
THE PRINCESS BRIDE by William Goldman. © The Princess Bride Ltd. All Rights Reserved. THE YEAR that Buttercup was born, the most beautiful woman in the world was a French scullery maid named Annette. Annette worked in Paris for the Duke and Duchess de Guiche, and it did not escape the Duke’s 
notice that someone extraordinary was polishing the pewter. The Duke’s notice did not escape the notice of the Duchess either, who was not very beautiful and not very rich, but plenty smart. The Duchess set about studying Annette and shortly found her adversary’s tragic flaw. Chocolate. Armed now, the 
Duchess set to work. The Palace de Guiche turned into a candy castle. Everywhere you looked, bonbons. There were piles of chocolate-covered mints in the drawing rooms, baskets of chocolate-covered nougats in the parlors. Annette never had a chance. Inside a season, she went from delicate to whoppin
g, and the Duke never glanced in her direction without sad bewilderment clouding his eyes. (Annette, it might be noted, seemed only cheerier throughout her enlargement. She eventually married the pastry chef and they both ate a lot until old age claimed them. Things, it might also be noted, did not fare so 
cheerily for the Duchess. The Duke, for reasons passing understanding, next became smitten with his very own mother-in-law, which caused the Duchess ulcers, only they didn’t have ulcers yet. More precisely, ulcers existed, people had them, but they weren’t called “ulcers.” The medical profession at that 
time called them “stomach pains” and felt the best cure was coffee dolloped with brandy twice a day until the pains subsided. The Duchess took her mixture faithfully, watching through the years as her husband and her mother blew kisses at each other behind her back. Not surprisingly, the Duchess’s gru
mpiness became legendary, as Voltaire has so ably chronicled. Except this was before Voltaire.) The year Buttercup turned ten, the most beautiful woman lived in Bengal, the daughter of a successful tea merchant. This girl’s name was Aluthra, and her skin was of a dusky perfection unseen in India for eight
y years. (There have only been eleven perfect complexions in all of India since accurate accounting began.) Aluthra was nineteen the year the pox plague hit Bengal. The girl survived, even if her skin did not. When Buttercup was fifteen, Adela Terrell, of Sussex on the Thames, was easily the most beautiful 
creature. Adela was twenty, and so far did she outdistance the world that it seemed certain she would be the most beautiful for many, many years. But then one day, one of her suitors (she had 104 of them) exclaimed that without question Adela must be the most ideal item yet spawned. Adela, flattered, beg
an to ponder on the truth of the statement. That night, alone in her room, she examined herself pore by pore in her mirror. (This was after mirrors.) It took her until close to dawn to finish her inspection, but by that time it was clear to her that the young man had been quite correct in his assessment: she was
, through no real faults of her own, perfect. As she strolled through the family rose gardens watching the sun rise, she felt happier than she had ever been. “Not only am I perfect,” she said to herself, “I am probably the first perfect person in the whole long history of the universe. Not a part of me could stan
d improving, how lucky I am to be perfect and rich and sought after and sensitive and young and . . .” Young? The mist was rising around her as Adela began to think. Well of course I’ll always be sensitive, she thought, and I’ll always be rich, but I don’t quite see how I’m going to manage to always be young
. And when I’m not young, how am I going to stay perfect? And if I’m not perfect, well, what else is there? What indeed? Adela furrowed her brow in desperate thought. It was the first time in her life her brow had ever had to furrow, and Adela gasped when she realized what she had done, horrified that she h
ad somehow damaged it, perhaps permanently. She rushed back to her mirror and spent the morning, and although she managed to convince herself that she was still quite as perfect as ever, there was no question that she was not quite as happy as she had been. She had begun to fret. The first worry line
s appeared within a fortnight; the first wrinkles within a month, and before the year was out, creases abounded. She married soon thereafter, the selfsame man who accused her of sublimity, and gave him merry hell for many years. Buttercup, of course, at fifteen, knew none of this. And if she had, would ha
ve found it totally unfathomable. How could someone care if she were the most beautiful woman in the world or not. What difference could it have made if you were only the third most beautiful. Or the sixth. (Buttercup at this time was nowhere near that high, being barely in the top twenty, and that primarily 
on potential, certainly not on any particular care she took of herself. She hated to wash her face, she loathed the area behind her ears, she was sick of combing her hair and did so as little as possible.) What she liked to do, preferred above all else really, was to ride her horse and taunt the farm boy. The hor
se’s name was “Horse” (Buttercup was never long on imagination) and it came when she called it, went where she steered it, did what she told it. The farm boy did what she told him too. Actually, he was more a young man now, but he had been a farm boy when, orphaned, he had come to work for her fathe
r, and Buttercup referred to him that way still. “Farm Boy, fetch me this”; “Get me that, Farm Boy—quickly, lazy thing, tr ot now or I’ll tell Father.” “As you wish.” That was all he ever answered. “As you wish.” Fetch that, Farm Boy. “As you wish.” Dry this, Farm Boy. “As you wish.”
 He lived in a hovel out near the animals and, according to Buttercup’s mother, he kept it clean. He even read whe n he had candles. “I’ll leave the lad an acre in my will,” Buttercup’s father was fond of saying. (They had acres then.) “You’ll spoil him,” Buttercup’s mother 
always answered. “He’s slaved for many years; hard work should be rewarded.” Then, rather than continue the  argumen t (they had arguments then too), they would both turn on their daughter. “You didn’t bathe,” her father said. “I did, I did” from Buttercup. “Not with water,
” her father continued. “You reek like a stallion.” “I’ve been riding all day,” Buttercup explained. “You must b athe, Buttercup,” her moth er joined  in. “The boys don’t like their girls to smell of stables.” “Oh, the boys!” Buttercup fairly exploded. “I do not care about ‘the bo
ys.’ Horse loves me and that is quite sufficient, thank you.” She said that speech loud, and she said it ofte n. But, like it or not, things were be ginning to happen. Shortly before her sixteenth birthday, Buttercup realized that it had now been more than a mont
h since any girl in the village had spoken to her. She had never much been close to girls, so the change was nothing sharp, but at least before t here were head nods exchanged when she rode through the village or along the cart tracks. But now, for no rea
son, there was nothing. A quick glance away as she approached, that was all. Buttercup cornered Cor nelia one morning at the blacksmith’s and a sked about the silenc e. “I should think, after what you’ve done, you’d have the courtesy not to pretend to ask” came from Corneli
a. “And what have I done?” “What? What? . . . You’ve stolen them.” With that, Cornelia fled, but But tercup understood; she knew who “them” was. The boys. The village boys. The be ef-witted featherbrained rattleskulled clodpated dim-domed noodle-noggined sapheaded lunk-knobbed bo
ys. How could anybody accuse her of stealing them? Why would anybody want them anyway? Wh at good were they? All they did was pester and vex and annoy. “Can I brush your horse, Buttercup?” “Thank you, but the farm boy does that.” “Can I go riding with you, Buttercup?” “Thank yo
u, but I really do enjoy myself alone.” “You think you’re too good for anybody, don’t you, Butte rcup?” “No; no I don’t. I just like riding by myself, that’s all.” But throughout her sixteenth ye ar, even this kind of talk gave way to stammering and flushing and, at the very best, questions about 
the weather. “Do you think it’s going to rain, Buttercup?” “I don’t think so; the sky is blue.” “ Well, it might rain.” “Yes, I suppose it might.” “You think you’re too good for anybody, don’t you, B uttercup?” “No, I just don’t think it’s going to rain, that’s all.” At night, more often than not, they w
ould congregate in the dark beyond her window and laugh about her. She ignored them. Us ually the laughter would give way to insult. She paid them no mind. If they grew too damaging, the farm  boy handled things, emerging silently from his hovel, thrashing a few of them, sending them fly
ing. She never failed to thank him when he did this. “As you wish” was all he ever answer ed. When she was almost seventeen, a man in a carriage came to town and watched as she rode for provisi ons. He was still there on her return, peering out. She paid him no mind and, indeed, by hims
elf he was not important. But he marked a turning point. Other men had gone out of thei r way to catch sight of her; other men had even ridden twenty miles for the privilege, as this man had. The impo rtance here is that this was the first rich man who had bothered to do so, the first noble. An
d it was this man, whose name is lost to antiquity, who mentioned Buttercup to the Co unt. THE LAND OF Florin was set between where Sweden and Germany would eventually settle. (This was before Eu rope.) In theory, it was ruled by King Lotharon and his second wife, the Queen. But in fac
t, the King was barely hanging on, could only rarely tell day from night, and basically  spent his time in muttering. He was very old, every organ in his body had long since betrayed him, and most of his imp ortant decisions regarding Florin had a certain arbitrary quality that bothered many of t
he leading citizens. Prince Humperdinck actually ran things. If there had been a Eur ope, he would have been the most powerful man in it. Even as it was, nobody within a thousand miles wanted to mess with him. The Count was Prince Humperdinck’s only confidant. His last name was Rugen, 
but no one needed to use it—he was the only Count in the country, the title having  been bestowed by the Prince as a birthday present some years before, the happening taking place, naturally, at one of the Co untess’s parties. The Countess was considerably younger than her husband. All of h
er clothes came from Paris (this was after Paris) and she had superb taste. (This was after taste too, but only just. And since it was such a new thing, and since the Countess was the only lady in all Florin to poss ess it, is it any wonder she was the leading hostess of the land?) Eventually, her pa
ssion for fabric and face paint caused her to settle permanently in Paris, where she ran the only salon of international consequence. For now, she busied herself with simply sleeping on silk, eating on gold and be ing the single most feared and admired woman in Florinese history. If she had fig
ure faults, her clothes concealed them; if her face was less than divine, it was hard to tell once she got done applying substances. (This was before glamour, but if it hadn’t been for ladies like the Countess, there w ould never have been a need for its invention.) In sum, the Rugens were Couple 
of the Week in Florin, and had been for many years. . . . … This is me. All abr idging remarks and other comments will be in this fancy italic type so you’ll know. When I said at the start that I’d never read this book, th at’s true. My father read it to me, and I just quick skimmed along, crossing out 
whole sections when I did the abridging, leaving everything just as it was  in the original Morgenstern. This chapter is totally intact. My intrusion here is because of the way Morgenstern uses parentheses. The copy editor at Harcourt kept filling the margins of the galley proofs with questions: 
‘How can it be before Europe but after Paris?’ And ‘How is it possible t his happens before glamour when glamour is an ancient concept? See “glamer” in the Oxford English Dictionary.’ And eventually: ‘I am going c razy. What am I to make of these parentheses? When does this book take pl
ace? I don’t understand anything. Hellllppppp!!!’ Denise, the copy e ditor, has done all my books since Boys and Girls Together and she had never been as emotional in the margins with me before. I couldn’t help her . Either Morgenstern meant them seriously or he didn’t. Or maybe he meant
 some of them seriously and some others he didn’t. But he never s aid which were the seriously ones. Or maybe it was just the author’s way of telling the reader stylistically that ‘this isn’t real; it never happened.’ That’s what I think, in spite of the fact that if you read back into Florinese history,
 it did happen. The facts, anyway; no one can say about the actua l motivations. All I can suggest to you is, if the parentheses bug you, don’t read them. … “QUICK—QUICK—COME—” Buttercup’s father stood in his farmh ouse, staring out the window. “Why?” This from the mother. She gave aw
ay nothing when it came to obedience. The father made a quick f inger point. “Look—” “You look; you know how.” Buttercup’s parents did not have exactly what you might call a happy marriage. All they ever dreamed of wa s leaving each other. Buttercup’s father shrugged and went back to the 
window. “Ahhhh,” he said after a while. And a little later, again, “ Ahhhh.” Buttercup’s mother glanced up briefly from her cooking. “Such riches,” Buttercup’s father said. “Glorious.” Buttercup’s mother hesitated, then put her  stew spoon down. (This was after stew, but so is everything. When the 
first man first clambered from the slime and made his first home  on land, what he had for supper that first night was stew.) “The heart swells at the magnificence,” Buttercup’s father muttered very loudly. “What exactly is it, d umpling?” Buttercup’s mother wanted to know. “You look; you know h
ow” was all he replied. (This was their thirty-third spat of the day —this was long after spats—and he was behind, thirteen to twenty, but he had made up a lot of distance since lunch, when it was seventeen to two against him.) “Donkey,” the mother said, and came over to the window. A moment 
later she was going “Ahhhh” right along with him. They stood th ere, the two of them, tiny and awed. From setting the dinner table, Buttercup watched them. “They must be going to meet Prince Humperdinck someplace,” Butter cup’s mother said. The father nodded. “Hunting. That’s what the Pri
nce does.” “How lucky we are to have seen them pass by,” Butte rcup’s mother said, and she took her husband’s hand. The old man nodded. “Now I can die.” She glanced at him. “Don’t.” Her tone was surprisingly tender, and pr obably she sensed how important he really was to her, because wh
en he did die, two years further on, she went right after, and mos t of the people who knew her well agreed it was the sudden lack of opposition that undid her. Buttercup came close and stood behind them, staring over them, and soon she was gasping too, because the Count and Countess and 
all their pages and soldiers and servants and courtiers and cham pions and carriages were passing by the cart track at the front of the farm. The three stood in silence as the procession moved forward. Buttercup’s father was a tiny  mutt of a man who had always dreamed of living like the Count. 
He had once been two miles from where the Count and Prince h ad been hunting, and until this moment that had been the high point of his life. He was a terrible farmer, and not much of a husband either. There wasn’t really much in  this world he excelled at, and he could never quite figure out ho
w he happened to sire his daughter, but he knew, deep down, th at it must have been some kind of wonderful mistake, the nature of which he had no intention o f investigating. Buttercup’s mother was a gnarled shrimp of a woman , thorny and worrying, who had always dreamed of somehow ju
st once being popular, like the Countess was said to be. She wa s a terrible cook, an even more limited housekeeper. How Butter cup slid from her womb w as, of course, beyond her. But she had been there when it happene d; that was enough for her. Buttercup herself, standing half a h
ead over her parents, still holding the dinner dishes, still smellin g of Horse, only wished that the great procession wasn’t quite  so far away, so s he could see if the Countess’s clothes really were all that lovely. A s if in answer to her request, the procession turned and began 
entering the farm. “Here?” Buttercup’s father managed. “My Go d, why?” Buttercup’s mother whirled on him. “Did y ou forget to pay your taxes?” (This was after taxes. But everythin g is after taxes. Taxes were here even before stew.) “Even if I d
id, they wouldn’t need all that to collect them,” and he gestu red toward the front of his farm, where now the Co unt and Countess and all their pages and soldiers and servants  and courtiers and champions and carriages were coming clo
ser and closer. “What could they want to ask me about? ” he said. “Go see, go see,” Buttercup’s mother told  him. “You go. Please.” “No. You. Please.” “We’ll both go.” Th ey both went. Trembling . . . “Cows,” the Count said, when th
ey reached his golden carriage. “I would like to talk ab out your cows.” He spoke from inside, his dark face darke ned by shadow. “My cows?” Buttercup’s father said. “Yes. Y ou see, I’m thinking of starting a little dairy of my own, and s
ince your cows are known throughout the land as be ing Flo rin’s finest, I thought I might pry your secrets fro m you.” “My cows,” Buttercup’s father managed to repeat, hoping he was not going mad. Because the truth was, and
 he knew it well, he had terrible cows. For years, no thi ng but complaints from the people in the village.  If anyone else had had milk to sell, he would have been ou t of business in a minute. Now granted, things had impr
oved since the farm boy had come to slave for hi m— no question, the farm boy had certain skills, and t he complaints were quite nonexistent now—but that didn’t m ake his the finest cows in Florin. Still, you didn’t argu
e with the Count. Buttercup’s father turned to his  w ife. “What would you say my secret is, my dear?” h e asked. “Oh, there are so many,” she said—she was no dumm y, not when it came to the quality of their livestock. 
“You two are childless, are you?” the Count ask ed  then. “No, sir,” the mother answered. “Then let me see her,” the Count went on—“perhaps she will be quic ker wit h her answers than her parents.” “Buttercup,” the 
father called, turning. “Come out, please.” “How  d id you know we had a daughter?” Buttercup’s mothe r wondered. “A guess. I assumed it had to be one or t he othe r. Some days I’m luckier than—” He simply stopp
ed talking then. Because Buttercup moved into  v iew, hurrying from the house to her parents. The Count  left the carriage. Gracefully, he moved to the gro und a nd stood very still. He was a big man, with black
 hair and black eyes and great shoulders and a  b lack cape and gloves. “Curtsy, dear,” Buttercup’s mother whispered. Buttercup did her best. And t he C ount could not stop looking at her. Understand 
now, she was barely rated in the top twenty; h er hair was uncombed, unclean; her age was just seventeen, s o there was still, in occasional places, the  rem ains of baby fat. Nothing had been done to the
 child. Nothing was really there but potential.  B ut the Count still could not rip his eyes away. “The Count wo uld like to know the secrets behind our co ws’ g reatness, is that not correct, sir?” Buttercup’s
 father said. The Count only nodded, staring. Ev en Buttercup’s mother noted a certain tension in  the air. “Ask the farm boy; he tends them,”  Butt ercup said. “And is that the farm boy?” came
 a new voice from inside the carriage. Then th e Countess’s face was framed in the carriage do orway. Her lips were painted a perfect red; her green e yes li ned in black. All the colors of the world were 
muted in her gown. Buttercup wanted to shiel d her eyes from the brilliance. Buttercup’s father glanced back to ward the lo ne figure peering around the corner of the house.  “It is .” “Bring him to me.” “He is not dressed pro
perly for such an occasion,” Buttercup’s mothe r said. “I have seen bare chests before,” the Coun tess replied. Then s he called out: “You!” and pointed at the farm boy. “Come here.” Her f ingers snapped on “here.” The farm boy did
 as he was told. And when he was close, the Co untess left the carriage. When he was a few paces b ehind Butt ercup, he st opped, head properly bowed. He was ashamed of his at tire, worn boots and torn blue jeans (blue je
ans were invented considerably before most pe ople suppose), and his hands were tight together in  almost a gesture  of supplicat ion. “Have you a name, farm boy?” “Westley, Countess .” “Well, Westley, perhaps you can help u
s with our problem.” She crossed to him. The f abric of her gown grazed his skin. “We are all of us here passionately inter ested in the su bject of cows. We are practically reaching the point of fre nzy, such is our curiosity. Why, do you s
uppose, Westley, that the cows of this particula r farm are the finest in all Florin? What do you do to  t hem?” “I just feed them, Countess.” “Well t hen, there it is, the mystery is solved, the secret; we can all rest. Clearly, the magic is in Westley’s f
eeding. Show me how you do it, would you, We stley?” “Feed the cows for you, Countess?” “Brigh t lad.” “When ?” “Now will be so on enough,” and she held out her arm to him. “Lea d me,  Westley.” Westley had no choice but t
o take her arm. Gently. “It’s behind the house, madam; it’s terrible muddy back  there. Your gown  will b e ru ined.” “ I wear them only once, Westley, and I burn to see  you in action.” So off they went to the cow
shed. Throughout all this, the Count kept watch ing Buttercup. “I’ll help you,” B uttercup called a fter Westle y. “Perhaps I’d best see just how he does it,” the  Co unt decided. “Strange things are happe
ning,” Buttercup’s parents said, and off they we nt too, bringing up the rear of th e cow-feeding tri p, watching the C ount, who was watching their daughter, who was w atch ing the Countess. Who was watching 
Westley. “I COULDN’T SEE what he did that was  so special,” Buttercup’s father said. “He just fe d them.” This was afte r dinner now, and the family was alone again. “They mus t like him personally. I had a cat once th
at only bloomed when I fed him. Maybe it’s the s ame kind of thing.” Buttercup’s mother scraped the stew leavings i nto a bowl. “Here,” she said to her daughter. “Westley’ s w aiting by the back door; take him his din
ner.” Buttercup carried the bowl, opened the bac k door. “Take it,” she said. He no dded, accepted, star ted o ff to his tree stump to eat. “I didn’t excuse you, Farm Boy,” Buttercup began. He stopped, turned bac
k to her. “I don’t like what you’re doing with Hor se. What you’re not doing with Ho rse is more to th e p oint. I want him cleaned. Tonight. I want his hoofs varnished. Tonight. I want his tail plaited and his ear
s massaged. This very evening. I want his stabl es spotless. Now. I want him gliste ning, and if it tak es you all night, it takes you all night.” “As you wish.” She slamm ed the door and let him eat in darkness. 
“I thought Horse had been looking very well, ac tually,” her father said. Buttercup sa id nothing. “You  yo urself said so yesterday,” her mother reminded her. “I mus t b e overtired,” Buttercup managed. “The e
xcitement and all.” “Rest, then,” her mother c autioned. “Terrible things can happe n when you’re ov ertire d. I was overtired the night your father proposed.” Thirty-fou r t o twenty-two and pulling away. Buttercu
p went to her room. She lay on her bed. She c losed her eyes. And the Countess was  staring at Westle y. Butt ercup got up from bed. She took off her clothes. She washed  a l ittle. She got into her nightgown. She sli
pped between the sheets, snuggled down, c losed her eyes. The Countess was still staring at Westley ! Butterc up threw back the sheets, opened her door. She went to the s ink by the stove and poured herself a cup o
f water. She drank it down. She poured ano ther cup and rolled its coolness across h er forehead. Th e f everish feeli ng was still there. How feverish? She felt fine. She was seve ntee n, and not even a cavity. She dumped th
e water firmly into the sink, turned, marche d ba ck to her room, shut the door tight , went back to  bed. S he clos ed her eyes. The Countess would not stop staring at W estley! W hy? Why in the world would the woman i
n all the history of Florin who was in all wa ys p erfect be interested in the farm boy ? Buttercup r olled  around  in bed. And there simply was no other way of explain ing tha t look—she was interested. Buttercup s
hut her eyes tight and studied the memory  of t he Countess. Clearly, something ab out the farm boy in terested  her. Facts were facts. But what? The farm boy had e yes lik e the sea before a storm, but who c
ared about eyes? And he had pale blond h air , if you liked that sort of thing. And he was broa d enoug h in the s houlders, but not all that much broader than the Count . And  certainly he was muscular, but an
ybody would be muscular who slaved all d ay. And his skin was perfect and ta n, but that c ame aga in f rom slaving; in the sun all day, who wouldn’t be tan? And he wasn ’t t hat much taller than the Count eithe
r, although his stomach was flatter, but that was because the farm boy was younger. Bu tter cup s at u p in bed. It must be his teeth. The farm boy did have good teeth, give cr edit where credit was due. White an
d perfect, particularly set against the sun-tanne d face. Could it have been anything  else? Butte rc up c onc entrated. The girls in the village followed the farm boy around a lot, whe never he was making deliveries, but t
hey were idiots, they followed anything. And he always ignored them, because if he’d ev er opened h is  m out h, they would have realized that was all he had, just good teeth; he was , after all, exceptionally stupid. It was r
eally very strange that a woman as beautiful and  slend er and willowy and graceful, a cr eature as pe r fect ly packaged, as supremely dressed as the Countess should be hung up on teeth that way. Buttercup shrugged. 
People were surprisingly complicated. But now she had it all diagnosed, deduc ed, clear. Sh e closed her eyes and snuggled down a nd got all nice and comfortable, and people don’t look at other peopl e the way the Countess looked at the far
m boy because of their teeth. “Oh,” Buttercup gas ped. “Oh, oh dear.” Now the far m boy was s taring back at the Countess. He was feeding t he cows and his muscles were rippling the way they always did unde r his tanned skin and Buttercup was stand
ing there watching as the farm boy looked, for the first ti me, deep into the Countess’s eye s. Buttercup  jumped out of bed and began to pace her room. H ow could he? Oh, it was all right if he looked at her, but he wasn’t lo oking at her, he was looking at her. “She’s s
o old,” Buttercup muttered, starting to storm a bit now. Th e Countess would never see thirt y again and t hat was fact. And her dress looked rid iculous out in the cowshed and that was fact too. Buttercup fell ont o her bed and clutched her pillow across her 
breasts. The dress was ridiculous before it ever got to the  cowshed. The Countess looked r otten the min ute she l eft the car riage, with her too big painted mouth and her little piggy painted ey es and her powdered skin and . . . and . . . and . 
. . Flailing and thrashing, Buttercup wept and tossed an d paced and wept some more, and there have be en thr ee great cas es of jealousy since David of Galilee was first afflicted with the emotion when he could no longer stand t
he fact that his neighbor Saul’s cactus outshone his o wn. (Originally, jealousy pertained sol ely to plants, other peopl e’s cactus or ginkgoes, or, later, when there was g rass, grass, which is why, even to this day, we sa
y that someone is green with jealousy.) Buttercup’s ca se rated a close fourth on the all-time l ist. It was a ve ry long and very gr een night. She was outside his hovel before dawn. Inside, s he could hear him already awake. She knocked. H
e appeared, stood in the doorway. Behind him she coul d see a tiny candle, open books.  He waited. She  looked at him. The n she look ed away. He was too beautiful. “I love you,” But tercup said. “I know this must come as something 
of a surprise, since all I’ve ever done is scorn you and de grade you and taunt you, but I hav e loved you for sev eral hours  now, and every second, more. I thought an hour ago that I loved you more than any woman has 
ever loved a man, but a half hour after that I knew that what I felt befor e was nothing compar ed to what I felt then. But  ten minutes after that, I understood that  my previous love was a puddle compared to the high 
seas before a storm. Your eyes are like that, did you know? Well  they are. How many mi nutes ago was I?  Twenty?  Had I brought my feelings up to th en? It doesn’t matter.” Buttercup still could not look at h
im. The sun was rising behind her now; she could feel the hea t on her back, and it gave  her courage. “I lo ve you s o much more now than twenty minut es ago that there cannot be comparison. I love you so mu
ch more now than when you opened your hovel door, there cannot be  comparison. There is no r oom in my body for anythin g but you. My arms love you, my ears a dore you, my knees shake with blind affection. My mind b
egs you to ask it something so it can obey. Do you want me to follow  you for the rest of your days ? I will do that. Do you  want me to crawl? I will crawl. I will be quiet f or you or sing for you, or if you are hungry, let me bring y
ou food, or if you have thirst and nothing will quench it but Arabian wine, I will go to Araby, even th oug h it is across the world, and  bring a bottle back for your lunch. Any thing there is that I can do for you, I will do for you; anythin
g there is that I cannot do, I will learn to do. I know I cannot compet e with the Countess  in skill s or wisdom or a ppeal, and I saw t he way she looked at you. And I saw t he way you looked at her. But remember, please, that she is 
old and has other interests, while I am seventeen and for me there  is only you.  Dearest Westley —I’ve never called you  that  before, have I?—Westley, Wes tley, Westley, Westley, Westley,—darling Westley, adored 
Westley, sweet perfect Westley, whisper that I have a chance to win your l ove.” And with that, she dared the bravest thi ng she’d ever done: she looked ri ght into his eyes. He closed the door in her face. Without a
 word. Without a word. Buttercup ran. She whirled and burst a way and  t he tears came bitterly; she could not see, she stumbled, she slam med into a tree trunk, fell, rose, ran on; her shoulder thro
bbed from where the tree trunk hit her, and the pain was stro ng, but not  enough to ease her shattered heart. Ba ck to her room s he fled, back to her pillow. Safe behind the locked door, 
she drenched the world with tears. Not even one word. He hadn’t h ad th e decency for that. “Sorry,” he could have said. Woul d it have ruined him to say “sorry”? “Too late,” he could
 have said. Why couldn’t he at least have said something ? Butter cup th ought v e ry hard about that for a moment. An d suddenly she  had the answer: he didn’t talk because the minute he o
pened his mouth, that was it. Sure he was handsome, b ut dumb?  The mi nute he ha d exe rcised his tongue, it would have al l been over. “D uhhhhhhh.” That’s what he would have said. That was t
he kind of thing Westley came out with when he was f eeling real ly shar p. “Duhhhhhhh , tanks , Buttercup.” Buttercup dried her  tears and beg an to smile. She took a deep breath, heaved a sigh. It w
as all part of growing up. You got these little quick p assions, yo u bl i nked, and they we re gone . You forgave faults, found perfe ction, fell madl y; then the next day the sun came up and it was over. 
Chalk it up to experience, old girl, and get on with th e morning. Butt ercup stood, made her bed , changed her clothes, combed  her hair, smiled , and burst out again in a fit of weeping. Because ther
e was a limit to just how much you could lie to your self. Westley  wasn’t  stupid. Oh, she coul d prete nd he was. She could laugh abo ut his difficulties  with the language. She could chide herself for her sil
ly infatuation with a dullard. The truth was simply t his: he had a  head on h is shoulders. With a  brain i nside every bit as good as his t eeth. There was a reason he hadn’t spoken and it had nothing to do w
ith gray cells working. He hadn’t spoken because,  really, ther e was nothin g for him to say. He d idn’t lo ve her back and that was that. The tears that ke pt Buttercup company the remainder of the day wer
e not at all like those that had blinded her into the  tree trunk . Those were n oi sy and hot; they pu lsed. T hese were silent and steady an d all they did wa s remind her that she wasn’t good enough. She was
 seventeen, and every male she’d ever known ha d crumbl ed at her feet and it meant nothing. The  one ti me it mattered, she wasn’t good  enough. All sh e knew really was riding, and how was that to inter
est a man when that man had been looked at by  the Cou ntess? It was dusk w he n she heard footst eps ou tside her door. Then a knock. Bu ttercup dried he r eyes. Another knock. “Whoever is that?” Butterc
up yawned finally. “Westley.” Buttercup loung ed acro ss the bed. “Westley?”  s he said. “Do I kno w any W est—oh, Farm Boy, it’s you, how droll!” She wen t to her door, unlocked it, and said, in her fanciest
 tone, “I’m ever so glad you stopped by, I’ve been fe eli ng just ever so slummy a bo ut the little joke I p layed on  you this morning. Of course you knew I wasn’t fo r a moment serious, or at least I thought you kne
w, but then, just when you started closing th e door I th ought for one dreary ins tan t that perhaps I’d d one my l ittle jest a bit too convincingly and,  poor dear thin g, you might have thought I meant what I said w
hen of course we both know the total impos sibility of th at ever happening.” “I’ ve come to say good- by.” Butte rcup’s heart bucked, but she still he ld to fancy. “Yo u’re going to sleep, you mean, and you’ve com
e to say good night? How thoughtful of you , Farm B oy, sh owing me that you fo rgiv e me for my little m orning’s te ase; I certainly appreciate your thoug htfulness and— ” He cut her off. “I’m leaving.” “Leaving?” The
 floor began to ripple. She held to the door frame. “ Now?” “Yes.” “Because of wha t I said this morning?” “Yes.” “I  frightened you away, didn’t I? I could kill my tongue.”  She shook her head and shook her head. “
Well, it’s done; you’ve made your decision . Just re member  this: I won’t take y ou ba ck when she’s done with you, I d on’t care if you beg.” He just looked at her. Buttercup h urried on. “Just because you’re beautiful an
d perfect, it’s made you conceited. You th ink peop le can’ t get tired of you, well you’r e wrong, they can, and she will,  besides you’re too poor.” “I’m going to  America. To se ek my fortune.” (This was just after Americ
a but long after fortun es.) “A sh ip sails s oon fr om London. Ther e is great op portunity in America. I’m going  to take advantage of it. I’ve been trainin g myself. In my hovel. I’ve taught myself not to need sleep.
 A few hours only. I’l l take a ten-hour- a-day job and then I’ll take anot her ten-hour-a-day job and I’ll save every p enny from both e xcept what I need to eat to keep strong, an
d when I have enoug h I’ll buy a far m and build a  house and mak e a bed big enough for two.” “You’re just cra zy if you think sh e’s going to be happy in some run-down f
armhouse in Americ a. Not with what she sp ends on clothes.” “Stop talking about the Coun tess! As a special  favor. Before you drive me maaaaaaaad.
” Buttercup looked a t h im. “Don’t you u nderstand anything that’s going on?” Buttercup s hook her head. Wes tley shook his too. “You never have bee
n the brightest, I gues s.” “D o you love me, Westley? Is that it?” He couldn’t believe it. “Do I lov e you? My God, if yo ur love were a grain of sand, mine woul
d be a universe of beaches. If your love were—” “I don’t understand that first one yet,” Buttercup interrupt ed. She was sta rting to get very excited now. “Let me get this straig ht. A re you saying m y love is the size of a grain of sand and 
yours is this other thing? Images just  conf use me so—is th is universal bu siness of yours bigger than my sand? Help me, Wes tley . I have the feelin g we’re on the verge of something just 
terribly important.” “I have stayed the se yea rs in my hovel because of you.  I have taught myself languages because of you. I have made  my body strong because I thought yo
u might be pleased by a strong body . I hav e lived my life with only the prayer that some sudden dawn  you mi ght g lance in my directi on. I have not known a moment in yea
rs when the sight of you did not sen d my he art careening a gainst my rib cage. I have not known a night w hen yo ur vi sage did not acco mpany me to sleep. There has not bee
n a morning when you did not flutte r behin d my waking e yelids. . . . Is any of this getting through to you, Butt ercup, o r do you want me to go  on for a while?” “Never stop.” “Ther
e has not been—” “If you’re teasing  me, We stley, I’m just  going to kill you.” “How can you even dream I might be teasing?” “Well, you haven’t once sai d you loved me.” “ That’s all you need? Easy. I love you
. Okay? Want it louder? I love you.  Spell it o ut, should I?  I ell-oh-vee-ee why-oh-you. Want it backward ? Y ou love I.” “You are teasing now; aren’t you?” “A little ma ybe; I’ve been sayin g it so long to you, you just wouldn’t
 listen. Every time you said ‘Farm Boy do this ’ you thou ght I was answering ‘As you wish’ but that’s  only be cause you were hearing wrong. ‘I love you’ was what it wa s, but you never he ard, and you never heard.” “I hear y
ou now, and I promise you this: I will never lo ve anyo ne else. Only Westley. Until I die.” He no dded, too k a step away. “I’ll send for you soon. Believe me.” “Would  my Westley ever li e?” He took another step. “I’m late. 
I must go. I hate it but I must. The  ship sails so on a nd London is far.” “I unde rstand. ” He reached out with his right hand. Buttercup found it very  hard to breathe. “Good-b y.” She managed to raise her right 
hand to his. They shook. “Good-b y,” he said aga in. She made a little no d. He t ook a third step, not turning. She watched him. He turned. And  the words ripped o ut of her: “Without one kiss?” The
y fell into each other’s arms. … T HERE HAVE BE EN five great kisse s sinc e 1642 B.C., when Saul and Delilah Korn’s inadvertent discov ery swept across We stern civilization. (Before then cou
ples hooked thumbs.) And the pre cise rating of ki sses is a ter ribly di fficult thing, often leading to great controversy, because alth ough everyone agree s with the formula of affection tim
es purity times intensity times du ration, no one ha s ever been  completely satisfied with how much weight each element should receive. But on any system, there are five that everyo
ne agrees deserve full marks. Wel l, this one left the m all behind.  THE FIRST MORNING after Westley’s departure, Buttercup tho ught she was entitled  to do nothing more than sit arou
nd moping and feeling sorry for h erself. After all, th e love of her life  had fled, life had no meaning, how could you face the future, et  cetera, et cetera. But  after about two seconds of that 
she realized that Westley was out in the world now, getting nearer and n earer to London, and what if a beautiful city girl caught his fancy while she was just ba ck here moldering? Or, worse, w
hat if he got to America and worke d his jobs and built  his farm and made  their bed and sent for her and when she got there he would look at her and say, “I’m se nding you back, the moping has 
destroyed your eyes, the self-pity h as taken your skin;  y ou’re a slobby-loo king creature, I’m marrying an Indian girl who lives in a teepee nearby and is always in th e peak of condition.” Buttercup r
an to her bedroom mirror. “Oh, Wes tley,” she said, “I mu st never disappoin t you,” and she hurried downstairs to where her parents were squabbling. (Sixteen to thir teen, and not past breakfast yet.)
 “I need your advice,” she interrupte d. “What can I do t o i mprove my person al appearance?” “Start by bathing,” her father said. “And do something with your hair whi le you’re at it,” her mother said. 
“Unearth the territory behind your ear s.” “Neglect not yo ur k nee s.” “That will do n icely for starters,” Buttercup said. She shook her head. “Gracious, but it isn’t easy being ti dy.” Undaunted, she set to work. 
Every morning she awoke, if possible by dawn, and got t he far m ch ores finished im mediately. There was much to be done now, with Westley gone, and more than that, ever sin ce the Count had visited, everyo
ne in the area had increased his milk o rder. So there was  no time  f or sel f-improvement u ntil w ell into the afternoon. But then she really set to work. First a good cold bath. Then, while her hair was drying, she would slave 
after fixing her figure faults (one of her e lbows was just to o bony, the op posite wrist not bony e nough). And exercise what remained of her baby fat (little left now; she was nearly eighteen). And brus h and brush her hair. Her hair wa
s the color of autumn, and it had never b een cut, so a thou sand strokes to ok t ime, b ut she didn’t mi nd, because  Westley had never seen it clean like this and wouldn’t he be surprised when she stepped off th e boat in America. Her skin was t
he color of wintry cream, and she scrubbe d her every inch w ell past glistening, a nd th at wasn’t much fun really , but wouldn’t We stley be pleased with how clean she was as she stepped off the boat in America. And very quickly  now, her potential began to be r
ealized. From twentieth, she jumped within two weeks to fifte enth, an unheard- of chan ge in such a time. But three weeks after that she wa s already ninth and moving. The competition was tremendous now, but the day after she was ninth a three-page letter arrived from 
Westley in London and just reading it over pu t her up to eighth. T hat was really what was  doing it for her more than anything—her love for W estley would not stop growing, and people were dazzled when she delivered milk in the morning. So me people were only able to gape 
at her, but many talked and those that did foun d her warmer and gentler than s he had ever been before. Even the village girls would nod and sm ile now, and some of them would ask after Westley, which was a mistake unless you happened to hav e a lot of spare time, because whe
n someone asked Buttercup how Westley was— well, she told them. He was s upreme as usual; he was spectacular; he was singularly fabulous. Oh, she could go on for hours. Sometimes it got a little tough for the listeners to maintain strict attention, bu t they did their best, since Butterc
up loved him so completely. Which was why West ley’s death hit her the way it did. He had written to her just before he sailed for America. The Que en’s Pride was his ship, and he loved her. (That was the way his sentences always went: It is raining toda y and I love you. My cold is better 
and I love you. Say hello to Horse and I love you. Lik e that.) Then there were no letters, but that was natural; he was at sea. Then she heard. S he came home from delivering the milk and her parents were wooden. “Off the Carolina coast,” her father w hispered. Her mother whispered, “
Without warning. At night.” “What?” from Buttercup. “ Pirates,” said her father. Buttercup thought she’d better sit down. Quiet in the room. “ He’s been taken prisoner then?” Buttercup managed. Her mother made a “no.” “It was Roberts,” her father sa id. “The Dread Pirate Roberts.” “O
h,” Buttercup said. “The one who never leaves survivors.” “Yes,” her father said. Quiet in the room. Suddenly Buttercup was talking very fas t: “Was he stabbed? . . . Did he drown? . . . Did they cut his throat asleep? . . . Did they wake him, do you supp ose? . . . Perhaps they whipped hi
m dead . . . . ” She stood up then. “I’m getting silly, forgive m e.” She shook her head. “As if the way they got him mattered. Excuse me, plea se.” With that she hurried to her room. She stayed there many days. At first her parents tried to lure her, but she would not have it. They took to leav
ing food outside her room, and she took bits and shreds, enou gh to stay alive. There was never noise inside, no wailing, no bitter sounds.  And when she at last came out, her eyes were dry. Her parents stared up from their silent breakfast at her. They bo th started to rise but she put a han
d out, stopped them. “I can care for myself, please,” and she se t about getting some food. They watched her closely. In point of fact, sh e had never looked as well. She had entered her room as just an impossibly lovely girl. The woman who emerged wa s a trifle thinner, a great deal wiser, 
an ocean sadder. This one understood the nature of pain, and be neath the glory of her features, there was character, and a sure know ledge of suffering. She was eighteen. She was the most beautiful woman in a hundred years. She didn’t seem to care. “You’re all right?” her mother asked
. Buttercup sipped her cocoa. “Fine,” she said. “You’re sure?” her  father wondered. “Yes,” Buttercup replied. There was a very long  pause. “But I must never love again.” She never did. Two The Groom THIS IS my first major excision. Chapter One, The Bride, is almost in its entirety about t
he bride. Chapter Two, The Groom, only picks up Prince Humperdin ck in the last few pages. This chapter is where my son Jason st opped reading, and there is simply no way of blaming him. For what Morgenstern has done is open this chapter with sixty- six pages of Florinese history. More 
accurately, it is the history of the Florinese crown. Dreary? Not to be  believed. Why would a master of narrative stop his narrative  dead before it has much chance to begin generating? No known answer. All I can guess is that for Morgenstern, the real nar rative was not Buttercup and the rem
arkable things she endures, but, rather, the history of the monarchy and other such stuff. When this version comes out, I expect every Florinese scholar alive to slaughter me. (Columbia University has not only the leading Florinese experts in America, but a lso direct ties to the New York Times 
Book Review. I can’t help that, and I only hope they understand my i ntentions here are in no way meant to be destructive of Morgenstern’s vision.) … PRINCE HUMPERDINCK WAS shaped like a barrel. His chest was a great barrel chest, his thighs mighty barr el thighs. He was not tall but he weigh
ed close to 250 pounds, brick hard. He walked like a crab, side to si de, and probably if he had wanted to be a ballet dancer, he would have been doomed to a miserable life of endless frustration. But he didn’t want to be a ballet dancer. He wasn’t in that much  of a hurry to be king either. Even war,
 at which he excelled, took second place in his affections. Everythi ng took second place in his affections. Hunting was his love. He made it a practice never to let a day go by without killing something. It didn’t much matter what. When he first grew dedicated , he killed only big things: elephants o
r pythons. But then, as his skills increased, he began to enjoy the suffering of little beasts too. He could happily spend an afternoon tracking a flying squirrel across forests or a rainbow trout down rivers. Once he was determined, once he had focused on an  object, the Prince was relentless. He 
never tired, never wavered, neither ate nor slept. It was death ches s and he was international grand master. In the beginning, he traversed the world for opposition. But travel consumed time, ships and horses being what they were, and the time away from Flo rin was worrying. There always had to
 be a male heir to the throne, and as long as his father was alive, t here was no problem. But someday his father would die and then the Prince would be the king and he would have to select a queen to supply an heir for the day of his own death. So to avoid th e problem of absence, Prince Humper
dinck built the Zoo of Death. He designed it himself with Count R ugen’s help, and he sent his hirelings across the world to stock it for him. It was kept brimming with things that he could hunt, and it really wasn’t like any other animal sanctuary anywhere. In t he first place, there were never any vi
sitors. Only the albino keeper, to make sure the beasts were pro perly fed, and that there was never any sickness or weakness inside. The other thing about the Zoo was that it was underground. The Prince picked the spot himself, in the quietest, remotest cor  ner of the castle grounds. And he de
creed there were to be five levels, all with the proper needs for hi s individual enemies. On the first level, he put enemies of speed: wild dogs, cheetahs, hummingbirds. On the second level belonged the enemies of strength: anacondas and rhinos and crocodil es of over twenty feet. The third level 
was for poisoners: spitting cobras, jumping spiders, death bats galore. The fourth level was the kingdom of the most dangerous, the enemies of fear: the shrieking tarantula (the only spider capable of sound), the blood eagle (the only bird that thrived on hum an flesh), plus, in its own black pool, t
he sucking squid. Even the albino shivered during feeding time o n the fourth level. The fifth level was empty. The Prince constructed it in the hopes of someday finding something worthy, something as dangerous and fierce and powerful as he was. Unlikely. Still, he was an eternal optimist, so he 
kept the great cage of the fifth level always in readiness. And ther e was really more than enough that was lethal on the other four levels to keep a man happy. The Prince would sometimes choose his prey by luck—he had a great wheel with a spinner and on t he outside of the wheel was a picture 
of every animal in the Zoo and he would twirl the spinner at breakf ast, and wherever it stopped, the albino would ready that breed. Sometimes he would choose by mood: “I feel quick today; fetch me a cheetah” or “I feel strong today, release a rhino.” And w hatever he requested, of course, was 
done. HE WAS RINGING down the curtain on an orangutan when th e business of the King’s health made its ultimate intrusion. It was midafternoon, and the Prince had been grappling with the giant beast since morning, and finally, after all these hours, the h airy thing was weakening. Again and a
gain, the monkey tried to bite, a sure sign of failure of strength in th e arms. The Prince warded off the attempted bites with ease, and the ape was heaving at the chest now, desperate for air. The Prince made a crablike step sidewise, then another, then dar ted forward, spun the great beast into 
his arms, began applying pressure to the spine. (This was all taking p lace in the ape pit, where the Prince had his pleasure with many simians.) From up above now, Count Rugen’s voice interrupted. “There is news,” the Count said. From battle, the Prin ce replied, “Cannot it wait?” “For how 
long?” asked the Count. C R A C K The orangutan fell like a rag doll. “N ow, what is all this,” the Prince replied, stepping past the dead beast, mounting the ladder out of the pit. “Your father has had his annual physical,” the Count said. “I have the report.”  “And?” “Your father is dying.” “Drat!
” said the Prince. “That means I shall have to get married.” Three The Court ship FOUR OF them met in the great council room of the castle. Prince Humperdinck, his confidant, Count Rugen, his father, aging King Lotharon, and Queen Bella, his evil stepmot her. Queen Bella was shaped like a gu
mdrop. And colored like a raspberry. She was easily the most beloved person  in the kingdom, and had been married to the King long before he began mumbling. Prince Humperdinck was but a child then, and since the only stepmothers he knew were the evil  ones from stories, he always called B
ella that or “E. S.” for short. “All right,” the Prince began when they were al l assembled. “Who do I marry? Let’s pick a bride and get it done.” Aging King Lotharon said, “I’ve been thinking it’s really getting to be about time for Humperdinck to pick a bride. ” He didn’t actually so much say that a
s mumble it: “I’ve beee mumbbble mumbbble Humpmummmble engamu mble.” Queen Bella was the only one who bothered ferreting out his meanings anymore. “You couldn’t be righter, dear,” she said, and she patted his royal robes. “What did he say? ” “He said whoever we decided on wo
uld be getting a thunderously handsome prince for a lifetime companion .” “Tell him he’s looking quite well himself,” the Prince returned. “We’ve only just changed miracle men,” the Queen said. “That accounts for the improvement.” “You mean you fired Miracle Max?” Prince Humperdinck sai
d. “I thought he was the only one left.” “No, we found another one up in  the mountains and he’s quite extraordinary. Old, of course, but then, who wants a young miracle man?” “Tell him I’ve changed miracle men,” King Lotharon said. It came out: “Tell mum ble mirumble mumble.” “What did he s
ay?” the Prince wondered. “He said a man of your importance couldn’t  marry just any princess.” “True, true,” Prince Humperdinck said. He sighed. Deeply. “I suppose that means Noreena.” “That would certainly be a perfect match politically,” Count Rugen allowed. Princess Noreena was from G
uilder, the country that lay just across Florin Channel. (In Guilder, they  put it differently; for them, Florin was the country on the other side of the Channel of Guilder.) In any case, the two countries had stayed alive over the centuries mainly by warring on eac h other. There had been the Olive War, 
the Tuna Fish Discrepancy, which almost bankrupted both nations, the  Roman Rift, which did send them both into insolvency, only to be followed by the Discord of the Emeralds, in which they both got rich again, chiefly by banding together for a brief period  and robbing everybody within sailing 
distance. “I wonder if she hunts, though,” said Humperdinck. “I don’t c are so much about personality, just so they’re good with a knife.” “I saw her several years ago,” Queen Bella said. “She seemed lovely, though hardly muscular. I would describe her mor e as a knitter than a doer. But again, lo
vely.” “Skin?” asked the Prince. “Marbleish,” answered the Queen. “Lip s?” “Number or color?” asked the Queen. “Color, E. S.” “Roseish. Cheeks the same. Eyes largeish, one blue, one green.” “Hmmm,” said Humperdinck. “And form?” “Hourglassish. Alwa ys clothed divineishly. And, of course, 


