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[0 O We could go on quoting the initials of many of those who had gathered in that drawing-room and who were
not a little astonished at the company they keptd but we should[] we fear[] weary the reader.[] [ Suffice it to say
that everyone was in the highest spirits and that(] of all the women there[J many had known the dead girl and
gave no sign that they remembered her. There was much loud laughter] the auctioneers shouted at the tops of
their voices] the dealers who had crowded on to the benches placed in front of the auction tables called vainly for
silence in which to conduct their business in peace. Never was a gathering more varied and more uproarious.[J [ |
slipped unobtrusively into the middle of the distressing tumultC] saddened to think that all this was taking place
next to the very room where the unfortunate creature whose furniture was being sold up to pay her debts(] had
breathed her last. Having come to observe rather than to buy | watched the faces of the tradesmen who had
forced the sale and whose features lit up each time an item reached a price they had never dared hope for.[l

[0 Honest men alllJ who had speculated in the prostitution of this woman[J had obtained a one-hundred per cent
return on herl] had dogged the last moments of her life with writslJ and came after she was dead to claim both the
fruits of their honourable calculations and the interest accruing on the shameful credit they had given her.OJ
00 How right were the Ancients who had one God for merchants and thieves [J
Dressesl] Indian shawls[] jewels[] came under the hammer at an unbelievable rate. None of it took my fancy[
and | waited on.OJ O Suddenly I heard a voice shoutd] * A book[ fully boundO gilt-edgesC] entitled] Manon
Lescaut. There's something written on the first page] ten francs. '] [0 © Twelveld ' said a voicell after a longish
silence.J 0 °  FifteenO " 1said.0J 00 WhyO

| had no idea. No doubt for that' something written®.[] [ Fifteen[] ' repeated the auctioneer . * Thity[] " said
the first bidder] in a tone which seemed to defy any-body to go higher. It was becoming a fight.CO 0 *  Thirty-five
[

"I criedd inthe sametone of voice.0 O * Forty.'00 00 ° Fifty."0 O° Sixty.'00° Ahundred."d O I confess
that if I had set out to cause a stir] 1 would have succeeded completely[d] for my last bid was followed by a great
silence and people stared at me to see who this man was who seemed so intent on possessing the volume. [

[0 Apparently the tone in which I had made my latest bid was enough for my opponentd he chose therefore to
abandon a struggle which would have served only to cost me ten times what the book was worth andd with a bow
(0 he said very graciously but a little late(] [ [0 It's yours sir. '00 1 No other bids were forthcomingl and the
book was knocked down to me .[] [ Since | feared a new onset of obstinacy which my vanity might conceivably
have borne but which would have assuredly proved too much for my purse [0 | gave my namel] asked for the
volume to be put aside and left by the stairs. | must have greatly intrigued the onlookers who[J having witnessed
this scenel] doubtless wondered why on earth | had gone there to pay a hundred francs for a book that I could
have got anywhere for ten or fifteen at most..] O An hour later(] | had sent found for my purchase. On the first
page written in ink in an elegant hand[J] was the dedication of the person who had given the book. This
dedication consisted simply of these wordslJ [J [0 * Manon to Margueritedd Humility. 'O O It was signedJ
Armand Duval.C0 [0 What did thisword*  Humility' mean[]

00 O Was it that Manon[ in the opinion of this Monsieur Armand Duval(J acknowledged Marguerite as her
superior in debauchery or in true love[

[0 O The second interpretation seemed the more likelyl for the first was impertinently frank[d and Marguerite
could never have accepted itl] whatever opinion she had of herself.C] [J | went out again and thought no more of
the book until that night] when | retired to bed.[J [0 Manon Lescaut is a truly touching story every detail of which
is familiar to me and yet[] whenever | hold a copy in my hand[ an instinctive feeling for it draws me on* | open it
and for the hundredth time I live again with the abbe Prevost's heroine . Now[ his heroine is so lifelike that | feel
that | have met her. In my new circumstancestd the kind of comparison drawn between her and Marguerite added
an unexpected edge to my readingl] and my forbearance was swelled with pity] almost lovel] for the poor girl(]
the disposal of whose estate | could thank for possessing the volume. Manon died in a desert[] it is true[] butin
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the terms of the man who loved her with all the strength of his soul and who[J when she was dead[] dug a grave
for her] watered it with his tears and buried his heart with herl] whereas Marguerite[] a sinner like Manon[]
and perhaps as truly converted as shel[] had died surrounded by fabulous luxury(l if I could believe what I had
seenl] on the bed of her own pastC] but no less lost in the desert of the heart which is much more aridC] much
vaster and far more pitiless than the one in which Manon had been interred.(0 O O [
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