish enough to believe! The more sensitive we are, the more our seducers forsake and abandon us. . . . Perfidious creatures! The greater the means we employ to hold them, the greater their tendency to leave us.�Senneval had taken his child and had placed him somewhere in the country where it was impossible for me to find him. . . . He wanted to deprive me of the joy of loving and raising this tender fruit of our union. One would have thought that he wanted me to forget everything which might still bind us to each other, and I did; or, rather, I thought I did.�I determined to leave Metz immediately and not return to Nancy. Yet I did not want to quarrel or break off relations with Madame de Verquin. In spite of her failings, it was enough that she was such a close relative of my benefactor to make me treat her with consideration throughout my life. I wrote her a most courteous letter, using as an excuse for not returning to Nancy that my shame over the sin I had committed there was too great, and requesting her permission to return to her brother's house in Paris. She answered me straightway that I was mistress of my own destiny and free to do as I pleased, and said that I could always count on her friendship. She added that Senneval had not yet come back to Nancy, that no one knew whither he had gone, and that I was a foolish girl to worry my head over all these trifles.�After I had received this letter, I returned to Paris and hastened to cast myself at Monsieur de Saint-Prίt's knees. My silence and my tears soon revealed my wretchedness to him; but I was careful to blame no one but myself and never to mention the role his sister had played in my seduction. Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, like all souls in whom good predominates, in no wise suspected his relative's dissolute ways; he judged her the most worthy of women. I did nothing to dissuade him or destroy his illusions; Madame de Verquin was aware of this act of loyalty, because of which her friendship for me did not wither.�Monsieur de Saint-Prίt felt sorry for me . . . made me truly feel the wrong I had done, and eventually forgave me.�"Ah, my child," he said to me with that gentle gravity of a worthy soul, so different from the odious frenzy of crime, "oh, my beloved daughter, now you see the price one must pay for straying from the path of virtue. 'Tis so necessary to follow that path, virtue is so intimately bound up with our existence that, the moment we abandon it, nothing but misfortune awaits us. Contrast the tranquillity of your state of innocence when you departed this house with the frightful anxiety wherewith you are afflicted upon your return. Do the meager pleausures you may have experienced in your fall from virtue compensate for the torments which now assail your heart? Happiness, therefore, is to be found solely in the exercise of virtue, my child, and all the sophistries of its detractors will never bring a single one of its enjoyments or rewards. Ah! Florville, those who deny or combat these sweet enjoyments do so out of jealousy and nothing more, of that you can be certain, or from the barbarous pleasure of making others as guilty and as wretched as they. They blind themselves, and seek to blind everyone else; they have lost their way, and seek to lead everyone else astray as well. But were you able to read deep into their hearts, you would discover naught but sorrow and remorse. All these apostles of crime are but miserable, desperate creatures. There's not a single one of them who, were he sincere, would not avow, assuming he were capable of telling the truth, that his foul words and dangerous writings were in fact motivated solely by his passions. And indeed, what man can seriously maintain that the foundations of morality can be undermined without risk? Who would dare to claim that to do good, and to desire good, must not perforce be the veritable goal of man in life? And how can the man who does naught but evil expect to be happy in a society whose most vital interest is to see good multiply and flourish? But will this apologist for crime not tremble constantly himself when he has uprooted from every heart the very thing to which of necessity he owes his preservation? What will prevent his servants from bringing about his ruin if they have ceased to be virtuous? What will keep his wife from dishonoring him if he has convinced her that virtue is worthless? Who will restrain the hands of his children if he has dared to destroy the seeds of good implanted in their hearts? How will his freedom, and his possessions, be respected if he has said to the high and mighty: Act with impunity, virtue is naught but a fantasy? Therefore, no matter what this poor wretch's condition, be he rich or poor, father or husband, master or slave, on all sides dangers will spring up for him, from all directions daggers will be poised at his heart. Let there be no mistake: if he has dared destroy in man the only duties which offset man's perversity, then sooner or later the unfortunate creature will perish, a victim of his own frightful systems. 


*)"Ah, my friend, never try to corrupt the person you love, the situation may get out of hand," a sensitive woman once said to the friend who was bent upon seducing her. Adorable woman, allow me to quote thine own words, they describe so aptly the soul of the woman who, a short while later, saved this same man's life, that I should like to engrave these touching words in the temple of memory, wherein thy virtues assure thee a place. 


"Let us leave religion aside for the moment, if you like, and consider only man. Who would never be foolish enough to believe that, were a person to break every law society has formulated, this society which he outrages will allow him to go unpunished? Is it not in the interest of man, and of the laws he makes for his safety, always to try and destroy whatsoever obstructs it or is harmful to it? Influence of some kind, or wealth, may provide the evildoer with a fleeting glimmer of prosperity. But how brief will be its reign! Recognized for what he is, unmasked, and soon turned into a hated object of public scorn, will he then find any apologists for his conduct? will any partisans appear to comfort or console him? No one will admit to knowing him; as he no longer has anything to offer them, all will cast him aside as they would a burden. Misfortune will beset him on every side; he will languish in shame and adversity, and, no longer having even his own heart as a refuge, he soon will die of despair. What, then, is this absurd reasoning on the part of our adversaries? What is this impotent effort to attenuate virtue, to dare say that whatsoever is not universal is therefore chimerical, and that, virtues always being local, none of them can be said to have any absolute validity? What! there is no virtue because each people has had to forge its own? because different climes and temperatures have necessitated different kinds of restraints, because, in one word, virtue has multiplied in a thousand guises - because of all this there is no virtue on the face of the earth? One might as well doubt of the existence of a river because it forks off into a thousand different tributaries and branches. Well, what better proof both of the existence and necessity of virtue is there than man's need to adapt it to his various moral codes and to use it as the basis for them all? Show me a single people that lives without virtue, a single one for whom benevolence and human kindness are not the fundamental bonds - I shall go even further: show me a band of villains which is not bound together by some principles of virtue, and I shall cease defending its cause. But if, on the contrary, virtue is demonstrated to be useful everywhere, if there is no nation, no state, no society, no individual that can do without it, if, in one word, man cannot live happily or securely without it, would I then be wrong, my child, to exhort you never to stray from it?�"You see, Florville," my benefactor went on, enfolding me in his arms, "you see where your initial deviation from virtue has brought you. And if error should beckon to you again, if seduction or your own weakness should lay new snares for you, dwell then upon the unhappiness this first lapse has caused you, think of the man who loves you as he would his own daughter . . . whose heart is broken by your lapses from righteousness, and in these reflections you will find all the strength required for a devotion to virtue, which I would inculcate in your heart forever."�Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, in keeping with these same principles, did not offer me the hospitality of his own house. Rather, he suggested I go and live with one of his relatives, a woman as renowned for the great piety of her ways as Madame de Verquin was for her faults. I was delighted by this arrangement. Madame de L?rince accepted me gladly and graciously, and within a week after my return to Paris, I was installed in her house.�Ah, Monsieur, what a difference between this woman and the one I had lately left! If vice and depravity had established their reign in Madame de Verquin's, it was as though Madame de L?rince's heart was the sanctuary of every virtue. As much as I had been frightened by the former's depravity, so I was equally consoled by the edifying principles which governed the latter. In hearkening to Madame de Verquin, I had found only bitterness and remorse; in abandoning myself to Madame de L?rince, I found naught but kindness and comfort.�Ah, Monsieur, allow me to describe for you this adorable woman, whom I shall cherish always. 'Tis a tribute my heart owes to her virtues, and I am powerless to resist it.�Madame de L?rince, who was about forty years of age, was still possessed of a freshness of youth; an air of candor and modesty embellished her features even more than did the divine proportions wherewith Nature had endowed them. A trifle too much nobleness and majesty rendered her, in the eyes of some, awesome at first glance, but what they might have mistaken for pride softened the moment she opened her mouth to speak. Hers was a soul so pure and beautiful, she was so gracious and of a candor so entire that one gradually felt an increasing tenderness for her, in spite of oneself and in addition to the veneration she inspired upon first meeting her. There was nothing strained or superstitious about Madame de L?rince's religion. The principles of her faith were dictated by an extreme sensibility. The notion of the existence of God, the worship due this Supreme Being: such were this loving soul's most lively pleasures. She confessed openly that she would be the most miserable creature alive if any perfidious enlightenment should ever force her mind to destroy in her the respect and love she reserved for her worship. Even more strongly attached - if such were possible - to the sublime morality of that religion than to its ceremonies and practices, she made this excellent morality the guide for her every act. Never had slander sullied her lips; she did not indulge in even the slightest jest which might afflict or offend another human being. Brimful of tenderness and sensibility for her fellow man, finding them interesting even unto their failings, Madame de L?rince's sole concern was either carefully to conceal their faults or gently to reprove them. Were they unhappy, she found no greater pleasure than in succoring them; nor did she wait for the poor to come and implore her help: she sought them out . . . she sensed them, and her face could be seen to light up with joy whenever she had brought comfort to a widow or provided for an orphan, whenever she had arranged materially to help a destitute family, or, with her own hands, had broken the chains of adversity. There was nothing harsh, nothing austere in all this: if the pleasures proposed were chaste, she partook of them with great delight, indeed she invented some of her own, for fear that people might find her company boring. Wise . . . enlightened with the moralist . . . profound with the theologian, she inspired the novelist and smiled upon the poet, she astonished the lawmaker and politician, and directed the games of the child. Her mind was brilliant in a number of ways, but the facet that shone brightest in her was the special care she took, the charming effort she made, to bring out the intelligence in others, or to show her appreciation of that quality in them. By inclination living withdrawn from society, cultivating her friends out of choice rather than necessity, Madame de L?rince was, in one word, a model for either sex, endowing everything around her with this tranquil happiness . . . this celestial delight promised to the honest, decent man by the Holy God of Whom she was the living image.�I shall not weary you, Monsieur, with the monotonous details of my life during the seventeen years I had the good fortune to live with this adorable creature. Discussions concerning morality and piety, as many charitable acts as 'twas possible for us to perform: such were the duties that occupied our days.�"Men are frightened away from religion, my dear Florville," Madame de L?rince used to say to me, "solely because clumsy, unskillful guides have made them aware of naught save religion's restrictions, without offering them its sweet rewards. Can there exist a man so absurd that, when first his eyes open and view the universe, he still refuses to admit that so many wonders can only be the handiwork of an omnipotent God? Once this prime truth has been admitted - and what more is required for his heart to be convinced of it - what kind of cruel and barbarous creature would he have to be still to refuse to pay homage to the benevolent God by Whom he was created?�"The diversity of religions is also cited as an embarrassment: one thinks to prove them false by their multiplicity. What sophistry! Is not the existence of this Supreme God proved by this very unanimity of all peoples to recognize and serve Him in some guise, is this tacit avowal which is engraved in the hearts of all men not a proof even more irrevocable - if indeed such be possible - than the sublimities of Nature? What! man cannot live without a God, he cannot question himself without finding proofs within himself, he cannot open his eyes without discovering traces of this God everywhere, and still he dares to doubt! No, Florville, there are no sincere atheists; pride, obstinacy, passion: these are the destructive weapons of this God Who ceaselessly revivifies himself in the heart and mind of man. And when every beat of this heart, every luminous trait of this mind and reason offers me this indubitable Being, shall I refuse to pay Him my homage? Shall I not humble myself before His grace, that I might endure the miseries of life, and someday partake of His glory? Should I not aspire to the favor of spending eternity in His bosom, or should I rather run the risk of spending this eternity in a frightful proofs this mighty Being has vouchsafed me with what regards the certitude of His existence! My child, does this awful choice allow for even a moment's reflection? O you who stubbornly refuse to recognize the fiery letters this God has traced even in the very depths of your hearts, at least be just for a moment and, if only out of pity for yourselves, yield to Pascal's invincible argument: 'If indeed there is no God, what does it matter whether you believe in Him, what harm is there in this allegiance? And if there is a God, what dangers do you not run by refusing Him your faith?'�"You say, unbelievers, that you are at a loss to know what homage to pay to this God, the multitude of religions becloud your judgment. Very well then, examine them all, I have no objection whatsoever, and afterward come and say in good faith in which of them you find more grandeur and more majesty. Deny, if you can, O Christians, that the religion into which you were fortunate enough to be born, appears to be the one whose characteristics are holiest and most sublime. Seek elsewhere such great mysteries, dogmas as pure, a morality as comforting. Find in some other religion the ineffable sacrifice of a God for His creatures; find in another promises more beautiful, a future more pleasing, a God greater and more sublime! No, you cannot, ephemeral philosopher; you cannot, pleasure's thrall, you whose faith changes with the physical state of your nerves; blasphemous at the height of your passion, a believer as soon as your fires have cooled, you cannot, I say. Sentiment constantly acknowledges this God Whom your mind resists, He always exists beside you, even in the midst of your errors. Break the chains wherewith you are bound to crime, and never will this Holy, Almighty God desert the temple He has erected in your heart. 'Tis in the farthest depths of your heart, my dear Florville, even more than in your reason, that the necessity must be discovered for this God Whom everything reveals and proves to us; 'tis in this same heart we must also discover the necessity for the worship we devote to Him, and 'tis this heart which will soon persuade you, my dear friend, that the noblest and purest of all religions is the one into which we have been born. Let us therefore practice this sweet religion with joy and exactitude, let it fill our most beautiful moments here below and, cherishing it the while, as step by step we move toward the term of our days, let it be by the path of love and delight that we go to offer up unto the bosom of the eternal Father this soul which emanated from Him, was formed solely to know Him, and which we have enjoyed and delighted in only insofar as we have believed in and worshiped Him."�'Twas in this wise Madame de L?rince used to speak to me, and from her counsel my mind drew strength, and my soul was purified beneath her saintly wing. But, as I have said before, I shall spare you the minor details of my daily life in this house and rather concentrate upon what is essential. 'Tis my sins I must reveal to you, generous and sensitive man, and as for those times when Heaven has vouchsafed to let me dwell in peace on the path of virtue, I shall simply offer up a prayer of thanks and pass them over in silence.�I had not ceased writing to Madame de Verquin; twice a month I likewise received letters from her. And although I doubtless should not have continued this correspondance, and although the fact that my reformed ways and improved principles incited me to break it off, still my debt to Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, the hope that I might someday receive word of my son, and above all - let me confess it - a secret feeling which yet drew me ineluctably toward the site of so many past pleasures - all these things led me to keep up a correspondance which Madame de Verquin, on her end, was good enough to maintain on a regular basis.�I tried to convert her, I lauded the life I was presently leading and wrote her of its sweet solace, which she dismissed as a figment of my imagination; she constantly laughed at or combated my resolutions and, ever firm in her own, assured me that nothing in the world would ever be able to weaken them. She wrote me of the new girls whom she had, for her own amusement, won over to her cause, and claimed they were far more docile than I had been. This toppling of so many virtues was, the perverse woman claimed, but a small triumph, so many little victories she always enjoyed winning, and the pleasure of luring these young hearts into evil consoled her for being unable to realize all that her imagination incited her to undertake.�I was wont to ask Madame de L?rince to lend me her eloquent pen in order to unsettle my opponent, and she was happy to oblige. Madame de Verquin answered us, and her sophisms, oftentimes extremely convincing, obliged us to resort to even more compelling arguments of a sensitive soul, wherein, so Madame de L?rince rightly maintained, was everything necessary to destroy vice and confound incredulity.�From time to time I asked Madame de Verquin for news of the man I still loved, but either she could not or would not deign to give me any.�The time has come, Monsieur; I must tell you of the second catastrophe of my life, a tale so cruel and bitter it breaks my heart each time I call it to mind. Hearing it, you will learn of the terrible crime of which I am guilty and will no doubt abandon the flattering plans you have regarding me.�Madame de L?rince's house, however orderly I may have portrayed it to you, was none the less accessible to a handful of friends: Madame de Dulfort, a woman well along in years who was formerly attached to the household of the Princesse de Pi?mont, and who came very often to see us, one day asked Madame de L?rince for permission to introduce to her a young man who came to her most highly recommended, and whom she would be pleased to bring into a house wherein the examples of virtue to which he would constantly be exposed could only contribute to mold his heart. My benefactress apologized, saying that she never received young men, but later, hard pressed by her friend's urgent entreaties, she consented to meet the Chevalier de Saint-Ange.�He made his appearance. Whether out of presentiment . . . or whatever you care to name it, Monsieur, when first I laid eyes upon this young man, I was seized with a trembling that shook me from head to foot, the cause of which 'twas impossible to conceal. . . . I almost fainted. . . . As I did not search for the reason for this strange reaction, I imputed it to some strange disposition, and Monsieur de Saint-Ange ceased to preoccupy me. But if this young man had, at first sight, been such a source of agitation to me, he too had been the victim of a similar disturbance; he later admitted this to me himself. Saint-Ange was filled with so great an admiration for the house into which he had been granted access that he did not dare forget himself so far as to reveal what flame was inwardly consuming him. Thus three months went by before he found the courage to say anything to me; but I noted such a vivid expression in his eyes that it soon became impossible for me not to understand what they were saying. My mind firmly made up not to fall prey again to the kind of error which had been the cause of all my suffering, and strengthened now by better principles, I was upon twenty different occasions on the verge of informing Madame de L?rince of the feelings I thought I discerned in the young man. Subsequently restrained by the fears I thought I might arouse in her, I chose to remain silent. A baleful resolution, it would appear, since it resulted in the frightful calamity whereof I shall shortly apprise you.�We were wont to spend six months each year on a lovely country estate Madame de L?rince owned ten leagues from Paris. Monsieur de Saint-Prίt often used to come and visit us there. Unfortunately for me, this particular year he was down with a siege of gout, which prevented him from joining us. I say unfortunately for me, Monsieur, because, quite naturally having a greater confidence in him than in his relative, I would have confessed to him certain things I could never bring myself to discover to others, the avowal of which would no doubt have warded off the fatal accident which befell me.�Saint-Ange requested permission to join us on our journey, and as Madame de Dulfort also interceded in his behalf, his request was granted.�All of us in our little group were concerned to know who this young man really was. Nothing very precise or substantial seemed to be known of his background or origins; Madame de Dulfort passed him off as the son of a provincial gentleman to whom she was related, whilst he, now and again forgetting what Madame de Dulfort had said, referred to himself as a native of Piedmont, a claim further reinforced by the manner in which he spoke Italian. He was of an age to embark upon a career, but thus far had not done so, nor did he seem so inclined. He had, moreover, a very pretty face, full worthy of being portrayed by an artist's brush, had excellent manners, a conversation which was exceeding decent, and also appeared to be very well educated; but behind all this there lurked a prodigious vitality, a kind of impetuosity of character which at times frightened us.�No sooner had we arrived at Madame de L?rince's country estate than Monsieur de Saint-Ange, whose feelings had only grown more intense because of his efforts to curb them, found it impossible to conceal them any longer from me. I trembled . . . and yet managed to maintain sufficient composure to show him naught but pity.�"In truth, Monsieur," I said to him, "you must have a false opinion of your own worth, or else time must weigh heavy indeed upon your hands if you have enough to devote to someone twice your age. But even assuming I were foolish enough to hear you out, what foolish plans might you dare entertain regarding me?"�"Plans to bind myself to you by the holiest of ties, Mademoiselle. How little esteem you must have for me, if you could even suspect I had any others!"�"To be quite candid with you, Monsieur, I do not intend to offer the public the odd spectacle of a woman thirty-four marrying a child of seventeen."�"Ah! cruel woman, could you even conceive of such insignificant differences if in your heart there was a flame even one-thousandth as strong as the one that consumes mine?"�"'Tis certain indeed, Monsieur, that, for my part, I am quite calm. . . . I have been so for many a year, and I trust I shall so remain for as long as God sees fit to prolong my days here on earth."�"You deprive me even of the hope that I might one day move your heart to pity."�"I shall go even further: I dare forbid you to speak to me any further of your mad projects."�"Ah! Florville, beautiful Florville, so you wish to make my life miserable?"�"I wish it to be peaceful and happy."�"It can be so only with you."�"Yes . . . as long as you fail to rid yourself of the foolish sentiments you should never have conceived in the first place. Try to vanquish them, try to control yourself, and your tranquillity and composure will return."�"I cannot."�"You don't want to; to succeed in the effort, we must separate. Let two years go by without seeing me, this agitation will disappear, you will forget me, and you will be happy."�"Ah, never, never . . . For me there will never be any happiness save at your feet. . . ."�And as the other guests rejoined us at this moment, our first conversation concluded on this note.�Three days later, Saint-Ange, having again contrived to see me alone, attempted to renew the conversation in the same vein as that of the earlier evening. This time, I was so stern in admonishing him to remain silent that tears rushed to his eyes. He turned from me abruptly, declaring that I was driving him to despair and that, if I continued to treat him in this manner, he would soon put an end to his life. . . . Then, retracing his steps like a man possessed:�"Mademoiselle," he said to me, "you do not know the soul you are outraging. . . . No, truly you do not. You must know that I am capable of resorting to the most extreme measures . . . measures which you perhaps cannot even imagine. . . . Yes, I shall resort to them a thousand times over rather than forgo the happiness of being yours."�And he withdrew in a state of dreadful agitation.�I had never been more tempted than I was at that moment to confide in Madame de L?rince, but, I repeat, I was restrained by the fear of compromising this young man, and I said nothing.�Saint-Ange spent the following week fleeing my presence; he scarcely addressed a word to me, and avoided me at table . . . in the salon . . . during our walks, probably in order to see whether this change in his conduct would make any impression upon me. Had I shared his feelings, this stratagem would surely have worked, but this was so far from the case that I scarcely seemed to be aware of his tactics.�At last he accosted me in a remote corner of the garden. . . .�"Mademoiselle," he said, his words ill concealing the violence of the feelings behind them, "I have finally managed to regain my self-composure . . . your counsels have had upon me the effect you desired and expected. . . . As you can see, I am again in complete control of myself. . . . My only purpose in getting you alone is to bid you my final adieu. . . . Yes, I'm going to leave you forever, Mademoiselle. . . . I'm going to flee from you . . . never again will you set eyes upon the man you loathe . . . oh! no, no, you will never see him again!"�"I am pleased to hear of your plan, Monsieur, and would like to believe that you have at last come to your senses again. But," I added, smiling, "your conversation appears to me as yet far from accomplished."�"Well, how would you have me be then, Mademoiselle, in order for me to convince you of my indifference?"�"Quite different from the way I see you now."�"But at least after I have left . . . when my presence is no longer a painful burden to you, then will you perhaps believe in my return to that reason toward which all your efforts have been urging me?"�"It is true that 'tis only your departure which will persuade me of your return to reason, and I shall never cease counseling you to adopt that course."�"Am I then such a frightful object for you?"�"You, Sir, are a most amiable man, who ought to be devoting his time to conquests of another sort, and to leave in peace a woman for whom it is impossible to hear your pleas."�"And yet you will hear me," he then said, in an absolute rage, "yes, cruel woman, no matter what you may say, you shall hear the sentiments of my inflamed heart, and you may rest assured that there is nothing in the world I shall not do, either to deserve you or to obtain you. . . . Nor should you believe in my departure," he went on in great heat, "or my pretended departure. I dreamt that up merely to test you. . . . Me, leave you! Do you for one moment believe I could tear myself away from this place where you dwell? . . . Hate me, falsehearted creature, hate me, since such is my unhappy fate, but never hope to vanquish the love for you which burns within me. . . ."�And as he spoke these last words, Saint-Ange was in such a state that, by some turn of fate I have never been able to understand, he succeeded in touching my heart, and I was obliged to turn away my head to hide my tears. I left him there in the thicket where he had managed to corner me. He made no effort to follow me; I heard him throw himself to the ground and give way to a fit of sobbing both frightful and completely uncontrolled. . . . And Monsieur, I must admit that, although I was quite certain that I did not entertain any feelings of love for this young man, I could not contain myself, and I in turn burst out sobbing, whether out of commiseration for him or from the memory of my own earlier experiences.�"Alas," I said to myself, yielding to my sorrow, "those were the same words Senneval used. 'Twas in these very terms that he expressed his burning love for me . . . also in a garden . . . in a garden just like this one . . . did he not tell me he would love me forever . . . and did he not deceive me cruelly? Merciful Heaven! he was even the same age. . . . Ah! Senneval! . . . Senneval . . . is't you who are trying once again to destroy my peace of mind? Have you reappeared in this seductive guise only to drag me down again into the abyss? . . . Away, you coward! . . . away . . . I now loathe even your memory!"�I wiped away my tears, and went to lock myself in my room till dinner time. Then I went downstairs . . . but Saint-Ange did not appear, but sent word that he was ill. The following day he was clever enough to reveal me a face which seemed completely untroubled. I was taken in by appearances; I really believed that he had mustered sufficient strength to overcome his passion. I was mistaken; the treacherous scoundrel! . . . Alas, what am I saying, Monsieur? I owe him no more invectives. . . . All I owe him are my tears, and my remorse.�Saint-Ange appeared so calm because he had laid his plans. Two days passed, and toward the evening of the third he publicly announced his departure. With Madame de Dulfort, his benefactress, he made arrangements concerning their common affairs in Paris.�We all went to bed. . . . Forgive me, Monsieur, for the commotion this frightful tale arouses within me even before I have finished relating it: I can never call it to mind without trembling with horror.�As it was exceeding warm, I had gone to bed almost naked. My maid had just left the room, and I had snuffed out the candle. . . . Unfortunately, a sewing basket had remained open on my bed, for I had just cut some material I was going to need the following day. Scarcely had my eyes begun to close than I heard a noise. . . . I quickly sat up . . . I felt myself seized by a hand. . . .�"This time you'll not escape me, Florville," said Saint-Ange, for 'twas he; "forgive the immoderation of my passion, but make no effort to elude it: I must make you mine!"�"Vile seducer!" I cried out, "leave this room immediately, or suffer the effects of my wrath. . . ."�"The only thing which will make me suffer is not to have you, cruel girl," the ardent young man went on, throwing himself upon me so skillfully and with such fury that before I knew what he was about the damage was done. . . .�Incensed by his excessive audacity, and determined to resort to any measures rather than submit to it any longer, I threw him off me and seized a pair of scissors I had at the foot of the bed. My anger notwithstanding, I maintained control of myself and sought to wound him in the arm, much more in order to frighten him by this display of resolution on my part than to punish him as he deserved to be; feeling my movement, his own became redoubled in intensity.�"Out, traitor!" I cried, thinking to strike him in the arm, "get out this minute, and blush at the crime you have committed! . . ."�Oh! Monsieur, a fatal hand had guided my blows. . . . The poor young man uttered a piercing cry and fell to the floor. . . . I straightway lighted my candle and bent over him. . . . Merciful Heaven! I had struck him in the heart! He was dying! I threw myself on the bloody body . . . I pressed him to my troubled breast . . . my lips, pressed against his, tried to breathe life back into the expiring soul. I washed his wounds with my tears. . . .�"O you! whose only crime was to love me overmuch," I said, despair having driven me to a state of frenzy, "did you deserve such punishment? Should you have lost your life at the hand of her for whom you would have sacrificed it gladly? Oh, poor, poor young man . . . the image of him whom I adored, if to love you would undo what I have done and restore you to life, know then, at this cruel moment, when unhappily you can no longer hear me, know, if there is still a breath of life left in your soul, that I would gladly sacrifice my own life if 'twould suffice to bring back yours. . . . Know that I was never indifferent to you . . . that I never saw you without a feeling of intense emotion, and that my feelings for you were perhaps far superior to those of the tender love which burned in your heart."�With these words, I collapsed upon the body of this unfortunate young man, and fell unconscious. My maid, having heard the commotion, entered the room, and revived me, then joined me in my efforts to bring Saint-Ange back to life. But it was all to no avail, alas! We left this fatal room, carefully locked the door behind us, we took the key with us and straightway fled to Paris, to Monsieur de Saint-Prίt's. . . . I had him awakened, handed him the key of this baleful room, and recounted to him my horrible adventure. He offered me sympathy, comforted me, and, despite his illness, immediately set out for Madame de L?rince's house. As it was but a short distance from Paris to her country estate, all this transpired before the night was out. My protector reached his relative's estate just as everyone was getting up, and before anyone knew what had happened during the night. Never have any friends, or any relatives, conducted themselves more nobly than in this circumstance: far from imitating those stupid or ferocious persons who, in such crucial moments, find pleasure only in making known whatever can damage or render unhappy those around them as well as themselves, in this instance the servants scarcely knew what had happened. 


"Well, now, Monsieur," said Mademoiselle de Florville, breaking off her tale at this point because of the tears which were choking her, "will you now marry a girl capable of such a murder? Will you suffer in your arms a creature who deserves the full punishment of the law, a sorry creature who is constantly tormented by her crime and who, since the cruel moment when she committed it, has not spent a single peaceful night? No, Monsieur, not a single night has gone by that my poor victim has not appeared to me covered with blood I caused to flow from his heart."�"Don't be so upset, Mademoiselle, I beg of you," quoth Monsieur de Courval, mingling his tears with those of that charming girl. "Given the sensitive soul wherewith Nature has endowed you, I understand your remorse. But there is not even the shadow of a crime in this fatal adventure. 'Tis without question a most terrible misfortune, but nothing more. There is nothing premeditated, nothing atrocious about it; simply the desire to ward off a most odious assault . . . in a word, a murder committed quite by chance, in self-defense. . . . Dismiss it from your mind, Mademoiselle, this I beg of you, nay, I demand it. The most rigorous tribunal would have done naught but wipe away your tears. Oh! how mistaken you were if you feared for a moment that an event such as this would deprive you of the rights to my heart which your qualities have assured you. No, fair Florville, no indeed: far from dishonoring you, this whole affair tends but to accentuate your virtues all the more brilliantly, it renders you ever more worthy of finding a comforting hand to help you forget your sorrows."�"The kind words you have just offered me," Mademoiselle de Florville went on, "are the same as those Monsieur de Saint-Prίt has expressed. But the great goodness both of you have shown me can in no wise stifle the pangs of my own conscience. No matter, Monsieur; let us proceed with our story; you must be anxious to learn how all this turns out." 


Madame de Dulfort was no doubt deeply grieved: not only was this young man a most attractive person, he had come to her too highly recommended for her not to deplore his loss. None the less, she understood the wisdom of silence, she saw that scandal, though it would mean my ruin, would not bring her prot?g? back to life; and she said not a word.�Despite the severity of her principles and the extreme probity of her morals, Madame de L?rince behaved even more admirably, if such were possible, for prudence and humanity are the distinctive characteristics of true piety. First she informed the household that during the night I had been foolish enough to wish to ride up to Paris, in order to take advantage of the pleasant weather; she added that she had been privy to this innocent caprice, that she had in fact approved of my act, as she herself had planned to drive to Paris to dine that same evening. Using this as a pretense, she sent all her servants up to Paris. Once she was alone with Monsieur de Saint-Prίt and her friend Madame de Dulfort, she sent for the priest. Madame de L?rince's spiritual guide must have been as wise and enlightened as she: without further ado, he gave Madame de Dulfort an official certificate and, with the help of two of his servants, secretly and humanely interred the poor victim of my rage.�Once this had been taken care of, everyone reappeared and was sworn to secrecy. Monsieur de Saint-Prίt came to comfort me, revealing to me all that had just been done to bury my misdeed in the most profound oblivion. He seemed to want me to resume my life with Madame de L?rince as though nothing had happened. . . . She was fully disposed to receive me. . . . I could not bring myself to do it. Then he counseled me to seek distraction and amuse myself.�Madame de Verquin, with whom, as I have mentioned before, I had never stopped corresponding, was still urging me to come and spend a few months with her. I mentioned this plan to her brother, he approved it, and a week later I set out for Lorraine. But the memory of my crime pursued me everywhere; nothing succeeded in restoring my peace of mind.�I used to awake from a deep sleep and fancy I could still hear the moans and cries of poor Saint-Ange. I would see him lying at my feet covered with blood, he would reproach me for being cruel and assure me that the memory of this frightful act would haunt me to my dying day, and that I did not know the heart I had destroyed.�One night, among many, I dreamt of Senneval, that wretched lover I had never forgotten, since he alone was still enticing me back to Nancy. . . . In my dream, Senneval showed me two corpses at the same time, the body of Saint-Ange and that of a woman unknown to me. 


*)Let the reader keep in mind the phrase: a woman unknown to me, in order to avoid any confusion. Florville still has further losses to endure before the veil is lifted and discovers to her the woman she saw in her dream. 


He shed bountiful tears upon both of them, and showed me nearby a coffin, bristling with thorns, which seemed to open for me. I awoke in a state of terrible agitation, my soul besieged by a thousand unclear and conflicting sentiments, and a secret voice seemed to say to me: "Yes, so long as thou shalt live, this wretched victim will wring tears of blood from thine eyes, tears more burning and bitter every day; and thy remorse, like the knife's edge, shall not be dulled but grow increasingly sharper."�Such, then, was my state upon arriving at Nancy, Monsieur, and there a thousand new sorrows awaited me: once the heavy hand of fate descends upon us, the blows rain down with renewed fury until they have crushed us.�I alighted at Madame de Verquin's. In her last letter she had invited me to come and stay with her; it would be a great pleasure for her, so she wrote, to see me again. But, Merciful Heaven, under what conditions were we to share this joy! I arrived to find her on her deathbed. Were it possible, Good Lord! She had written me no more than a fortnight before . . . telling me of her present pleasures and her plans for those yet to come. Thus is't, then, with mortal man's plans: 'tis at the very moment they are being laid that pitiless death comes, in the midst of his amusements, and cuts the thread of all his days; whilst he, living without the least concern for that fatal moment, acting as though he would live forever, then vanishes into the dark cloud of immortality, uncertain of the fate which awaits him there.�Allow me, Monsieur, to interrupt my story for a moment to speak of her death and to picture the appalling stoicism that accompanied this woman to the grave.�Madame de Verquin, who was no longer young - she was then fifty-two - after some escapade quite mad for her age, jumped into a pond to cool off. She straightway felt indisposed, was borne home in a terrible state, and the following day pneumonia set in. On the sixth day she was informed she had no more than twenty-four hours left to live. This news did not daunt her; she knew I was en route to see her, and she instructed her servants to receive me. I arrived the same evening which, according to the doctor's prognosis, was to be her last here on earth. She had had herself taken into a room furnished with all possible elegance and taste. She was lying there, casually attired, on a voluptuous bed whose heavy lilac-colored curtains contrasted pleasantly with garlands of freshly cut flowers: bunches of roses, carnations, jasmine, and tuberoses embellished every corner of her room. She was plucking the petals of the flowers and putting them into a basket, then covering her bed and the rest of the room with them. The moment she saw me, she extended her hand in greeting.�"Come over here, Florville," she said to me, "embrace me on my bed of flowers. . . . How tall and lovely you have grown. . . . Ah, by my faith! virtue indeed agrees with you. . . . They've informed you of my condition, I'm sure they have, Florville. . . . I'm full aware of it myself. . . . In a few hours I'll be gone. . . . I did not expect our reunion would be so brief. . . ." And as she saw my eyes filling with tears: "Come, now, my silly chit," she went on, "don't be a child. . . . Do you then think me so wretched? Have I not enjoyed myself as much as any woman on the face of this earth? I lose naught save those years when I would have had to give up all my pleasures, and how would I have managed without them? In truth, I in no wise regret not having lived any longer; in a short while, no man would have deigned to give me a second look, and I have never aspired to live to an age when I would inspire naught but feelings of repulsion and disgust. Death, my child, is an object of fear only to those who believe. Constantly torn between the images of heaven and hell, never certain which of the two will open to receive them, they are ravaged by anxiety, whilst I, who expect nothing, who am certain of being no more miserable after my death than I was before I was born, shall go peacefully to sleep, with no regrets and, likewise, with no sentiments of pain and sorrow, with no remorse and no misgivings. I have asked that I be laid to rest beneath my bower of jasmine, they have already prepared me a grave there, Florville, and there shall I lie. And the atoms emanating from this decaying body will help to nourish and sustain this flower which, of all flowers, I most loved. Think," she went on, stroking my cheeks with a bouquet of jasmine, "next year when you smell these flowers, you will be breathing the soul of your former friend; and as the scent rises to the fibers of your brain, it will implant in your mind some pleasant thoughts and force you to think of me."�Again tears welled up in my eyes. . . . I pressed this poor woman's hands tightly in mine, and I searched for a way to persuade her to give up these dreadful, materialistic ideas for some less impious philosophy. But scarcely had I begun to give voice to this thought than she pushed me away in alarm. . . .�"Oh, Florville," she cried, "I beg of you, do not poison my final moments with your false beliefs, and let me die in peace. I did not loathe them my whole life through only to embrace them on my deathbed. . . ."�I fell silent. What effect would my feeble eloquence have had, pitted as it was against such steadfastness of purpose? I would only have grieved Madame de Verquin without converting her; out of humanity, I desisted.�She rang; straightway I heard a sweet, melodious music which seemed to emanate from a neighboring room.�"This is how I intend to die, Florville," said that Epicurean. "Is't not preferable to being surrounded by a bevy of black-robed priests, who would only fill my last moments with confusion, threats, and despair? . . . No, I wish to teach your pious souls that one can, without emulating them, die in peace; I wish to persuade them that 'tis not religion that's needed for one to die with an untroubled soul, but simply courage and reason."�The hour was growing late. A notary, whom she had sent for, entered the room. The music ended, she dictated a few final wishes: childless, a widow for many years, and, consequently, mistress of many things, she made bequests to her friends and to her servants. Then she took a small coffer from a secretary near the bed.�"This is all I now have left," she said. "A little cash and a few jewels. Let us enjoy ourselves the rest of the evening. There are six of you here in this room, I shall divide all this into six parts, and we shall hold a lottery. We'll have a draw, and each of you shall keep whatever he wins."�I marveled at the woman's self-possession. It seemed to me incredible that one could have so many things wherewith to reproach oneself and yet arrive at one's final moments in a state of utter calm - 'twas the baleful result of her lack of belief. If the horrible deaths of some evil people cause us to shudder, how much more frightened ought we to be by such steadfast obduracy!�None the less, her desires were carried out. A magnificent meal was served, in conformance with her orders. She ate heartily several courses, drank a number of Spanish wines and quaffed several different liqueurs, the doctor having told her that, in her condition, it made no difference.�The lottery was held, each of us won about a hundred louis, either in gold or in jewels. No sooner was this little game over than she was seized with a violent attack.�"Well, Doctor, is this the end?" she said, maintaining her perfect calm.�"Madame, I fear it is."�"Come hither then, Florville," she said to me, stretching out her arms, "come receive my last farewell, I wish to expire on the bosom of virtue. . . ."�She clasped me in a tight embrace, and her lovely eyes closed forever.�A stranger in that house, no longer having any reason to remain there, I straightway departed. . . . I leave it to your imagination to fancy the state I was in . . . and how much this spectacle had darkened my thoughts even further.�Madame de Verquin's manner of thinking and mine were too utterly opposed for me ever to love her sincerely. Had she not, in fact, been the prime cause of my disgrace, and all the misfortunes resulting therefrom? Yet this woman, the sister of the only man who had really ever cared for me, had always treated me with consideration and kindness, even unto her dying breath. My tears, therefore, were quite sincere, and became all the more bitter as I reflected that, with all her excellent qualities, that poor creature had been the unwilling cause of her own perdition and that, already cast forth from the bosom of the Almighty, she was doubtless even now suffering the punishments exacted for a life so depraved. God in His infinite wisdom and goodness vouchsafed to comfort me and help me banish these troubling thoughts from my heart. I fell to my knees and dared pray to Him that He might forgive that unfortunate soul. I, who so sorely needed Heaven's grace, dared to implore it for others, and to move it as much as 'twere in my power I added ten louis of my own to what I had won at Madame de Verquin's, and straightway had it distributed among the poor of her parish.�Moreover, this unfortunate woman's wishes were scrupulously carried out; the arrangements she had made were too meticulous for them not to be. She was buried in her bower of jasmine, and on her tombstone was engraved the one word: VIXIT.�Thuswise did the sister of my dearest friend meet her end: a fountain of intelligence and knowledge, possessed of great grace and talent, Madame de Verquin, had she chosen to live a different life, would have been deserving of the love and esteem of all who knew her; all she garnered was contempt. Her licentious habits increased with age - one is never more dangerous, when one has no principles, than at the age when one has ceased to blush. Depravity sits like gangrene upon the heart, one hones one's initial misdeeds to a finer edge and, imperceptibly, one begins to commit the most heinous crimes, still fancying they are but harmless misdemeanors.�I was amazed by the incredible blindness of Madame de Verquin's brother. 'Tis the distinctive characteristic of candor and goodness; decent people never suspect the evil whereof they themselves are incapable, and this explains why they are so easily duped by the first rogue who chances along to take advantage of them, and why 'tis so easy, and so inglorious, to deceive them. The insolent rogue who attempts it is working only to debase himself and, without even proving his talent for vice, merely manages to make virtue seem all the more brilliant.�In losing Madame de Verquin, I had lost all hope of ever learning any news of my son and my lover - you can imagine that, given the frightful condition in which I had found her, I had not dared to broach the subject.�Completely crushed by this catastrophe, utterly exhausted by a voyage made in a most painful state of mind, I resolved to rest for a while in Nancy - at an inn where I had previously put up - seeing absolutely no one, since Monsieur de Saint-Prίt had seemingly wished that I conceal my real name. 'Twas from there I wrote my dear protector, determined not to leave until I had received his reply. 


A miserable girl, who is nothing to you, Monsieur, I wrote to him, whose only claim upon you is for your piety, endlessly upsets your life; instead of writing to you of the grief you must be feeling over the loss you have just suffered, she dares speak to you of herself, ask you what you would have her do, and awaits your orders, etc. 


But it was ordained that misfortune would stalk me wheresoever I went, and that I would be either the eternal victim of or witness to its sinister effects.�One evening I was returning to the inn rather late, having ventured out for a breath of fresh air, accompanied by my chambermaid and a footman I had hired upon my arrival in Nancy. Everyone else had already retired for the night.�As I was about to go up to my room, a tall and still very handsome woman about fifty years of age, whom I recognized from having seen her since I had moved into the inn - this woman, I say, suddenly emerged from her room, which was adjacent to mine, and, armed with a dagger, burst into a room across the corridor. My natural reaction was to see. . . . I hastened forward, with my maid and footman trailing close behind. In the twinkling of an eye, before we even had time to call to her or come to her aid, we saw the poor creature throw herself upon another woman and, twenty times over, drive the dagger into her heart, then cross back over to her own room, so completely distraught that she even failed to notice our presence. Our first thought was that the poor creature had gone stark raving mad. We could not understand a crime for which we could detect no motive. My maid and footman were on the verge of crying out. For reasons I was unable to fathom, some pressing urgency caused me to command them to remain silent. Taking them both by the arm, I herded them with me into my room and immediately closed the door behind us.�A frightful commotion was soon heard. The woman who had just been stabbed somehow managed to stagger out onto the stairs, screaming horribly, and, before she breathed her last, named her assailant. And as we were known to be the last to enter the inn before the murder was committed, we were arrested at the same time as the culprit.�None the less, the dying woman's accusation freed us from any taint of suspicion, and the authorities merely ordered us not to leave the inn until after the trial.�Cast into prison, the murderess refused to admit her guilt, and steadfastly maintained that she was innocent. There were no other witnesses save me and my servants. We were summoned to testify; I had great difficulty concealing the uneasiness wherewith I was being devoured . . . I who deserved death fully as much as this woman whom my forced testimony would surely send to the gallows, for, although the circumstances were somewhat different, I was guilty of the same crime. I have no idea to what lengths I would have gone to avoid making this cruel deposition. It was as though each word I uttered in testimony were another drop of blood wrung from my heart. Still, there was no way around it, the testimony had to be given: we confessed to what we had seen.�However convinced were the authorities, moreover, that 'twas this woman who had committed the crime - her motive, apparently, was to rid herself of a rival - however convinced they were, I say, that she was the guilty party, we later learned beyond any shadow of a doubt that without our testimony it would have been impossible to convict her. There was, it seems, a man somehow implicated in the affair, who had fled following the murder and who might otherwise have been a likely suspect. But our testimony, and especially that of my footman - who was attached to the inn where the crime had taken place - these cruel depositions which we had no choice but to make or run the risk of implicating ourselves, sealed the poor woman's doom.�The last time I confronted her, this woman examined me in considerable amazement and asked how old I was.�"Thirty-four," I told her.�"Thirty-four? . . . And you're a native of this region? . . ."�"No, Madame."�"Your name is Florville?"�"Yes, 'tis thus I am called."�"I do not know you," she went on, "but you are highly esteemed in this town and considered a most respectable young lady. That, unfortunately for me, is quite enough."�Then, in a state of considerable agitation, she continued:�"Mademoiselle, in the depths of this frightful situation wherein I find myself, you appeared to me in a dream. You were there with my son . . . for I am a mother and, as you see, a most unhappy one . . . your face was the same . . . you were wearing the same dress . . . and the scaffold loomed before my eyes. . . ."�"A dream," I cried, "a dream, Madame!" immediately recalling my own dream; I was struck by this woman's features, I recognized her as the woman who had appeared with Senneval in my own dream, near the coffin bristling with thorns. . . . Tears flowed from my eyes . . . the more I examined this woman, the more I was tempted to retract my testimony. . . . I wanted to request that I be put to death in her place. . . . I wanted to flee, but could not tear myself away. . . .�When the authorities saw the terrible state this confrontation had put me in, they confined themselves - since they were persuaded of my innocence - to separating us. I returned home in a state of complete despair, prey to a whole host of confused sentiments the cause of which I was unable to discover. The following day, that poor woman was put to death.�That same day, I received the reply from Monsieur de Saint-Prίt. He urged me to return to Paris. As Nancy was anything but a pleasant place for me after the baleful scenes I had witnessed there, I left it without a moment's delay and headed for the capital, pursued by the fresh ghost of that woman, who seemed with every passing moment to be crying out to me: 


'Tis thou, wretched girl, 'tis thou who hast sent me to my death, and thou knowest not whom thy hand has brought low, even unto the grave. 


Overwhelmed by such an accumulation of calamities, persecuted by as many sorrows, I besought Monsieur de Saint-Prίt to find me some retreat where I might finish out my days in the most complete solitude, and in the strictest observance of my religious duties. He suggested the one wherein you discovered me, Monsieur; I entered it that same week and did not leave it save twice a month to visit my dear protector, and to spend a few moments with Madame de L?rince. But Heaven, which seemed intent upon raining down ever new afflictions upon me, denied me the pleasure of long enjoying my friend's company: I had the misfortune to lose her last year. Because of her tender feelings for me, she claimed my presence during those cruel moments, and 'twas also in my arms that she breathed her last.�But - and who would have believed it, Monsieur? - her death was not as peaceful as that of Madame de Verquin. The latter, expecting nothing, had no fear of losing everything; the former seemed to tremble at the thought of seeing the certain object of her hope disappear. In the woman who should have been beset by remorse from all quarters, there was none, so far as I could see; Madame de L?rince, who had never had any cause for remorse, was filled with it. In dying, Madame de Verquin had but one regret, and that was that she had been unable to do enough evil. Madame de L?rince died lamenting the good she had left undone. The former, deploring naught save the loss of her pleasure, covered herself with flowers; the latter wished to die upon a cross of ashes, full of regret at the memory of those many hours she had not devoted to virtue.�This contrast made a profound impression upon me; my conscience weakened. "And why?" I asked myself, "why should the practice of virtue not result in a feeling of peace at such moments, when it seems granted to the partisans of evil?" But just then, strengthened by a heavenly voice which seemed to thunder forth from the depths of my heart, I cried out: "Is't for me to try and fathom the will of the Almighty? What I saw only assures me all the more of the value of righteousness: Madame de L?rince's fears are virtue's anxiety and concern; whilst Madame de Verquin's cruel apathy is but the final aberration of crime. Ah, if 'tis given to me to choose at my final moments, may God grant me the grace rather to be afraid like Madame de L?rince than benumbed like Madame de Verquin."�Such, then, is the last of my adventures, Monsieur. For the past two years I have been living in the Convent of the Assumption, where my benefactor placed me. Yes, Monsieur, for two years now I have lived there, without having known a single moment's repose, without having spent a single night without the image of poor Saint-Ange and that of the unfortunate woman who, by my testimony, was condemned in Nancy, appearing to me. 'Twas thus you found me; these are the secrets I had to reveal to you. Was it not my bounden duty to relate them to you before yielding to the sentiments wherewith you are deluded? Will you now consider whether 'tis possible for me to be worthy of you? . . . Ponder whether she whose soul is so overcome with affliction can ever bring into your life any moments of joy. Oh! Monsieur, rid yourself of your illusions; let me return to the harsh retreat which alone befits me. Were you to wrench me from it, you would only have before you the constant spectacle of remorse, pain, and misfortune. 


Mademoiselle de Florville could not help finishing her story in a state of considerable agitation. By nature quick-witted, sensitive, and delicate, she could not avoid being deeply affected by the recital of her woes.�Monsieur de Courval, who saw no more plausible reason in the later events described than in the former which might alter his plans, did all in his power to reassure the woman he loved.�"I repeat to you, Mademoiselle," he said to her, "there are indeed some singular and fateful things in what you have just told me. But I fail to see a single one which should trouble your conscience or harm your reputation. . . . An affair when you were sixteen . . . so be it, but think how excusable it was: your age; the blandishments of Madame de Verquin; a young man, perhaps quite charming, whom you have never laid eyes on again, isn't that so, Mademoiselle?" Monsieur de Courval added with a trace of concern in his voice, "and whom you may reasonably expect never to see again?"�"Oh, never, most assuredly never!" Florville replied, suspecting the reasons for Monsieur de Courval's anxiety.�"Well, then, Mademoiselle, let us conclude our arrangements," Monsieur de Courval resumed. "Let us complete them, I beg of you, and let me persuade you, without wasting another moment, that there is nothing in your story which can ever diminish in the heart of an honest man either the extreme consideration due to such a paragon of virtue or the homage demanded by so many charming qualities."�Mademoiselle de Florville asked permission to return again to Paris to consult with her protector one last time, firmly promising that, so far as she were concerned, no further obstacle would be raised in view of the proposed match. Monsieur de Courval could not very well refuse her permission to fulfill this worthy obligation.�She departed, and a week later returned with Monsieur de Saint-Prίt. Monsieur de Courval showered him with courteous attentions; he made him full aware how flattered he was to ally himself with the person to whom Monsieur de Saint-Prίt had vouchsafed his love and protection, and he urged him to continue to acknowledge that charming creature as his relative and ward. Saint-Prίt replied to Monsieur de Courval's attentive remarks in the manner expected of such a gentleman, and went on to add even further encomiums to his assessment of Mademoiselle de Florville's character.�At last the day that Monsieur de Courval had so desired arrived; the ceremony was performed, and when the marriage contract was read, he was amazed to learn that Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, without having told a soul, had added, in consideration of this marriage, four thousand pounds' income to the pension of like amount, which Mademoiselle de Florville was already receiving from him, and a legacy of a hundred thousand francs payable to her after his death.�Upon seeing these newest proofs of her protector's generosity, this interesting girl could not restrain her tears, which flowed abundantly, and, in her heart of hearts, was delighted to be able to offer the man who had deigned to marry her, a fortune at least the equal of his own.�Sentiments of cordiality and unfettered joy, and assurances of mutual esteem and attachment marked the celebration of this marriage . . . this fateful marriage whose torches the Furies secretly extinguished.�Monsieur de Saint-Prίt, as well as the bridegroom's friends, spent a week with Courval, but the newlyweds did not return to Paris with them. They decided to remain in the country until the onset of winter, to put some necessary order into their affairs and thus start off on the right foot when they set up housekeeping in Paris. Monsieur de Saint-Prίt was entrusted with the task of finding them a pleasant house not far from his own, in order that they might see each other often.�With the pleasing prospect of these arrangements before them, Monsieur and Madame de Courval had already been at their country residence for three months, and had already good reason to believe a child was on the way - a piece of news they lost no time in communicating to kindly Monsieur de Saint-Prίt - when an unexpected event cruelly occurred to dash the couple's happiness, turning the tender roses of hymen into the frightful cypresses of mourning.�Here my pen pauses. . . . I should spare the reader, ask him to proceed no further. . . . Yes, let him break off the story at this point, if he prefers not to shudder with horror. . . . Sad condition of man here on earth . . . cruel twists of unpredictable fate. . . . Why must Florville, the most virtuous, charming, and sensitive creature alive, find herself, through a most incredible chain of circumstances, the most abominable monster Nature has ever conceived?�One evening, this tender and loving wife was sitting next to her husband reading an unbelievably gloomy English novel which at the time was being much discussed.�"I must confess," she said, dropping her book, "here is a creature almost as miserable as I."�"As miserable as you," quoth Monsieur de Courval, clasping his beloved wife in his arms, "O Florville, I thought I had helped you to put all your tribulations behind you. . . . I see now I was mistaken. . . . But did you have to tell me in such brutal terms? . . ."�But Madame de Courval seemed oblivious to his entreaties; nor did she respond to his caresses with a single word, but mechanically pushed him away from her in terror and threw herself down upon the sofa on the far side of the room, where she burst into tears. In vain did her worthy husband come and cast himself at her feet, in vain did he beg this woman whom he adored to calm herself, or at least apprise him of the cause of such a fit of despair. Madame de Courval continued to push him away, to turn aside when he essayed to dry her tears, to such a degree that Monsieur de Courval, by then being thoroughly persuaded that some distressing memory of Florville's earlier passion had returned to inflame her heart anew, could not refrain from chiding her about it.�Madame de Courval listened to his reproaches, but when he was finished she rose to her feet.�"No, Monsieur," she said to her husband, "you are wrong in judging in this way the fit of depression wherewith I have just been overwhelmed. 'Tis not memory that alarms me, but forebodings which terrify me. . . . I see myself happy with you, Monsieur . . . yes, very happy . . . and I was not born to be happy. 'Tis impossible that I remain so very long, for it is ordained that the dawn of my happiness will never be aught but the lightning which precedes the thunderbolt. 'Tis this thought which caused me to tremble; I fear we are not destined to live together. Today your wife, perhaps tomorrow I shall no longer be. Deep in my heart, a secret voice cries out, saying that for me all this happiness is but a shadow, which will vanish like the flower which blooms and withers in the space of a single day. Therefore, do not accuse me of being capricious, nor say that I am growing cold or indifferent, Monsieur. My own guilt is an excess of sensibility, an unfortunate tendency to see things in the most sinister light possible, the cruel result of my reverses of fortune. . . ."�Monsieur de Courval was still at his wife's feet, trying unsuccessfully by his words and caresses to allay her fears, when suddenly - it was just before seven o'clock of an October evening - a servant entered to say that a man he had never seen before most urgently requested to have a word with Monsieur de Courval. . . . Florville shuddered . . . in spite of herself, tears streamed down her cheeks, she stumbled and almost fell; she tried to say something, but the words died on her lips.�More concerned about his wife's condition than with what he had just learned, Monsieur de Courval replied somewhat testily that the stranger should wait, and turned back to aid his wife. But Madame de Courval, fearing to succumb to the secret emotion wherewith she was gripped, and desiring to conceal her deepest feelings in the presence of the stranger who had just been announced, found the strength to struggle to her feet, and said:�"'Tis nothing, Monsieur, nothing. Show the gentleman in."�The servant left, to return a moment later with a man about thirty-seven or thirty-eight, whose charming countenance bore the telltale signs of some deep-rooted sorrow.�"Father! . . ." cried the stranger, casting himself at Monsieur de Courval's feet. "Will you recognize a miserable son who has been separated from you for twenty-two years, a son more than punished for his cruel sins by the reverses of fortune he has suffered constantly since then?"�"What! You, my son! . . . Great God! . . . What circumstance . . . thankless creature . . . caused you to recall my existence?"�"My heart . . . this heart which, though guilty, has none the less never ceased to love you. . . . Listen to me, Father . . . pray do. I have greater misfortunes than my own to discover to you; please sit down and hear me out. Pray forgive me, Madame," continued young Courval, turning to his father's wife, "if I am obliged, though 'tis the first time in my life I have had the opportunity to pay you my respects, to reveal in your presence some terrible family misfortunes, which I can no longer conceal from my father."�"Speak then, Monsieur, speak," Madame de Courval managed to stammer, casting a wild glance at this young man. "Misfortune's language is not new to me; I have known it since childhood."�Then our traveler, in a state of uncontrollable uneasiness, stared fixedly at Madame de Courval, and said to her:�"You, unhappy, Madame! . . . Oh, Merciful Heaven, can you be as unhappy as we?"�They sat down. Madame de Courval's state would be difficult to describe. . . . She glanced at the visitor . . . quickly she lowered her eyes to the floor. . . . She gave a deep, racking sigh. Monsieur de Courval was weeping, and his son tried to calm him, beseeching him to listen closely to what he had to say. Finally the conversation became somewhat more orderly.�"I have so many things to tell you, Monsieur; my first impulse was to follow my mother, whom I was blind enough to prefer to you. You and she had been separated for many years. I rejoined her in Lyon, where her riotous living so frightened me that I found myself obliged to leave her, were I to preserve whatever sentiments I had left for her. I went to Strasbourg, where the Normandy regiment was stationed. . . ."�Madame de Courval gave a start, but kept control of herself.�"The colonel seemed interested in me," young Courval went on. "I made myself known to him, and he gave me a commission as a second lieutenant. The following year, I accompanied the regiment to Nancy, where it was transferred, and there I fell in love with a young relative of Madame de Verquin. I seduced this young girl, had a son by her, and cruelly abandoned her."�At these words, Madame de Courval trembled, a low sigh welled from her breast, but she otherwise managed to maintain her composure.�"This unhappy affair was the cause of all my misfortunes. I placed the poor girl's child with a woman near Metz, who promised to take care of him, and a short while later rejoined my regiment. I was condemned for my conduct: since the girl had not been able to return to Nancy, I was accused of having been the cause of her ruin. Too charming and likable a creature not to have caught the fancy of the entire town, she did not lack for defenders, who were bent upon avenging her honor. I fought a duel and killed my opponent. I then fled to Torino with my son, whom I had returned to fetch near Metz.�"For twelve years I served the King of Sardinia. I shall spare you the detailed description of my tribulations during this period. Suffice it to say they were infinite. 'Tis upon leaving France that one learns to miss it. Still, my son was growing into manhood, and a most promising young man he was too. In Torino I had met a French woman who had accompanied that Princess of France who had married into the Court of Sardinia, and that worthy person having taken a sympathetic interest in my misfortunes, I dared ask her to take my son with her to France, in order to complete his education. I promised to put my affairs sufficiently in order that I would be able to come and reclaim the boy from her care within six years. She consented, took my poor child to Paris with her, spared no effort to bring him up properly, and kept me fully and regularly informed of his progress.�"I appeared a year earlier than I had promised. I arrived at the lady's house, full of the sweet expectation of embracing my son, of clasping in my arms this token of a love betrayed . . . but which still burned in my heart. 'Your son is dead,' quoth the worthy friend, her eyes overbrimming with tears. 'He was the victim of the same passion which was the cause of his father's misfortunes. We had taken him to the country with us; there he fell in love with a charming girl whose name I have promised not to divulge. Carried away by the violence of his passion, he tried to ravish by force what had been denied him by virtue. . . . A blow, struck solely with the intention fo frightening him off, went straight into his heart, and killed him outright.'"�At this point, Madame de Courval fell into a sort of trance, which for a moment made them fear she had suddenly been struck dead: her eyes were wide and staring fixedly; the blood had frozen in her veins. Monsieur de Courval, who had realized all too clearly the fatal connections binding together these adventures, interrupted his son and hastened to his wife's side. She came back to her senses and, with an heroic display of courage, managed to say:�"Let your son continue, Monsieur. Perhaps I have not yet reached the end of my trials."�All the while, young Courval, though he failed to understand why this lady was so disturbed about events which seemed to relate to her but indirectly, but discerning something incomprehensible for him in the features of his father's wife, looked at her intently, deeply moved.�Monsieur de Courval took his son's hand and, distracting his attention from Florville, commanded him to continue, but to concentrate on essentials and eliminate the details, because his tales were the repository of mysterious circumstances which were of the gravest import.�"In a state of utter despair over the death of my son," the traveler continued, "and having no further reason to remain in France - save for you, Father, whom I did not dare to face and whose wrath I greatly feared - I resolved to travel in Germany. . . . Ill-starred author of my days, I now come to the cruelest part of my story," said young Courval, bathing his father's hands with his tears. "Summon your courage, I beseech you.�"When I arrived at Nancy, I learned that a Madame Desbarres - that was the name which my mother, as soon as she had led you to believe she was dead, had assumed in her disorderly life - I learned, I say, that this same Madame Desbarres had just been cast into prison for having stabbed her rival, and that she was perhaps going to be executed the following day."�"Oh, Monsieur," poor Florville cried out at this point, burying herself in her husband's breast, her body racked with sobs, "Oh, Monsieur, do you now see the full measure of my miseries?"�"Yes, Madame, I do indeed," said Monsieur de Courval. "I see everything, Madame, but I beg you to let my son finish."�Florville contained herself, but she was scarcely breathing, her every feeling was impaired, her nerves were stretched to the breaking point.�"Go on, my son, go on," quoth the unhappy father. "In a moment I shall explain everything to you."�"Very well, Monsieur," young Courval went on. "I inquired whether there were not some mistake in names, but unfortunately it was only too true that the criminal was my mother. I asked permission to see her, the request was granted. I threw myself in her arms. . . . 'I am guilty of the crime for which I am going to die,' this unhappy creature said to me, 'but there is a terrible quirk of fate in the affair which is responsible for my death. There was another person under suspicion; all evidence pointed to him. But a woman and her two servants who, as chance would have it, were residing in the inn, witnessed my crime, though I was so distraught that I failed to notice them. Their testimony alone is responsible for my death. No matter, let us not waste our last moments together in useless regrets. I have some secrets of great consequence to divulge: now listen closely to what I have to say, my boy.�"'The moment my eyes have closed forever, go and seek out my husband. Tell him that, amongst my many crimes, is one whereof he is ignorant and which I must finally confess. You have a sister, Courval. . . . She was born a year after you. . . . I doted on you, and was afraid this girl might be a menace to you, that her father, at the time of her marriage, might settle a dowry upon her, using part of the inheritance which should have been yours alone. In order to keep your legacy intact, I resolved both to get rid of this girl and to make certain that in the future my husband would cull no further fruits from our marital bonds. My disorders led me into other sins, and prevented me from feeling the effects of these new crimes by causing me to commit even more terrible ones. But as for my daughter, I determined absolutely to murder her. I was about to put this infamous plan into effect, in concert with the wet nurse, whom I had amply compensated, when this woman told me that she knew a man who, married for years, was childless, though he wanted nothing more than to have children. Why didn't I kill two birds with one stone, she said to me: get rid of my daughter and perhaps make the man happy?�"'I straightway accepted her suggestion. That same evening, my daughter was placed on this man's doorstep, with a letter in her cradle.�"'The minute I am dead, fly to Paris and ask your father's forgiveness for me, beg him not to curse my memory and to go fetch that child and bring her back home into his own house.'�"With these words, my mother embraced me . . . and tried to calm the frightful agitation into which I had been plunged by all she had revealed to me. . . . Oh, Father, the following day she was executed. I was felled by a terrible illness, which reduced me to the edge of the grave, where I hovered for two years between life and death, with neither the strength nor the courage to write you.�"Upon discovering my health, my initial act was to come and cast myself at your feet, to beg forgiveness for your poor, unfortunate wife, and to discover to you the name of the person who can give you news of my sister: Monsieur de Saint-Prίt."�Monsieur de Courval faltered, his senses began to fail him and grow benumbed, he was nigh unto unconscious . . . his condition became truly alarming.�As for Florville, who had been suffering the tortures of hell for the past quarter hour, she arose with the tranquillity of someone who has just come to a decision.�"Very well, Monsieur," she said to Courval, "do you now believe there exists somewhere in the world a criminal more atrocious than poor Florville? . . . Let me tell you then who I am, Senneval: at once your sister, the girl you seduced in Nancy, the murderer of your son, and the loathsome creature who dispatched your mother to the gallows. . . . Yes, gentlemen, these are my crimes: no matter which of you I cast my eyes upon, I see only an object of horror. Either I see my lover as my brother, or I see my husband as the author of my days. And if I look at myself, I see naught but the execrable monster who stabbed her own son and was the instrument of her mother's death. Do you think Heaven can have a sufficient store of torments for me? Do you think, given the tortures wherewith my heart is laden, that I can go on living a moment longer? No, there remains but one further crime to commit, a crime which will avenge all the others."�And so saying, the poor girl leapt forward, snatched up one of Senneval's pistols, and blew out her brains before either of them had time to realize what she was about. She died without uttering another word.�Monsieur de Courval fainted. His son, stunned by the scenes he had just witnessed, called for help as best he could. Florville was beyond all help: already the shadows of death were overspreading her bloodstained face, whose features were now convulsed not only because of her violent end but also because of the sentiments of despair which filled her heart at the moment of her death.�Monsieur de Courval was transported to his bed, where for two months he lingered close to the grave. His son, in an equally cruel state, none the less was fortunate enough to see his tenderness and loving care rewarded by his father's recovery.�Both of them, however, after having suffered such cruel and manifold blows of misfortune, resolved to withdraw from the world. A rigorous, self-imposed solitude has removed them forever from the eyes of their friends, and there, in the bosom of piety and virtue, they are peacefully living out the thread of their sad and painful days, of their lives which were given them only to convince both them and all who read this unhappy tale that 'tis only in the darkness of the grave that man can find the peace which the wickedness of his fellow man, the disorder of his passions, and above all the fate decreed unto him, will deny him eternally here upon this earth. 
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