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  Monsieur de Courval had just turned fifty-five. Vigorous and healthy, he could reasonably expect to live another twenty years. Having had nothing but unpleasantness from his first wife, who had long ago abandoned him in order to throw herself into a life of debauchery, and being obliged, on the basis of unequivocal testimony, to assume that this creature was in her grave, he began contemplating the idea of again entering into the bonds of matrimony, this time with a sensible woman who, by the kindness of her character and the excellence of her morals, would make him forget his earlier mishaps.




  Unfortunate in his children as well as in his wife, he had had only two: a girl whom he had lost at a very early age, and a boy who, at the age of fifteen, had abandoned him as his wife had done, unfortunately in order to pursue the same licentious ways. Believing that nothing would ever bind him to this monster, Monsieur de Courval planned to disinherit him and bequeath all his possessions to the children he hoped to have with the new wife he wanted to take. He had an income of fifteen thousand francs a year; he had formerly been in business, and this was the fruit of his work. He was living on it in a respectable manner, with a few friends who all cherished and esteemed him, and saw him either in Paris, where he had an attractive apartment on the Rue Saint-Marc, or, more often, on a charming little estate near Nemours, where he spent two-thirds of the year.




  This upright man confided his plan to his friends. When they expressed approval of it, he urged them to ask among their acquaintances to learn whether any of them knew a woman between the ages of thirty and thirty-five, either unmarried or a widow, who might fulfill his wishes.




  Two days later one of his former colleagues came to tell him that he thought he had found exactly what he needed.




  “The girl I’m proposing to you,” this friend said to him, “has two things against her; I’ll begin by telling them to you, so that I can console you afterward by describing her good qualities. It’s certain that her parents are not alive, but no one knows who they were or where she lost them. All that’s known is that she’s a cousin of Monsieur de Saint-Prât, a reputable man who acknowledges her, holds her in great esteem, and will gladly express to you his enthusiastic and well-deserved praise of her. She has no inheritance from her parents, but Monsieur de Saint-Prât gives her four thousand francs a year. She was brought up in his house and spent her whole youth there. So much for her first fault, let’s go on to her second: an affair at the age of sixteen, and a child who’s no longer alive. She never seen the father again. Those are the things against her; now for a few words about those in her favor.




  “Mademoiselle de Florville is thirty-six, but she looks no more than twenty-eight, it would be difficult to imagine a more pleasing and interesting face. Her features are soft and delicate, her skin has the whiteness of a lily, and her brown hair hangs down almost to her feet. Her fresh, appealing mouth is like a springtime rose. She’s very tall, but she has such an excellent figure, and so much grace in her movements, that no one is unfavorably impressed by her height, which might otherwise give her a rather hard appearance. Her arms, her neck and her legs are all shapely, and she has a kind of beauty that will not grow old for a long time.




  “As for her conduct, it’s extreme regularity may not please you. She doesn’t like social activities, and she leads a secluded life. She’s very pious and very conscientious in the duties of the convent in which she lives. While she edifies everyone around her by her religious qualities, she also enchants everyone who sees her by the charms of her mind and the sweetness of her character . . . In short, she’s an angel on earth, sent by heaven for the happiness of your old age.”




  Monsieur de Courval, delighted by this description, eagerly asked his friend to let him see the girl in question.




  “I don’t care about her birth,” he said. “As long as her blood is pure, what does it matter who transmitted it to her? And her adventure at the age of sixteen doesn’t alarm me, either: she’s made up for that failing by many years of virtuous conduct. I’ll simply consider that I’m marrying a widow; having decided to take a woman between thirty and thirty-five, it would have been hard for me to maintain a foolish insistence on virginity. So nothing displeases me in your proposal, and I can only urge you to let me see the object of it.”




  Monsieur de Courval’s friend soon granted his wish: three days later he invited him to dinner with the young woman of whom he had spoken. It would have been difficult not to be enchanted at first sight by that charming girl. She had the features of Minerva herself, disguised beneath those of love. Since she knew what was at issue, she was even more reserved than usual. Her discretion, her modesty and the nobility of her bearing, combined with her many physical charms, her gentle character and her keen, well-developed mind, left poor Courval so enraptured that he begged his friend to hasten the conclusion.




  He saw her several more times, in his friend’s house, in his own, and in Monsieur de Saint-Prât’s. Finally, in response to his earnest entreaties, she told him that nothing could be more pleasing to her than the honor he wanted to bestow on her, but that her conscience would not allow her to accept it until she herself had related the vicissitudes of her life to him.




  “You haven’t been told everything, monsieur,” she said, “and I can’t consent to be yours unless you know more about me. Your esteem is so important to me that I don’t want to risk losing it, and I would certainly not deserve it if, taking advantage of your illusions about me, I were to agree to be your wife without giving you a chance to judge whether or not I’m worthy of it.”




  Monsieur de Courval assured her that he knew everything, that it was he, rather than she, who ought to have misgivings about his worthiness, and that if he was fortunate enough to please her, she had no reason to trouble herself about anything. But she held firm: she told him emphatically that she would not consent to anything until he had been thoroughly informed by her. He had to give in to her; all he was able to obtain from her was that she would come to his estate near Nemours, that all preparations would be made for the wedding he desired, and that she would become his wife the day after he had heard her story.




  “But, monsieur,” said that gracious girl, “since all those preparations may be in vain, why make them? What if I should persuade you that I’m not meant for you?”




  “You’ll never prove that to me, mademoiselle,” replied the honest Courval. “I defy you to prove it to me. Let us go, I beg you, and don’t oppose my plans.”




  It was impossible to make him change his mind. Everything was arranged and they went to his estate. They were alone, however, as Mademoiselle de Florville had demanded: the things she had to say were not to be revealed to anyone except the man who wanted to marry her, so no one else was admitted. The day after their arrival that beautiful and interesting girl asked monsieur de Courval to listen to her, and told him the events of her life in these words:




  Mademoiselle de Florville’s Story




  Your intentions with regard to me, monsieur, make it imperative that you be deceived no longer. You’ve seen Monsieur de Saint-Prât; you’ve been told that I’m related to him, and he himself was kind enough to say so, and yet you were greatly deceived on that point. My family is unknown to me; I’ve never had the satisfaction of knowing to whom I owe my birth. A few days after I was born, I was found in a green taffeta bassinet on Monsieur de Saint-Prât’s doorstep. Attached to the canopy over my bassinet was an anonymous letter which said simply:




  Since you have been married for ten years without having a child and still want one every day, adopt this one. Her blood is pure: she is the fruit of a virtuous marriage, and not of debauchery; she comes from an honorable family. If she does not please you, you can have her taken to a foundling home. Do not make any inquiries, because none of them would be successful. It is impossible to tell you anything more.




  I was immediately taken in by the good people at whose house I’d been left. They brought me up, took the best possible care of me, and I can say that I owe them everything. Since there was no indication of my name, it pleased Madame de Saint-Prât to name me Florville.




  I had just reached the age of fifteen when I had the misfortune of seeing my foster mother die. Nothing could express the grief I felt at losing her. I had become so dear to her that just before her death she begged her husband to allot me an income of four thousand francs a year and never to abandon me. Monsieur de Saint-Prât granted these two requests. He was also kind enough to acknowledge me as a cousin of his wife and to draw up a marriage contract for me under that title, as you have seen.




  He made it clear to me, however, that I could no longer stay in his house. “I’m a widower, and still young,” that virtuous man said to me. “If you and I were to live under the same roof now, it would give rise to doubts which we don’t deserve. Your happiness and your reputation are dear to me: I don’t want to endanger either of them. We must part, Florville, but I will never abandon you as long as I live, and I don’t even want you to go outside of my family. I have a widowed sister in Nancy. I’m going to send you to her. You can count on her friendship the same as mine. With her, you’ll still be before my eyes, so to speak, and I can continue to take care of everything that will be required to complete your education and establish you in life.”
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