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Translator’s Introduction

Scholars with a calendrical turn of mind have computed that the first scene of Madame Bovary—Charles’s entry into the classroom—takes place in October, 1827, and the last scene—Charles’s death—in August, 1846. The married life of Charles and Emma extends over a period of nine years, beginning in 1837.

In French history, this was the heyday of the “July Monarchy”—the reign of King Louis-Philippe, who was brought to power by the Revolution of 1830 and ousted by the Revolution of 1848. Louis-Philippe was known as the “Citizen King”—also as “The Pear,” from the unfortunate resemblance of the shape of his head to the fruit whose name is sometimes used in France to denote a dull fellow. Member of the Orléans family though Louis-Philippe was, his regime was blatantly, almost aggressively, middle-class. His advice to his subjects was: “Get rich!” He strolled about Paris carrying an umbrella, like a bourgeois. In dress, furniture, architecture and decoration the style associated with his name connotes everything graceless, pretentious and unimaginative. The French bourgeoisie—heirs of the victors of the first French Revolution of 1789—were solidly in the saddle.

Characteristics of life under the July Monarchy, and events of the regime, are thickly mirrored in Madame Bovary. The novelist’s smallest touch is apt to be a political or social echo, employed to “situate” his story. When Emma burns incense that she had “bought at an Algerian shop in Rouen,” it is a reminder that Algerian products were in fashion during the French conquest of Algeria in the 1840’s. Her surprise, at the chateau of La Vaubyessard, at seeing that “several of the ladies had failed to put their gloves in their wineglasses,” points up a difference between social classes. Provincial bourgeoises of that time, brought up in a spirit of genteel puritanism, considered it ladylike to eschew wine at dinner parties; they proclaimed their intention by filling their wineglasses with their flimsy evening gloves or with a lace handkerchief. Ladies of the old aristocracy were freer in their behavior.

In laying his novel in the July Monarchy, Flaubert was writing of the period of his own youth. He was born in 1821; and he witnessed, in his twenty-seventh year, some of the Paris street-fighting that marked the end of the regime that he had always considered frustrating to noble aspirations. In the autumn of 1849 he set out with a friend for an eighteen-month tour of the Near East to get a “bellyful of color.” So far he had produced some turgid, “escapist” writing, but had published nothing. Now on his return to France he sat down almost immediately to write the novel that marked his break with the romanticism of his early days. His declared aim was to paint a mercilessly accurate picture of lower middle-class provincial life in all its stifling dreariness. His method was to contrast it with the fantasies of his heroine, whose romantic yearnings reflect both the futility and the persistent attraction of older ways of life.

The composition took him five years. Madame Bovary was first published serially in a magazine, the Revue de Paris. The editors, fearing censorship, attempted to bowdlerize it by cutting; but even so Flaubert was summoned before the public prosecutor for “offenses against morality and religion.” After a sensational trial, marked by fiery exchanges of French eloquence between the state and the defense lawyers, he was acquitted; and the publication of the novel in book form, under the title Madame Bovary, Moeurs de Province, was announced on April 18, 1857. Its popularity was immediate. Superficially it seemed a succès de scandale, but the best French critics and artists knew that this was no ordinary best seller, and that for once public acclaim and true merit coincided.*

The poet Baudelaire, who had himself recently been fined by a court for the “immorality” of his volume Les Fleurs du Mal, was among those who sensed the epoch-making significance of Madame Bovary. Since Balzac, he said in his review, the art of the novel had been stagnant in France, and despite various attempts to renovate it, general interest had not been captured. Now Flaubert had come and opened a new horizon. Analyzing Flaubert’s achievement in detail, Baudelaire showed that every element of Madame Bovary, whether of form or content, was perfectly designed to break the public’s apathy and to give society and literature the needed sting of the gadfly.

Indeed, the translator who seeks to do justice to the original of Madame Bovary, and who by the very nature of his effort becomes more intimate with the text than any reader no matter how critical, soon realizes that nothing in this novel has been left to chance, that nothing is arbitrary. Everything flows from the central conception, as by a natural law. The plot, the psychology of the protagonists, the tragic end, the triumph of that epitome of bourgeois banality, Monsieur Homais, are all of a piece. This extraordinary coherence is reflected in the masterly and subtle construction, full of foreshadowings and echoes, points and counterpoints, intricate cross-references.

Exactness of time-portrayal had to be matched by place-description of the utmost precision. Flaubert chose a setting which he knew intimately. He was born in the city of Rouen, a river port on the right bank of the lower Seine. Before the French Revolution, Rouen had been the capital of the province of Normandy; and with the redivision of France into departments it was made the prefecture of the department of the Seine-Inférieure (rebaptized Seine-Maritime in 1955), whose sub-prefectures are the Channel ports of Le Havre and Dieppe. The action of the book takes place partly in Rouen, partly in the countryside lying between Rouen and those two sub-prefectures—a countryside known as the pays de Caux (probably from the Latin calx, chalk, referring to the quality of the soil). The inhabitants are called cauchois (male) and cauchoises (female); and Madame Bovary abounds in references to their local customs and costumes. It also contains a certain amount of the rural dialect and habits of speech—peasant and near-peasant words and characteristic turns of phrase. Certain early translators, Englishmen or persons living in England, have attempted to reproduce the flavor of this popular language by making some of the “lower-class” characters—Emma Bovary’s father, for example, and Madame Lefrançois the hotel-keeper—sound like a cross between present-day British rustics and Shakespearean clowns. In the present translation no attempt has been made to transform cauchois country speech into a New England twang or a Texas drawl. Incidentally, not all of Flaubert’s rural references are clear even to French readers of the present day. Most of them have to be told, for example, that the maggoty moles which Monsieur Rouault saw hanging on tree branches had been put there by peasants in the belief that they would frighten away live moles.

Flaubert was the son of a surgeon. His father—the model, supposedly, for the Doctor Larivière who comes galloping to Emma Bovary’s deathbed—was for many years head of the Hôtel-Dieu (public hospital) of Rouen. The family lived in a wing of the building, and from his earliest youth Flaubert was accustomed to the sight of illness, death, operations and dissections. This medical background was undoubtedly decisive in his making Emma Bovary’s husband a medical man. And since Charles Bovary was to be depicted as a creature in many ways inferior, his creator made him an officier de santé—a licensed medical man without an M.D. degree. Such a practitioner could treat patients only in the department of France in which he had passed his examination, and could perform important surgical operations only when an M.D. was present. The category of officiers de santé (which existed under other names in Germany, Russia and elsewhere) was originally created to assure medical service in French country districts. It was abolished in 1892. Not everyone holding the inferior rank of officier de santé was a poor physician. Flaubert himself, when he lived in the country, often consulted a “simple officier de santé” named Fortin, whom he greatly respected. In the present translation the term has been kept in French, since the rank it designates does not exist in American life and a literal rendering (“health officer”) would only mislead. On the other hand, Charles Bovary is referred to in these pages as a “doctor” whenever Flaubert calls him a “médecin”—a term which in France is also applied to real M.D.’s.

Depending on how well acquainted, and how sympathetic, one is with the ardors of novel writing, the five years that Flaubert spent on Madame Bovary will seem very long indeed, or a normal amount of time, or perhaps even somewhat short. Flaubert’s letters are full of laments about the time and effort his task required. Still in existence are numbers of his preliminary drafts and rewritings: many a passage was slowly and painfully composed, slowly and painfully recast in a dozen or more different versions, only finally to be discarded entirely. Very occasionally the multiplicity of his different versions was a source of error for the author. For example, Flaubert originally made Charles’s fee for the setting of Monsieur Rouault’s fracture one hundred francs; later he reduced it to seventy-five; but he forgetfully left the rest of the sentence unchanged. The resulting impossibility—“seventy-five francs in two-franc pieces”—is Flaubert’s most famous nod. Attentive readers will also note that the façade of the Yonville town hall has three columns on one page and four on another, that Yonvillians turn sometimes right, sometimes left, to reach the cemetery from the town square, and that Emma’s financial transactions are somewhat mixed up mathematically. Slips of this kind have been left untouched. In one or two instances of a different kind, however, the translator has presumed to emend. At La Vaubyessard, the travel snobs chattering about Italy speak (in the French original) of “les Cassines”—a mysterious reference: surely Flaubert meant the Cascine, the public park in Florence, at that time a particularly fashionable spot for afternoon drives. In the Hotel de Boulogne, where we are told that Emma “even said ‘our slippers,’ meaning a pair that Léon had given her,” all the French texts (both manuscript and printed) read “my slippers.” The word “my” in this place seems merely an inadvertence: to retain it would render meaningless a particularly keen bit of observation.

Quite distinct from those rare slips is another type of departure from exactitude. Famous though he is for precision of detail, Flaubert felt free to neglect it when such a course was justified artistically. Painstaking scholars have been able to show, for instance, that Emma could not have spent as much time with Léon in Rouen on Thursdays as she did, if the time schedule of the Hirondelle and the duration of the Yonville-Rouen run were as Flaubert describes them elsewhere in the book. Her rendezvous with Rodolphe, both at his chateau and in her garden, do not invite too-close chronological and topographical scrutiny. In the present translation, no attempt has been made to eliminate such discrepancies: they will disturb only those who confuse artistic realism with mechanical faithfulness to detail, regardless of its significance. On the other hand, a few minor imprecisions, apparently resulting from merely mechanical causes—for instance, illogical sequence of verbs describing an action—have not been preserved in translation.

One of Flaubert’s great concerns during the years of writing Madame Bovary was for the rhythm and assonance of his prose. He had a specific artistic idea in mind, which required the transformation of even the most sordid subject matter by the magic of style. Typically eloquent of his effort is a passage from a letter to his friend Louis Bouilhet about Emma Bovary’s financial difficulties: “Speaking of money, I’m tangled up in explanations of promissory notes, discounts, etc., that I don’t understand too well myself. I’m arranging all this in rhythmical dialogue, God help me!” Only a Flaubert among translators could do full justice to Flaubert the novelist in this respect. It is of course impossible to retain in translation the precise rhythm of each of Flaubert’s carefully polished sentences; nor would an attempt to reproduce the general characteristic cadence of his prose in a foreign tongue lead to anything but disaster. But there must be an English equivalent of the French music. Without it, the idea of what Madame Bovary “is like” in the original could not begin to be conveyed. An over-all rhythmic flow is inseparable from the novel’s total coherence.

A work as “realistic” as this, filled with concrete details, many of them belonging to another age, constantly defies any translator to accomplish even his most basic task—accurate rendering of individual terms. In Madame Bovary, children walking through the fields don’t merely pull the flowers from the oats; they “pull the bell-shaped flowers from the oat stalks.” The various versions of the novel already existing in English are strewn with unintentional comedy. Emma’s cousin, the fish peddler, who brings “a pair of soles” (fish native to the English Channel) as a wedding present, turns up in one translation as a cobbler who brings a pair of (boot) soles. In another, Emma doesn’t wear “a cocked hat over one ear” at the mi-carême ball as she should: rather, as she dances she has “a Chinese lantern dangling from one ear”—a merry picture indeed. And Charles, the medical student, instead of singing songs at student gatherings (“aux bienvenues”), is made to sing them to “women who were always welcome.” But even apart from trying to avoid such howlers as those, the translator has often to cope with other, subtler puzzles. What sound did Flaubert have in mind, exactly, when he wrote that the strings of Emma’s old piano “frisaient” as she pounded? What is a “cliquetis des capucines,” which at a present-arms makes a noise “like a copper cauldron rolling down a flight of stairs”? When bourgeois in the streets stand “au coin des bornes,” what is the picture? To find out, one exhausts dictionaries, encyclopedias and reference librarians; one telephones to friends, acquaintances and strangers; one consults practitioners of various trades, both at home and abroad. An occasional word one decides to leave in French. “Huissier,” for example: “bailiff,” the usual rendering, does not evoke anything specific in the American reader’s mind, whereas “sheriff” is too full of Western connotations.

Madame Bovary was not only the most “realistic” novel of its age. It was also the most “psychological.” More than any of his predecessors or contemporaries among fiction writers, Flaubert probes his characters’ minds, trying to account fully for their actions and emotions. He excels at showing the unconscious mind at work: were it not for the vocabulary, it would be easy to forget that Freud was less than a year old when Madame Bovary was published. Often the translator has to resist the temptation to interpret Flaubert’s words in the light of present-day theories. When Emma, consumed by her repressed early passion for Léon, finds her husband exasperating, Flaubert says that she “s’étonnait parfois des conjectures atroces qui lui arrivaient à lapensée”—“sometimes she was surprised by the horrible possibilities that she imagined.” Does Flaubert imply, here, that Emma feared accidents happening to her husband, and that these fears reflected wishful thinking? Plausible as such an interpretation would be, the translator regretfully decides to confine himself to translation. In other cases, however, detailed and precise passages of psychological analysis must be almost paraphrased to make their rich allusions as intelligible and as telling in English as they are in the original.

A whole body of critical literature has grown up around Madame Bovary, which makes the most of all possible symbolic implications of individual words and phrases. Some critics point exclusively to the many biological metaphors denoting fading and decay; others tell us that the leitmotiv is physical, namely, the motions of slipping and falling; and the novel has even been described mathematically, as a “circular” concept. It is not the translator’s role to judge these various theories, but he cannot help noticing that occasionally their authors resort to arguments based on obvious, if minor, mistranslation. For example, when Doctor Larivière, at Emma’s deathbed, says, “C’est bien, c’est bien,” he is merely murmuring the equivalent of “Yes, yes”—expressing more or less polite impatience with Doctor Canivet, whose circumstantial narration of the case is pointless now that Emma is beyond help. On the basis of an inaccurate rendering (“Good, good”), Doctor Larivière’s words have been interpreted as expressing his satisfaction in Emma’s imminent death, a satisfaction reflecting Flaubert’s supposed conception of his heroine as a character too sublime for this world.

On the other hand, a perfectly “correct” translation of a phrase can be inadequate, in that it fails to render an essential symbolic meaning. On the last page of the book Flaubert proclaims Homais’ growing prosperity by saying “Il fait une clientèle d’enfer”—which appears in various English versions as “His practise grows like wildfire,” or “He is doing extremely well,” or “He has a terrific practise.” All these are faithful to the French idiom. And yet, surely, the word “enfer” (“hell”) isn’t present in the original for nothing. The mere use of the term suggests at once that Homais, prince of the bourgeois, is an earthly counterpart of the prince of darkness.

The foregoing notes make it apparent, perhaps, that to translate a masterpiece with any justice requires an effort which parallels the author’s own labor in translating his idea into adequate words. Problems of language, transition, rhythm, symbolism, and secret relationships that make up texture—all these have to be solved anew, in a new medium. The great difference is, of course, that the translator does not work in the dark. Even though the trail he follows has to be followed in a vehicle which it was not meant to accommodate, there is a trail. The author has blazed it in his lonely and perilous earlier journey, leaving behind him the certainty that the terrain is not impassable. The translator of Madame Bovary knows that all these ideas, all these emotions, all these subtleties and shadings have been expressed in French. And he takes it for granted, as a kind of postulate, that they can all be re-expressed in English. His faith in his own language is such that he will never be tempted to excuse inadequacies by pointing to its inherent limitations; he will blame only his own human fallibility.

FRANCIS STEEGMULLER


*The story of Flaubert’s youth, his Near Eastern tour, and his emergence as a writer, the story of the composition and reception of Madame Bovary, can be read in the translator’s Flaubert and Madame Bovary (Farrar, Straus and Company, 1950; Knopf, Vintage Books, 1957). Flaubert described his own literary birth-pangs in incomparable letters: see The Selected Letters of Flaubert (Farrar, Straus and Young, 1953; Knopf, Vintage Books, 1957).





PART
ONE

[image: ]




I

We were in study-hall when the headmaster entered, followed by a new boy not yet in school uniform and by the handyman carrying a large desk. Their arrival disturbed the slumbers of some of us, but we all stood up in our places as though rising from our work.

The headmaster motioned us to be seated; then, turning to the teacher:

“Monsieur Roger,” he said in an undertone, “here’s a pupil I’d like you to keep your eye on. I’m putting him in the last year of the lower school. If he does good work and behaves himself we’ll move him up to where he ought to be at his age.”

The newcomer, who was hanging back in the corner so that the door half hid him from view, was a country lad of about fifteen, taller than any of us. He had his hair cut in bangs like a cantor in a village church, and he had a gentle, timid look. He wasn’t broad in the shoulders, but his green jacket with its black buttons seemed tight under the arms; and through the vents of his cuffs we could see red wrists that were clearly unaccustomed to being covered. His yellowish breeches were hiked up by his suspenders, and from them emerged a pair of blue-stockinged legs. He wore heavy shoes, hobnailed and badly shined.

We began to recite our lessons. He listened avidly, as though to a sermon—he didn’t dare even cross his legs or lean on his elbows; and at two o’clock, when the bell rang for the next class, the teacher had to tell him to line up with the rest of us.

We always flung our caps on the floor when entering a classroom, to free our hands; we hurled them under the seats from the doorway itself, in such a way that they struck the wall and raised a cloud of dust: that was “how it was done.”

But whether he had failed to notice this ritual or hadn’t dared join in observance of it, his cap was still in his lap when we’d finished reciting our prayer. It was a headgear of composite order, containing elements of an ordinary hat, a hussar’s busby, a lancer’s cap, a sealskin cap and a nightcap: one of those wretched things whose mute hideousness suggests unplumbed depths, like an idiot’s face. Ovoid and stiffened with whalebone, it began with three convex strips; then followed alternating lozenges of velvet and rabbit’s fur, separated by a red band; then came a kind of bag, terminating in a cardboard-lined polygon intricately decorated with braid. From this hung a long, excessively thin cord ending in a kind of tassel of gold netting. The cap was new; its peak was shiny.

“Stand up,” said the teacher.

He rose. His cap dropped to the floor. Everyone began to laugh.

He bent over for it. A boy beside him sent it down again with his elbow. Once again he picked it up.

“How about getting rid of your helmet?” suggested the teacher, who was something of a wit.

Another loud laugh from the students confused the poor fellow. He didn’t know whether to keep the cap in his hand, drop it on the floor, or put it on his head. He sat down again and placed it in his lap.

“Stand up,” repeated the professor, “and tell me your name.”

The new boy mumbled a name that was unintelligible.

“Say it again!”

The same jumble of syllables came out, drowned in the jeers of the class.

“Louder!” cried the teacher. “Louder!”

With desperate resolve the new boy opened a mouth that seemed enormous, and as though calling someone he cried at the top of his lungs the word “Charbovari!”

This touched off a roar that rose crescendo, punctuated with shrill screams. There was a shrieking, a banging of desks as everyone yelled, “Charbovari! Charbovari!” Then the din broke up into isolated cries that slowly diminished, occasionally starting up again along a line of desks where a stifled laugh would burst out here and there like a half-spent firecracker.

But a shower of penalties gradually restored order; and the teacher, finally grasping the name Charles Bovary after it had been several times spelled out and repeated and he had read it aloud himself, at once commanded the poor devil to sit in the dunce’s seat, at the foot of the platform. He began to move toward it, then hesitated.

“What are you looking for?” the teacher demanded.

“My c—” the new boy said timidly, casting an uneasy glance around him.

“Everybody will stay and write five hundred lines!”

Like Neptune’s “Quos ego,” those words, furiously uttered, cut short the threat of a new storm. “Quiet!” the indignant teacher continued, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief he took from his toque. “As for you,” he said to the new boy, “you’ll copy out for me twenty times all the tenses of ridiculus sum.”

Then, more gently: “You’ll find your cap. No one has stolen it.”

All was calm again. Heads bent over copybooks, and for the next two hours the new boy’s conduct was exemplary, even though an occasional spitball, sent from the nib of a pen, struck him wetly in the face. He wiped himself each time with his hand, and otherwise sat there motionless, his eyes lowered.

That evening, in study period, he took his sleeveguards from his desk, arranged his meager equipment, and carefully ruled his paper. We saw him working conscientiously, looking up every word in the dictionary, taking great pains. It was doubtless thanks to this display of effort that he was not demoted to a lower form. For while he had a fair knowledge of grammatical rules, his translations lacked elegance. He had begun his Latin with his village priest: his thrifty parents had sent him away to school as late as possible.

His father, Monsieur Charles-Denis-Bartholomé Bovary, had been an army surgeon’s aide, forced to leave the service about 1812 as a result of involvement in a conscription scandal. He had then turned his personal charms to advantage, picking up a dowry of 60,000 francs brought to him by a knit-goods dealer’s daughter who had fallen in love with his appearance. He was a handsome man, much given to bragging and clanking his spurs. His side whiskers merged with his mustache, his fingers were always loaded with rings, his clothes were flashy: he had the look of a bully and the easy cajoling ways of a traveling salesman. Once married, he lived off his wife’s money for two or three years. He ate well, rose late, smoked big porcelain pipes, stayed out every night to see a show, spent much of his time in cafés. His father-in-law died and left very little; this made him indignant, and he “went into textiles” and lost some money. Then he retired to the country, with the intention of “making things pay.” But he knew as little about crops as he did about calico; and since he rode his horses instead of working them in the fields, drank his cider bottled instead of selling it by the barrel, ate his best poultry, and greased his hunting boots with the fat from his pigs, he soon realized that he had better give up all idea of profit-making.

So for two hundred francs a year he rented, in a village on the border of Normandy and Picardy, a dwelling that was half farm, half gentleman’s residence; and there, surly, eaten by discontent, cursing heaven, envying everyone, he shut himself up at the age of forty-five, disgusted with mankind, he said, and resolved to live in peace.

His wife had been mad about him at the beginning; in her love she had tendered him a thousand servilities that had alienated him all the more. Once sprightly, all outgoing and affectionate, with age she had grown touchy, nagging and nervous, like stale wine turning to vinegar. At first she had suffered uncomplainingly, watching him chase after every trollop in the village and having him come back to her at night from any one of twenty disgusting places surfeited and stinking of drink. Then her pride rebelled. She withdrew into her shell; and swallowing her rage she bore up stoically until her death. She was always busy, always doing things. She was constantly running to lawyers, to the judge, remembering when notes fell due and obtaining renewals; and at home she was forever ironing, sewing, washing, keeping an eye on the hired men, figuring their wages. Monsieur, meanwhile, never lifted a finger. He sat smoking in the chimney corner and spitting into the ashes, continually falling into a grumpy doze and waking to utter uncomplimentary remarks.

When she had a child it had to be placed out with a wet nurse. And then later, when the little boy was back with its parents, he was pampered like a prince. His mother stuffed him with jams and jellies; his father let him run barefoot, and fancied himself a disciple of Rousseau to the point of saying he’d be quite willing to have the boy go naked like a young animal. To counter his wife’s maternal tendencies he tried to form his son according to a certain virile ideal of childhood and to harden his constitution by subjecting him to strict discipline, Spartan-style. He sent him to bed without a fire, taught him to take great swigs of rum and to ridicule religious processions. But the child was pacific by nature, and such training had little effect. His mother kept him tied to her apron-strings: she made him paper cutouts, told him stories, and conversed with him in endless bitter-sweet monologues full of coaxing chatter. In the isolation of her life she transferred to her baby all her own poor frustrated ambitions. She dreamed of glamorous careers: she saw him tall, handsome, witty, successful—a bridge builder or a judge. She taught him to read, and even, on an old piano she had, to sing two or three sentimental little songs. But from Monsieur Bo vary, who cared little for culture, all this brought merely the comment that it was “useless.” Could they ever afford to give him an education, to buy him a practice or a business? Besides, “with enough nerve a man could always get ahead in the world.” Madame Bovary pursed her lips, and the boy ran wild in the village.

He followed the hired men and chased crows, pelting them with clods of earth until they flew off. He ate the wild blackberries that grew along the ditches, looked after the turkeys with a long stick, pitched hay, roamed the woods, played hopscotch in the shelter of the church porch when it rained, and on important feast-days begged the sexton to let him toll the bells so that he could hang with his full weight from the heavy rope and feel it sweep him off his feet as it swung in its arc.

He throve like an oak. His hands grew strong and his complexion ruddy.

When he was twelve, his mother had her way: he began his studies. The priest was asked to tutor him. But the lessons were so short and irregular that they served little purpose. They took place at odd hurried moments—in the sacristy between a baptism and a funeral; or else the priest would send for him after the Angelus, when his parish business was over for the day. They would go up to his bedroom and begin, midges and moths fluttering around the candle. There in the warmth the child would fall asleep; and the old man, too, would soon be dozing and snoring, his hands folded over his stomach and his mouth open. Other times, as Monsieur le curé was returning from a sickbed with the holy oils, he would catch sight of Charles scampering in the fields, and would call him over and lecture him for a few minutes, taking advantage of the occasion to make him conjugate a verb right there, under a tree. Rain would interrupt them, or some passer-by whom they knew. However, he was always satisfied with him, and even said that “the young fellow had a good memory.”

Things weren’t allowed to stop there. Madame was persistent. Shamed into consent—or, rather, his resistance worn down—Monsieur gave in without further struggle. They waited a year, until the boy had made his First Communion, then six months more; and finally Charles was sent to the lycée in Rouen. His father delivered him himself toward the end of October, during the fortnight of the Saint-Romain fair.

It would be very difficult today for any of us to say what he was like. There was nothing striking about him: he played during recess, worked in study-hall, paid attention in class, slept soundly in the dormitory, ate heartily in the refectory. His local guardian was a wholesale hardware dealer in the rue Ganterie, who called for him one Sunday a month after early closing, sent him for a walk along the riverfront to look at the boats, then brought him back to school by seven, in time for supper. Every Thursday night Charles wrote a long letter to his mother, using red ink and three seals; then he looked over his history notes, or leafed through an old volume of Anacharsis that lay around the study-hall. When his class went for outings he talked with the school servant who accompanied them, a countryman like himself.

By working hard he managed to stay about in the middle of the class; once he even got an honorable mention in natural history. But before he finished upper school his parents took him out of the lycée entirely and sent him to study medicine, confident that he could get his baccalaureate degree anyway by making up the intervening years on his own.

His mother chose a room for him, four flights up overlooking the stream called the Eau-de-Robec, in the house of a dyer she knew. She arranged for his board, got him a table and two chairs, and sent home for an old cherry bed; and to keep her darling warm she bought him a small cast-iron stove and a load of wood. Then after a week she went back to her village, urging him a thousand times over to behave himself now that he was on his own.

The curriculum that he read on the bulletin board staggered him. Courses in anatomy, pathology, pharmacy, chemistry, botany, clinical practice, therapeutics, to say nothing of hygiene and materia medica—names of unfamiliar etymology that were like so many doors leading to solemn shadowy sanctuaries.

He understood absolutely nothing of any of it. He listened in vain: he could not grasp it. Even so, he worked. He filled his notebooks, attended every lecture, never missed hospital rounds. In the performance of his daily task he was like a mill-horse that treads blindfolded in a circle, utterly ignorant of what he is grinding.

To save him money, his mother sent him a roast of veal each week by the stagecoach, and off this he lunched when he came in from the hospital, warming his feet by beating them against the wall. Then he had to hurry off to lectures, to the amphitheatre, to another hospital, crossing the entire city again when he returned. At night, after eating the meager dinner his landlord provided, he climbed back up to his room, back to work. Steam rose from his damp clothes as he sat beside the red-hot stove.

On fine summer evenings, at the hour when the warm streets are empty and servant girls play at shuttlecock in front of the houses, he would open his window and lean out. The stream, which makes this part of Rouen a kind of squalid little Venice, flowed just below, stained yellow, purple or blue between its bridges and railings. Workmen from the dye plants, crouching on the bank, washed their arms in the water. Above him, on poles projecting from attics, skeins of cotton were drying in the open. And beyond the roof-tops stretched the sky, vast and pure, with the red sun setting. How good it must be in the country! How cool in the beech grove! And he opened his nostrils wide, longing for a whiff of the fresh and fragrant air, but none was ever wafted to where he was.

He grew thinner and taller, and his face took on a kind of plaintive expression that almost made it interesting.

The fecklessness that was part of his nature soon led him to break all his good resolutions. One day he skipped rounds; the next, a lecture; idleness, he found, was to his taste, and gradually he stayed away entirely.

He began to go to cafés. Soon he was crazy about dominoes. To spend his evenings shut up in a dirty public room, clinking black-dotted pieces of sheep’s bone on a marble table, seemed to him a marvelous assertion of his freedom that raised him in his own esteem. It was like an initiation into the world, admission to a realm of forbidden delights; and every time he entered the café the feel of the doorknob in his hand gave him a pleasure that was almost sensual. Now many things pent up within him burst their bonds; he learned verses by heart and sang them at student gatherings, developed an enthusiasm for Béranger, learned to make punch, and knew, at long last, the joys of love.

Thanks to that kind of preparation he failed completely the examination that would have entitled him to practice medicine as an officier de santé. And his parents were waiting for him at home that very night to celebrate his success!

He set out on foot; at the outskirts of the village he stopped, sent someone for his mother, and told her all. She forgave him, laying his downfall to the unfairness of the examiners, and steadied him by promising to make all explanations. (It was five years before Monsieur Bovary learned the truth: by that time it was an old story and he could accept it, especially since he couldn’t conceive of his own offspring as being stupid.)

Charles set to work again and crammed ceaselessly, memorizing everything on which he could possibly be questioned. He passed with a fairly good grade. What a wonderful day for his mother! Everyone was asked to dinner.

Where should he practice? At Tostes. In that town there was only one elderly doctor, whose death Madame Bovary had long been waiting for; and the old man hadn’t yet breathed his last when Charles moved in across the road as his successor.

But it wasn’t enough to have raised her son, sent him into medicine, and discovered Tostes for him to practice in: he had to have a wife. She found him one: a huissier’s widow in Dieppe, forty-five years old, with twelve hundred francs a year.

Ugly though she was, and thin as a lath, with a face as spotted as a meadow in springtime, Madame Dubuc unquestionably had plenty of suitors to choose from. To gain her ends Madame Bovary had to get rid of all the rivals, and her outwitting of one of them, a butcher whose candidacy was favored by the local clergy, was nothing short of masterly.

Charles had envisaged marriage as the beginning of a better time, thinking that he would have greater freedom and be able to do as he liked with himself and his money. But it was his wife who ruled: in front of company he had to say certain things and not others, he had to eat fish on Friday, dress the way she wanted, obey her when she ordered him to dun nonpaying patients. She opened his mail, watched his every move, and listened through the thinness of the wall when there were women in his office.

She had to have her cup of chocolate every morning: there was no end to the attentions she required. She complained incessantly of her nerves, of pains in her chest, of depressions and faintnesses. The sound of anyone moving about near her made her ill; when people left her she couldn’t bear her loneliness; when they came to see her it was, of course, “to watch her die.” When Charles came home in the evening she would bring her long thin arms out from under her bedclothes, twine them around his neck, draw him down beside her on the edge of the bed, and launch into the tale of her woes: he was forgetting her, he was in love with someone else! How right people had been, to warn her that he’d make her unhappy! And she always ended by asking him to give her a new tonic and a little more love.


II

One night about eleven o’clock they were awakened by a noise: a horse had stopped just at their door. The maid opened the attic window and parleyed for some time with a man who stood in the street below. He had been sent to fetch the doctor; he had a letter. Nastasie came downstairs, shivering, turned the key in the lock and pushed back the bolts one by one. The man left his horse, followed the maid, and entered the bedroom at her heels. Out of his gray-tasseled woolen cap he drew a letter wrapped in a piece of cloth, and with a careful gesture handed it to Charles, who raised himself on his pillow to read it. Nastasie stood close to the bed, holding the light. Madame had modestly turned her back and lay facing the wall.

This letter, sealed with a small blue wax seal, begged Monsieur Bovary to come immediately to a farm called Les Bertaux, to set a broken leg. Now, from Tostes to Les Bertaux is at least fifteen miles, going by way of Longueville and Saint-Victor. It was a pitch-black night. Madame Bovary was fearful lest her husband meet with an accident. So it was decided that the stable hand who had brought the letter should start out ahead, and that Charles should follow three hours later: by that time there would be a moon. A boy would be sent out to meet him, to show him the way to the farm and open the field gates.

About four o’clock in the morning Charles set out for Les Bertaux, wrapped in a heavy coat. He was still drowsy from his warm sleep, and the peaceful trot of his mare lulled him like the rocking of a cradle. Whenever she stopped of her own accord in front of one of those spike-edged holes that farmers dig along the roadside to protect their crops, he would wake up with a start, quickly remember the broken leg, and try to recall all the fractures he had ever seen. The rain had stopped; day was breaking, and on the leafless branches of the apple trees birds were perched motionless, ruffling up their little feathers in the cold morning wind. The countryside stretched flat as far as eye could see; and the tufts of trees clustered around the farmhouses were widely spaced dark purple stains on the vast gray surface that merged at the horizon into the dull tone of the sky. From time to time Charles would open his eyes; and then, his senses dimmed by a return of sleep, he would fall again into a drowsiness in which recent sensations became confused with older memories to give him double visions of himself: as husband and as student—lying in bed as he had been only an hour or so before, and walking through a surgical ward as in the past. In his mind the hot smell of poultices mingled with the fresh smell of dew; he heard at once the rattle of the curtain rings on hospital beds, and the sound of his wife’s breathing as she lay asleep. At Vassonville he saw a little boy sitting in the grass beside a ditch.

“Are you the doctor?” the child asked.

And when Charles answered, he took his wooden shoes in his hands and began to run in front of him.

As they continued on their way, the officier de santé gathered from what his guide told him that Monsieur Rouault must be a very well-to-do farmer indeed. He had broken his leg the previous evening, on his way back from celebrating Twelfth Night at the home of a neighbor. His wife had been dead for two years. He had with him only his “demoiselle”—his daughter—who kept house for him.

Now the road was more deeply rutted: they were approaching Les Bertaux. The boy slipped through an opening in a hedge, disappeared, then reappeared ahead, opening a farmyard gate from within. The horse was slipping on the wet grass; Charles had to bend low to escape overhanging branches. Kenneled watchdogs were barking, pulling at their chains. As he passed through the gate of Les Bertaux, his horse took fright and shied wildly.

It was a prosperous-looking farm. Through the open upper-halves of the stable doors great plough-horses could be seen placidly feeding from new racks. Next to the outbuildings stood a big manure pile, and in among the chickens and turkeys pecking at its steaming surface were five or six peacocks—favorite show pieces of cauchois farmyards. The sheepfold was long, the barn lofty, its walls as smooth as your hand. In the shed were two large carts and four ploughs complete with whips, horse collars and full trappings, the blue wool pads gray under the fine dust that sifted down from the lofts. The farmyard sloped upwards, planted with symmetrically spaced trees, and from near the pond came the merry sound of a flock of geese.

A young woman wearing a blue merino dress with three flounces came to the door of the house to greet Monsieur Bovary, and she ushered him into the kitchen, where a big open fire was blazing. Around its edges the farm hands’ breakfast was bubbling in small pots of assorted sizes. Damp clothes were drying inside the vast chimney-opening. The fire shovel, the tongs, and the nose of the bellows, all of colossal proportions, shone like polished steel; and along the walls hung a lavish array of kitchen utensils, glimmering in the bright light of the fire and in the first rays of the sun that were now beginning to come in through the windowpanes.

Charles went upstairs to see the patient. He found him in bed, sweating under blankets, his nightcap lying where he had flung it. He was a stocky little man of fifty, fair-skinned, blue-eyed, bald in front and wearing earrings. On a chair beside him was a big decanter of brandy: he had been pouring himself drinks to keep up his courage. But as soon as he saw the doctor he dropped his bluster, and instead of cursing as he had been doing for the past twelve hours he began to groan weakly.

The fracture was a simple one, without complications of any kind. Charles couldn’t have wished for anything easier. Then he recalled his teachers’ bedside manner in accident cases, and proceeded to cheer up his patient with all kinds of facetious remarks—a truly surgical attention, like the oiling of a scalpel. For splints, they sent someone to bring a bundle of laths from the carriage shed. Charles selected one, cut it into lengths and smoothed it down with a piece of broken window glass, while the maidservant tore sheets for bandages and Mademoiselle Emma tried to sew some pads. She was a long time finding her workbox, and her father showed his impatience. She made no reply; but as she sewed she kept pricking her fingers and raising them to her mouth to suck.

Charles was surprised by the whiteness of her fingernails. They were almond-shaped, tapering, as polished and shining as Dieppe ivories. Her hands, however, were not pretty—not pale enough, perhaps, a little rough at the knuckles; and they were too long, without softness of line. The finest thing about her was her eyes. They were brown, but seemed black under the long eyelashes; and she had an open gaze that met yours with fearless candor.

When the binding was done, the doctor was invited by Monsieur Rouault himself to “have something” before he left.

Charles went down to the parlor on the ground floor. At the foot of a great canopied bed, its calico hangings printed with a design of people in Turkish dress, there stood a little table on which places had been laid for two, a silver mug beside each plate. From a tall oaken cupboard facing the window came an odor of orris root and damp sheets. In corners stood rows of grain sacks—the overflow from the granary, which was just adjoining, approached by three stone steps. The room’s only decoration, hanging from a nail in the center of the flaking green-painted wall, was a black pencil drawing of a head of Minerva framed in gold and inscribed at the bottom in Gothic letters “To my dear Papa.”

They spoke about the patient first, and then about the weather, about the bitter cold, about the wolves that roamed the fields at night. Mademoiselle Rouault didn’t enjoy country life, especially now, with almost the full responsibility of the farm on her shoulders. The room was chilly, and she shivered as she ate. Charles noticed that her lips were full, and that she had the habit of biting them in moments of silence.

Her neck rose out of the low fold of a white collar. The two black sweeps of her hair, pulled down from a fine center part that followed the curve of her skull, were so sleek that each seemed to be one piece. Covering all but the very tips of her ears, it was gathered at the back into a large chignon, and toward the temples it waved a bit—a detail that the country doctor now observed for the first time in his life. Her skin was rosy over her cheekbones. A pair of shell-rimmed eyeglasses, like a man’s, was tucked between two buttons of her bodice.

When Charles came back downstairs after going up to take leave of Monsieur Rouault, he found her standing with her forehead pressed against the windowpane, looking out at the garden, where the beanpoles had been thrown down by the wind. She turned around.

“Are you looking for something?” she asked.

“For my riding crop,” he said.

And he began to rummage on the bed, behind doors, under chairs. It had fallen on the floor between the grain-bags and the wall. Mademoiselle Emma caught sight of it and reached for it, bending down across the sacks. Charles hurried over politely, and as he, too, stretched out his arm he felt his body in slight contact with the girl’s back, bent there beneath him. She stood up, blushing crimson, and glanced at him over her shoulder as she handed him his crop.

Instead of returning to Les Bertaux three days later, as he had promised, he went back the very next day, then twice a week regularly, not to mention unscheduled calls he made from time to time, as though by chance.

Everything went well; the bone knit according to the rules; and after forty-six days, when Monsieur Rouault was seen trying to get around his farmyard by himself, everyone began to think of Monsieur Bovary as a man of great competence. Monsieur Rouault said he wouldn’t have been better mended by the biggest doctors of Yvetot or even Rouen.

As for Charles, he didn’t ask himself why he enjoyed going to Les Bertaux. Had he thought of it, he would doubtless have attributed his zeal to the seriousness of the case, or perhaps to the fee he hoped to earn. Still, was that really why his visits to the farm formed so charming a contrast to the drabness of the rest of his life? On such days he would rise early, set off at a gallop, urge his horse; and when he was almost there he would dismount to dust his shoes on the grass, and put on his black gloves. He enjoyed the moment of arrival, the feel of the gate as it yielded against his shoulder; he enjoyed the rooster crowing on the wall, the farm boys coming to greet him. He enjoyed the barn and the stables; he enjoyed Monsieur Rouault, who would clap him in the palm of the hand and call him his “savior”; he enjoyed hearing Mademoiselle Emma’s little sabots on the newly washed flagstones of the kitchen floor. With their high heels they made her a little taller; and when she walked in them ahead of him their wooden soles kept coming up with a quick, sharp, tapping sound against the leather of her shoes.

She always accompanied him to the foot of the steps outside the door. If his horse hadn’t been brought around she would wait there with him. At such moments they had already said good-bye, and stood there silent; the breeze eddied around her, swirling the stray wisps of hair at her neck, or sending her apron strings flying like streamers around her waist. Once she was standing there on a day of thaw, when the bark of the trees in the farmyard was oozing sap and the snow was melting on the roofs. She went inside for her parasol, and opened it. The parasol was of rosy iridescent silk, and the sun pouring through it painted the white skin of her face with flickering patches of light. Beneath it she smiled at the springlike warmth; and drops of water could be heard falling one by one on the taut moiré.

During the first period of Charles’s visits to Les Bertaux, Madame Bovary never failed to ask about the patient’s progress; and in her double-entry ledger she had given Monsieur Rouault a fine new page to himself. But when she heard that he had a daughter she began to make inquiries; and she learned that Mademoiselle Rouault had had her schooling in a convent, with the Ursuline nuns—had received, as the saying went, a “fine education,” in the course of which she had been taught dancing, geography, drawing, needlework and a little piano. This was too much!

“So that’s why he brightens up when he goes there! That’s why he wears his new waistcoat, even in the rain! Ah! So she’s at the bottom of it!”

Instinctively she hated her. At first she relieved her feelings by making insinuations. Charles didn’t notice them. Then she let fall parenthetical remarks which he left unanswered out of fear of a storm; and finally she was driven to point-blank reproaches which he didn’t know how to answer. Why was it that he kept going back to Les Bertaux, now that Monsieur Rouault was completely mended and hadn’t even paid his bill? Ah! Because there was a certain person there. Somebody who knew how to talk. Somebody who did embroidery. Somebody clever. That’s what he enjoyed: he had to have city girls! And she went on:

“Rouault’s daughter, a city girl! Don’t make me laugh! The grandfather was a shepherd, and there’s a cousin who barely escaped sentence for assault and battery. Scarcely good reasons for giving herself airs, for wearing silk dresses to church like a countess! Besides—her father, poor fellow: if it hadn’t been for last year’s colza crop he’d have been hard put to it to pay his debts.”

For the sake of peace, Charles stopped going to Les Bertaux. Heloise had made him swear—his hand on his prayer book—that he would never go back there again: she had accomplished it after much sobbing and kissing, in the midst of a great amorous explosion. He yielded; but the strength of his desire kept protesting against the servility of his behavior, and with a naïve sort of hypocrisy he told himself that this very prohibition against seeing her implicitly allowed him to love her. And then the widow he was married to was skinny; she was long in the tooth; all year round she wore a little black shawl with a corner hanging down between her shoulder blades; her rigid form was always sheathed in dresses that were like scabbards; they were always too short; they showed her ankles, her big shoes, and her shoelaces crisscrossing their way up her gray stockings.

Charles’s mother came to see them from time to time; but after a few days she invariably took on her daughter-in-law’s sharpness against her son, and like a pair of knives they kept scarifying him with their comments and criticisms. He oughtn’t to eat so much! Why always offer a drink to everyone who called? So pigheaded not to wear flannel underwear!

Early in the spring it happened that a notary in Ingouville, custodian of the Widow Dubuc’s capital, sailed away one day, taking with him all his clients’ money. To be sure, Heloise still owned her house in the rue Saint-François in Dieppe, as well as a six-thousand-franc interest in a certain ship; nevertheless, of the great fortune she’d always talked so much about, nothing except a few bits of furniture and some clothes had ever been seen in the household. Now, inevitably, everything came under investigation. The house in Dieppe, it turned out, was mortgaged up to its eaves; what she had placed with the notary, God only knew; and her share in the boat didn’t amount to more than three thousand. So she’d been lying—lying all along, the dear, good lady! In his rage the older Monsieur Bovary dashed a chair to pieces on the floor and accused his wife of ruining their son’s life by yoking him to such an ancient nag, whose harness was worth even less than her carcass. They came to Tostes. The four of them had it out. There were scenes. The weeping Heloise threw herself into her husband’s arms and appealed to him to defend her against his parents. Charles began to take her part. The others flew into a rage and left.

But—“the fatal blow had been struck.” A week later she was hanging out washing in her yard when suddenly she began to spit blood; and the next day, while Charles was looking the other way, drawing the window curtain, she gave a cry, then a sigh, and fainted. She was dead! Who would have believed it?

When everything was over at the cemetery, Charles returned to the house. There was no one downstairs, and he went up to the bedroom. One of her dresses was still hanging in the alcove. He stayed there until dark, leaning against the writing desk, his mind full of sad thoughts. Poor thing! She had loved him, after all.


III

One morning Monsieur Rouault came to pay Charles for setting his leg—seventy-five francs in two-franc pieces, with a turkey thrown in for good measure. He had heard of his bereavement, and offered him what consolation he could.

“I know what it is,” he said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’ve been through just what you’re going through. When I lost my wife I went out into the fields to be by myself. I lay down under a tree and cried. I talked to God, told him all kinds of crazy things. I wished I were dead, like the maggoty moles I saw hanging on the branches. And when I thought of how other men were holding their wives in their arms at that very moment, I began to pound my stick on the ground. I was almost out of my mind. I couldn’t eat: the very thought of going to a café made me sick—you’d never believe it. Well, you know, what with one day gradually nosing out another, and spring coming on top of winter and then fall after the summer—it passed bit by bit, drop by drop. It just went away; it disappeared; I mean it grew less and less—there’s always part of it you never get rid of entirely; you always feel something here.” And he put his hand on his chest. “But it happens to us all, and you mustn’t let yourself go, you mustn’t want to die just because other people are dead. You must brace up, Monsieur Bovary: things will get better. Come and see us. My daughter talks about you every once in a while; she says you’ve probably forgotten her. Spring will soon be here: you and I’ll go out after a rabbit—it will take your mind off things.”

Charles took his advice. He went back to Les Bertaux; he found it unchanged since yesterday—since five months before, that is. The pear trees were already in flower; and the sight of Monsieur Rouault coming and going normally around the place made everything livelier.

The farmer seemed to think that the doctor’s grief-stricken condition called for a special show of consideration, and he urged him to keep his hat on, addressed him in a low voice as though he were ill, and even pretended to be angry that no one had thought to cook him something special and light, like custard or stewed pears. He told him funny stories. Charles found himself laughing, but then the thought of his wife returned to sober him. By the end of the meal he had forgotten her again.

He thought of her less and less as he grew used to living alone. The novelty and pleasure of being independent soon made solitude more bearable. Now he could change his meal hours at will, come and go without explanation, stretch out across the bed if he was particularly tired. So he pampered and coddled himself and accepted all the comforting everyone offered. Besides, his wife’s death had helped him quite a bit professionally: for a month or so everyone had kept saying, “Poor young man! What a tragedy!” His reputation grew; more and more patients came. Now he went to Les Bertaux whenever he pleased. He was aware of a feeling of hope—nothing very specific, a vague happiness: he thought himself better-looking when he stood at the mirror to brush his whiskers.

One day he arrived about three o’clock. Everyone was in the fields. He went into the kitchen, and at first didn’t see Emma. The shutters were closed; the sun, streaming in between the slats, patterned the floor with long thin stripes that broke off at the corners of the furniture and quivered on the ceiling. On the table, flies were climbing up the sides of glasses that had recently been used, and buzzing as they struggled to keep from drowning in the cider at the bottom. The light coming down the chimney turned the soot on the fireback to velvet and gave a bluish cast to the cold ashes. Between the window and the hearth Emma sat sewing; her shoulders were bare, beaded with little drops of sweat.

Country-style, she offered him something to drink. He refused, she insisted, and finally suggested with a laugh that he take a liqueur with her. She brought a bottle of curaçao from the cupboard, reached to a high shelf for two liqueur glasses, filled one to the brim and poured a few drops in the other. She touched her glass to his and raised it to her mouth. Because it was almost empty she had to bend backwards to be able to drink; and with her head tilted back, her neck and her lips outstretched, she began to laugh at tasting nothing; and then the tip of her tongue came out from between her small teeth and began daintily to lick the bottom of the glass.

She sat down again and resumed her work—she was darning a white cotton stocking. She sewed with her head bowed, and she did not speak: nor did Charles. A draft was coming in under the door and blowing a little dust across the stone floor; he watched it drift, and was aware of a pulsating sound inside his head—that, and the clucking of a laying hen outside in the yard. From time to time Emma cooled her cheeks with the palms of her hands, and then cooled her hands against the iron knobs of the tall andirons.

She complained that the heat had been giving her dizzy spells, and asked whether sea bathing would help; then she began to talk about her convent school and Charles about his lycée: words came to them both. They went upstairs to her room. She showed him her old music exercise books, and the little volumes and the oak-leaf wreaths—the latter now lying abandoned in the bottom of a cupboard—that she had won as prizes. Then she spoke of her mother, and the cemetery, and took him out to the garden to see the bed where she picked flowers the first Friday of every month to put on her grave. But their gardener had no understanding of such things: farm help was so trying! She would love, if only for the winter, to live in the city—though she had to say that it was really in summer, with the days so long, that the country was most boring of all. Depending on what she talked about, her voice was clear, or shrill, or would grow suddenly languorous and trail off almost into a murmur, as though she were speaking to herself. One moment she would be gay and wide-eyed; the next, she would half shut her eyelids and seem to be drowned in boredom, her thoughts miles away.

That evening, on his homeward ride, Charles went over one by one the things she had said, trying to remember her exact words and sense their implications, in an effort to picture what her life had been like before their meeting. But in his thoughts he could never see her any differently from the way she had been when he had seen her the first time, or as she had been just now, when he left her. Then he wondered what would become of her, whether she would marry, and whom. Alas! Monsieur Rouault was very rich, and she … so beautiful! But Emma’s face appeared constantly before his eyes, and in his ears there was a monotonous throbbing, like the humming of a top: “But why don’t you get married! Why don’t you get married!” That night he didn’t sleep, his throat was tight, he was thirsty; he got up to drink from his water jug and opened the window; the sky was covered with stars, a hot wind was blowing, dogs were barking in the distance. He stared out in the direction of Les Bertaux.

After all, he thought, nothing would be lost by trying; and he resolved to ask his question when the occasion presented itself; but each time it did, the fear of not finding the proper words paralyzed his lips.

Actually, Rouault wouldn’t have been a bit displeased to have someone take his daughter off his hands. She was of no use to him on the farm. He didn’t really hold it against her, being of the opinion that she was too clever to have anything to do with farming—that accursed occupation that had never yet made a man a millionaire. Far from having grown rich at it, the poor fellow was losing money every year: he more than held his own in the market place, where he relished all the tricks of the trade, but no one was less suited than he to the actual growing of crops and the managing of a farm. He never lifted a finger if he could help it, and never spared any expense in matters of daily living: he insisted on good food, a good fire, and a good bed. He liked his cider hard, his leg of mutton rare, his coffee well laced with brandy. He took his meals in the kitchen, alone, facing the fire, at a little table that was brought in to him already set, like on the stage.

So when he noticed that Charles tended to be flushed in his daughter’s presence—meaning that one of these days he would ask for her hand—he pondered every aspect of the question well in advance. Charles was a bit namby-pamby, not his dream of a son-in-law; but he was said to be reliable, thrifty, very well educated; and he probably wouldn’t haggle too much over the dowry. Moreover, Rouault was soon going to have to sell twenty-two of his acres: he owed considerable to the mason and considerable to the harness-maker, and the cider press needed a new shaft. “If he asks me for her,” he said to himself, “I won’t refuse.”

Toward the beginning of October, Charles spent three days at Les Bertaux. The last day had slipped by like the others, with the big step put off from one minute to the next. Rouault was escorting him on the first lap of his homeward journey; they were walking along a sunken road; they were
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