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               Jane Bowles in New York City, 1946, by Karl Bissinger
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            Introduction
 
            by Lorna Sage
            

         
 
         
            There were originally three serious ladies, but the story of the third, Señorita Córdoba, was never finished. From the passages about her that survive, however, you can tell that she was as wonderfully unpredictable as Miss Goering and Mrs Copperfield:

         
 
         
            The traveller and Señorita Córdoba were seated together having a chat.
 
            “Doesn’t love interest you?” the traveller was asking her … “Deep down in your heart, don’t you always hope the right man will come along some day?”
 
            “No… no… no… Do you?” she said absentmindedly.
 
            “Who, me? No.”
 
            “No?”
 
            She was the most preoccupied woman he had ever spoken with.

         
 
         
            One source of the comedy of Jane Bowles’s serious ladies is their anarchic, deadpan style. They never take other people’s natures for granted. After all, their own impulses are mysterious to them. Nothing is natural, anything is possible. The Señorita makes this American traveller in Guatemala look like a mere tourist. Soon he’ll be packing his case, ‘with the vivacity of one who is in the habit of making little excursions away from the charmed fold to return almost immediately’. Serious ladies, by contrast, embark on their perverse adventures without return tickets. Señorita Córdoba, like other Bowles characters, is probably bisexual, and prefers women – but that is only the beginning of the story.
            
 
            The book was written in the late 1930s and early 1940s and published in 1943, and parts were inspired by Jane’s honeymoon trip to Central America with her husband, Paul. They married in 1938, the day before her twenty-first birthday, and although both chose same-sex sex it wasn’t at all merely a marriage of disguise or convenience. They would often live apart, but they always kept in close touch, and only her death divorced them.
 
            They proved well suited. They were card-carrying members of the American avant-garde and (briefly) of the Communist Party, and even lived for a short while in the famously queer household at 7 Middagh Street in Brooklyn Heights, where W. H. Auden made the house rules and queenly striptease artiste Gypsy Rose Lee had written The G String Murders. It was in 1940–41 that the Bowleses took over Gypsy Rose Lee’s rooms; from 1947 they lived on and off in Morocco, mostly in Tangier.
            
 
            Wherever they lived, Paul seemed more at home than Jane. She envied and sometimes teased him for being such a well-adjusted misfit, and once declared to him that ‘Men are all on the outside, not interesting. They have no mystery. Women are profound and mysterious – and obscene.’ As Millicent Dillon showed in her excellent biography A Little Original Sin, Jane made a kind of private mystery religion out of her fascination with women’s hidden lives.
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               Jane and Paul Bowles, New York, 1944

            

         
 
         
            Her character Christina Goering (named after Jesus Christ and Hitler’s aviation minister) as a girl invents a grotesque ceremony in which she subjects her sister’s meek best friend Mary to a mock baptism: “If you don’t lie down in the mud and let me pack the mud over you and then wash you in the stream, you’ll be forever condemned.” Mary is duly dirtied and drenched, but emerges no more mystically one with Christina than she was before:
            

         
 
         
            “The three minutes are over, I believe,” said Christina.
 
            “Come darling, now you can stand up.”
 
            “Let’s run to the house,” said Mary. “I’m freezing to death.”

         
 
         
            Sensible Mary doesn’t die or undergo a conversion, all that happens is that Christina is confirmed in the loneliness of her calling. In her adult life the same ‘promptings’ lead Miss Goering first to adopt at random various ungrateful and unattractive hangers on, and then (to their disappointment and indignation) to sell the comfortable house she has inherited and renounce middle-class life: “I really believe that it is necessary for me to live in some more tawdry place…” Taking her entourage with her, she settles in a cramped four room house on an island not far from the city, which she has chosen for its squalor ‘one can smell the glue factories’. Once there, she takes the ferry to a godforsaken town on the mainland, where she continues to search out her destiny in encounters with strangers in a gloomy bar. Miss Goering disinherits herself, in short, and becomes an adventuress, and a serious lady. That is, a woman who turns her true character into an open question. Perhaps the most bizarre thing about Bowles’s women is that the object of their quests is to lose themselves, to fall, to find glory in the mud.
            
 
            They may seem to belong in the company of decadents enchanted by the glamour of the gutter. Traditionally, poetical prostitution à la Baudelaire had symbolised the hell-tinged happiness of hitting bottom. Bowles’s serious ladies are certainly drawn to poverty, and they are warmed by the idea of prostitution. But the working girls she writes about are almost never imagined as abject or sublime, instead they have volatile moods, are often gay, and improvise moment to moment in a quite practical fashion. Mrs Copperfield, the second serious lady, on her own separate adventure in Panama, where she rents a room in the same sleazy hotel as her new-found friend, the prostitute Pacifica, whispers to herself: “… what an angel a happy moment is – and how nice not to have to struggle too much for inner peace! … No one among my friends speaks any longer of character – and what interests us most, certainly, is finding out what we are like.” Mrs Copperfield is in love with Pacifica’s life, and wants to share it. Miss Goering is obscurely flattered when a ‘big man in an overcoat’ who is some sort of gangster picks her up. Like Señorita Córdoba and the traveller, Miss Goering and ‘the heavy-set man who owned the hearse-like car’ engage in one of those crossed-purpose conversations between straight men and dubious women that Bowles finds so hilarious:

         
 
         
            “Well,” he said to her after they had been sitting there for a little while, “do you work here?”
 
            “Where?” said Miss Goering.
 
            “Here, in this town.”
 
            “No,” said Miss Goering.
            
 
            “Well, then, do you work in another town?”
 
            “No, I don’t work.”
 
            “Yes, you do. You don’t have to try to fool me, because no one ever has.”
 
            “I don’t understand.”
 
            “You work as a prostitute, after a fashion, don’t you?”
 
            Miss Goering laughed. “Heavens!” she said. “I certainly never thought I looked like a prostitute merely because I had red hair; perhaps like a derelict or an escaped lunatic, but never a prostitute!”

         
 
         
            True to her promptings, however, she decides to play along with his mistake. Sexual relations with men will never be ‘profound and mysterious’, but being taken for a prostitute will put you in touch, perhaps, with a world of women that is endlessly strange.
 
            The serious ladies want to live outside themselves. And that is a want they share with their author, who is herself the third, invisible, serious lady of the book. Like them, Jane Bowles had fled the prospect of a respectable middle-class life. She was born in New York in 1917, the only child of second generation immigrants, a Jewish Hungarian mother and a German Jewish father, Claire and Sidney Auer. They lived on Long Island, but Jane returned to the city with her possessive and ambitious mother when her father died in 1930. She’d had a limp as a child, and after a riding accident in her teens developed tuberculosis in her knee joint; she spent 1932–34 having treatment in a Swiss clinic, and in 1936, back in New York, the leg was fixed so that it would never bend.
 
            This didn’t cramp her style rather, it confirmed it. In moods of raucous defiance she’d call herself ‘Crippie, the Kike Dyke’. Already in 1936, still in her plaster cast, she was keeping louche company in Greenwich Village bars and being deplored by her mother and her aunts. She reported to a crony, another middle class drop out and would be writer, George McMillan, an emergency family conference:
            

         
 
         
            ‘They all sat down and said … that I was a grand normal girl and that this Lesbian business was just an adolescent phase … and that if only I didn’t have such an analytic mind I certainly would throw it off – and if I really were a Lesbian they’d get up a fund for me and send me down to the village in my own private bus.’

         
 
         
            In fact, her travels, and her love affairs, seem to have been driven by a desire for release not only from her parents’ world, but from an American-Bohemian counterculture that too much resembled a little excursion from the charmed fold. Years after she wrote Two Serious Ladies, her quest culminated in Tangier, in her pursuit of the elusive Arab market-women Tetum and Cherifà. She wrote about this in a notebook with uncharacteristic and sad directness:
            

         
 
         
            I don’t know which one I like best, or how long I can go on this way, at the point of expectation, yet knowing at the same time that it is all hopeless. Does it matter? It is more the coming home to them that I want than it is they themselves. But I do want them to belong to me, which is of course impossible … If I have broken through my own prison – then at the same time I have necessarily lost what was my place of rest …
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               Jane Bowles with Cherifa, Tangier, 1967

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            Here the wit of Two Serious Ladies has deserted her. In the early 1950s Bowles discovered saintly, self-destructive Simone Weil’s book Waiting on God, and found in it a mirror of her own sense of apartness. ‘There are some human beings’, Weil wrote, ‘… separated from ordinary folk by their natural purity of soul. As for me, on the contrary … I have the germ of all possible crimes … within me … It is the sign of a vocation, the vocation to remain in a certain sense anonymous.’ We should aspire, she said, ‘To empty ourselves of our false divinity, to deny ourselves, to give up being the centre of the world in imagination, to discern that all points in the world are equally centres.’
            
 
            Weil believed in a deity outside the world, though whether He was the Jewish or the Christian God was never quite clear, and took imaginative refuge in the beauty of nature. Bowles by contrast portrayed the natural world as alien and uncanny. In Two Serious Ladies Mrs Copperfield takes a trip with her husband to a deserted beach in Panama:
            

         
 
         
            She watched him picking his way among the tiny stones, his arms held out for balance like a tight-rope walker’s, and wished that she were able to join him because she was so fond of him … She threw her head back and closed her eyes, hoping that perhaps she might become exalted enough to run down and join her husband. But the wind did not blow quite hard enough, and behind her closed eyes she saw
 
            Pacifica and Mrs Quill standing outside the Hotel de las Palmas.
            

         
 
         
            For Bowles, other people – other women – were the only hope of salvation (Pacifica will lead Mrs Copperfield into the water, and for once the blasphemous baptism will work). Perhaps art could save, too – but Bowles found it harder and harder to write, and her experiments in living were fraught with tension. She did set up house with Cherifa in Tangier, but it certainly wasn’t a ‘place of rest’, since although liaisons between Western men like her husband Paul and Arab men were relatively accepted, even traditional, homosexual relations across the two cultures between women were entirely outside the rules, off the map. Such was the stormy atmosphere of scandal Cherifa and Jane generated that when Jane suffered a stroke, Tangier expatriate gossip speculated that Cherifa had poisoned her (though some said it was with a love potion).
 
            But even in the later years when, thanks to illness and obsession, the daily details of living absorbed more and more of her energy, there were frequent flashes of mirth. In 1958, for instance, the Beat poet Allen Ginsberg called Paul in Tangier, and got Jane instead: ‘Then this complete madman asked me if I believed in God. “Do you believe in God, Jane?” I told him: “I’m certainly not going to discuss it on the telephone.”’
 
            So singular was Bowles’s sensibility, and so exiguous her output – only the play In the Summer House and a handful of stories apart from Two Serious Ladies – that it’s always been tempting to see her as one of a kind, writing in isolation when she did write. But the work does have precedents. Not in the soulful lesbian tradition associated with Radclyffe Hall (a red herring), but in the polished, modernist, mocking-and-despairing line of Katherine Mansfield, Djuna Barnes and the young Jean Rhys, who are all drawn to freaks and outlaws. When Ford Madox Ford wrote in his Preface to Rhys’s first collection of stories The Left Bank (1927) of her profound knowledge of ‘many of the Left Banks of the world’, and her ‘bias of … sympathy with … lawbreakers’, he was describing this demi mondaine heritage. Djuna Barnes’s ‘wise-cracking, elliptical newspaper interviews from the century’s teens and twenties, featuring stars of burlesque, rabble-rousing preachers and dubious politicians, hit the same note. Here she is talking with actress Helen Westley, a member of the Washington Square Players, in 1917:
            

         
 
         
            ‘… I say, go to life, study life. Sit on a sidewalk and contemplate the sewer, the billposters, the streetcleaners, the pedestrians, anything – but go there before you go to Chinatown to buy embroidery.’
 
            ‘Do you often sit on the sidewalk, Miss Westley?’
 
            ‘I do. If doctors would prescribe sidewalks instead of pills and hot water, how much better off we should be.’
 
            ‘Really, you have a dirt complex, as Freud would say.’

         
 
         
            Barnes’s modernist mistresspiece Nightwood (1936), inspired by the expatriate Parisian underworld, featured a narrative procession of freakish ‘originals’ – one of whom, Mademoiselle Basquette, ‘a girl without legs’ (‘She used to wheel herself through the Pyrenees on a board’), seems to have inspired the grotesque story of Belle, who hasn’t any arms either, and has been left behind by the circus, in Two Serious Ladies. It is Andy, another of the outsiders Miss Goering meets in the bar, who tells her about Belle:
            

         
 
         
            “I began to notice her mouth. It was like a rose petal or a heart or some kind of a little shell. It was really beautiful. Then right away I started to wonder what she would be like; the rest of her, you understand – without any legs … It grew and grew, this terrible curiosity …”

         
 
         
            The stigma of deformity is for these writers, doubtless, a way of exploring their own estrangement as authors even from the world of the male avant-garde. At the same time it reflects their defiant conviction that the writer’s vocation is a marvellous act, a performance brought off against the odds.
 
            Closest to Bowles in her own generation was the Southerner Carson McCullers. They were born in the same year, and their careers had an eerily similar shape – almost all their real work done in their twenties, followed by years of writer’s block, excesses and devastating illness, and early death. Both loved women and shared friends and fans among gay men, particularly Truman Capote and Tennessee Williams. In the McCullers bestsellers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter (1940) and The Ballad of the Sad Café (1943), the grotesque is the order of the day. In a 1940 Vogue article, titled ‘Look Homeward, Americans’, McCullers wrote:
            

         
 
         
            We are torn between a nostalgia for the familiar and an urge for the foreign and strange. As often as not, we are homesick most for the places we have never known.
 
            All men are lonely. But sometimes it seems to me that we Americans are the loneliest of all … Our literature is stamped with a quality of longing and unrest, and our writers have been great wanderers …
            
 
            So we must turn inward. This singular emotion, the nostalgia that has been so much a part of our national character, must be converted to good use … We must make a new declaration of independence, a spiritual rather than a political one this time

         
 
         
            This is close to the ethos of Bowles’s writing, and yet its sentimental and elegiac tone, the very ease with which McCullers can say ‘we’, marks a parting of their ways. Writing to Paul in 1947, Jane mulled over the difference: ‘Certainly Carson McCullers is as talented as Sartre or Simone de Beauvoir, but she is not a serious writer. I am serious but I am isolated and my experience is probably of no interest at this point to anyone.’ In the same letter she goes on to draw a distinction between herself and Paul, too. He may also be ‘isolated’, but his loneliness is somehow representative, unlike hers:
            

         
 
         
            Not only is your isolation a positive and true one but when you do write from it you immediately receive recognition because what you write is in a true relation to yourself which is always recognizable to the world outside. With me who knows? When you are capable only of a serious and ponderous approach to writing as I am.
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               Jane Bowles in Mexico, 1941, at the time of writing Two Serious Ladies
               

            

         
  
         
            She attached a special, semi-private meaning to the word ‘serious’. For her, being serious meant risking the possibility that you were meaninglessly weird, an existential Calamity Jane – ‘my kind of isolation I think is an accident and not inevitable’. It also, however, meant writing with panache, hilarity and devastating insight on the very edge of that particular abyss. McCullers could say, ‘When I write about a thief, I become one.’ It’s hard to imagine Bowles feeling so readily identified with her characters: when she writes about pariahs she only partly reclaims them for the imaginable world. She said in this same glum, stock-taking letter, ‘I realize now … that really “Two Serious Ladies” never was a novel …’ She was right, but in fact its improbability was its genius. With it she joined the small company of women modernists who celebrated their freakishness in the highest style.
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         CHRISTINA GOERING’S FATHER was an American industrialist of German parentage and her mother was a New York lady of a very distinguished family. Christina spent the first half of her life in a very beautiful house (not more than an hour from the city) which she had inherited from her mother. It was in this house that she had been brought up as a child with her sister Sophie.
         
 
         As a child Christina had been very much disliked by other children. She had never suffered particularly because of this, having led, even at a very early age, an active inner life that curtailed her observation of whatever went on around her, to such a degree that she never picked up the mannerisms then in vogue, and at the age of ten was called old-fashioned by other little girls. Even then she wore the look of certain fanatics who think of themselves as leaders without once having gained the respect of a single human being.
         
 
         Christina was troubled horribly by ideas which never would have occurred to her companions, and at the same time took for granted a position in society which any other child would have found unbearable. Every now and then a schoolmate would take pity on her and try to spend some time with her, but far from being grateful for this, Christina would instead try her best to convert her new friend to the cult of whatever she believed in at the time.
 
         Her sister Sophie, on the other hand, was very much admired by everyone in the school. She showed a marked talent for writing poetry and spent all her time with a quiet little girl called Mary, who was two years younger.
 
         When Christina was thirteen years old her hair was very red (when she grew up it remained almost as red), her cheeks were sloppy and pink, and her nose showed traces of nobility.
 
         That year Sophie brought Mary home with her nearly every day for luncheon. After they had finished eating she would take Mary for a walk through the woods, having provided a basket for each of them in which to carry back flowers. Christina was not permitted by Sophie to come along on these walks.
 
         “You must find something of your own to do,” Sophie would say to her. But it was hard for Christina to think of anything to do by herself that she enjoyed. She was in the habit of going through many mental struggles—generally of a religious nature—and she preferred to be with other people and organize games. These games, as a rule, were very moral, and often involved God. However, no one else enjoyed them and she was obliged to spend a great part of the day alone. She tried going to the woods once or twice by herself and bringing back flowers, in imitation of Mary and Sophie, but each time, fearing that she would not return with enough flowers to make a beautiful bouquet, she so encumbered herself with baskets that the walk seemed more of a hardship than a pleasure.
         
 
         It was Christina’s desire to have Mary to herself of an afternoon. One very sunny afternoon Sophie went inside for her piano lesson, and Mary remained seated on the grass. Christina, who had seen this from not far away, ran into the house, her heart beating with excitement. She took off her shoes and stockings and remained in a short white underslip. This was not a very pleasant sight to behold, because Christina at this time was very heavy and her legs were quite fat. (It was impossible to foresee that she would turn out to be a tall and elegant lady.) She ran out on the lawn and told Mary to watch her dance.
 
         “Now don’t take your eyes off me,” she said. “I’m going to do a dance of worship to the sun. Then I’m going to show that I’d rather have God and no sun than the sun and no God. Do you understand?”
 
         “Yes,” said Mary. “Are you going to do it now?”
 
         “Yes, I’m going to do it right here.” She began the dance abruptly. It was a clumsy dance and her gestures were all undecided. When Sophie came out of the house, Christina was in the act of running backwards and forwards with her hands joined in prayer.
         
 
         “What is she doing?” Sophie asked Mary.
 
         “A dance to the sun, I think,” Mary said. “She told me to sit here and watch her.”
 
         Sophie walked over to where Christina was now twirling around and around and shaking her hands weakly in the air.
 
         “Sneak!” she said and suddenly she pushed Christina down on the grass.
 
         For a long time after that, Christina kept away from Sophie, and consequently from Mary. She had one more occasion to be with Mary, however, and this happened because Sophie developed a terrible toothache one morning, and her governess was obliged to take her to the dentist immediately. Mary, not having heard of this, came over in the afternoon, expecting to find Sophie at home. Christina was in the tower in which the children often gathered, and saw her coming up the walk.
 
         “Mary,” she screamed, “come on up here.” When Mary arrived in the tower, Christina asked her if she would not like to play a very special game with her. “It’s called ‘I forgive you for all your sins’,” said Christina. “You’ll have to take your dress off.”
 
         “Is it fun?” Mary asked.
 
         “It’s not for fun that we play it, but because it’s necessary to play it.”
         
 
         “All right,” said Mary, “I’ll play with you.” She took her dress off and Christina pulled an old burlap sack over Mary’s head. She cut two holes in the burlap for Mary to see through and then she tied a cord around her waist.
         
 
         “Come,” said Christina, “and you will be absolved for your sins. Keep repeating to yourself: ‘May the Lord forgive me for my sins”.”
 
         She hurried down the stairs with Mary and then out across the lawn towards the woods. Christina wasn’t yet sure what she was going to do, but she was very much excited. They came to a stream that skirted the woods. The banks of the stream were soft and muddy.
 
         “Come to the water,” said Christina; “I think that’s how we’ll wash away your sins. You’ll have to stand in the mud.”
 
         “Near the mud?”
 
         “In the mud. Does your sin taste bitter in your mouth? It must.”
         
 
         “Yes,” said Mary hesitantly.
 
         “Then you want to be clean and pure as a flower is, don’t you?”
 
         Mary did not answer.
 
         “If you don’t lie down in the mud and let me pack the mud over you and then wash you in the stream, you’ll be forever condemned. Do you want to be forever condemned? This is your moment to decide.”
 
         Mary stood beneath her black hood without saying a word.
 
         Christina pushed her down on the ground and started to pack the burlap with mud.
 
         “The mud’s cold,” said Mary.
         
 
         “The hell fires are hot,” said Christina. “If you let me do this, you won’t go to hell.”
 
         “Don’t take too long,” said Mary.
 
         Christina was very much agitated. Her eyes were shining. She packed more and more mud on Mary and then she said to her:
 
         “Now you’re ready to be purified in the stream.”
 
         “Oh, please no, not the water—I hate to go into the water. I’m afraid of the water.”
 
         “Forget what you are afraid of. God’s watching you now and He has no sympathy for you yet.”
 
         She lifted Mary from the ground and walked into the stream, carrying her. She had forgotten to take off her own shoes and stockings. Her dress was completely covered with mud. Then she submerged Mary’s body in the water. Mary was looking at her through the holes in the burlap. It did not occur to her to struggle.
 
         “Three minutes will be enough,” said Christina. “I’m going to say a little prayer for you.”
 
         “Oh, don’t do that,” Mary pleaded.
 
         “Of course,” said Christina, lifting her eyes to the sky.
 
         “Dear God,” she said, “make this girl Mary pure as Jesus Your Son. Wash her sins away as the water is now washing the mud away. This black burlap proves to you that she thinks she is a sinner.”
 
         “Oh, stop,” whispered Mary. “He can hear you even if you just say it to yourself. You’re shouting so.”
 
         “The three minutes are over, I believe,” said Christina. “Come darling, now you can stand up.”
 
         “Let’s run to the house,” said Mary. “I’m freezing to death.”
         
 
         They ran to the house and up the back stairway that led to the tower. It was hot in the tower room because all the windows had been shut. Christina suddenly felt very ill.
 
         “Go,” she said to Mary, “go into the bath and clean yourself off. I’m going to draw.” She was deeply troubled. “It’s over,” she said to herself, “the game is over. I’ll tell Mary to go home after she’s dried off. I’ll give her some colored pencils to take home with her.”
 
         Mary returned from the bath wrapped in a towel. She was still shivering. Her hair was wet and straight. Her face looked smaller than it did ordinarily.
 
         Christina looked away from her. “The game is over,” she said, “it took only a few minutes—you should be dried off—I’m going out.” She walked out of the room leaving Mary behind, pulling the towel closer around her shoulders.
 
         
             

         
 
         AS A GROWN WOMAN Miss Goering was no better liked than she had been as a child. She was now living in her home outside New York, with her companion, Miss Gamelon.
         
 
         Three months ago Miss Goering had been sitting in the parlor, looking out at the leafless trees, when her maid announced a caller.
 
         “Is it a gentleman or a lady?” Miss Goering asked.
 
         “A lady.”
 
         “Show her in immediately,” said Miss Goering.
         
 
         The maid returned followed by the caller. Miss Goering rose from her seat. “How do you do?” she said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever laid eyes on you before this moment, but please sit down.”
 
         The lady visitor was small and stocky and appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. She wore dark, unfashionable clothing and, but for her large gray eyes, her face might on all occasions have passed unnoticed.
 
         “I’m your governess’s cousin,” she said to Miss Goering. “She was with you for many years. Do you remember her?”
 
         “I do,” said Miss Goering.
 
         “Well, my name is Lucie Gamelon. My cousin used to talk about you and about your sister Sophie all the time. I’ve been meaning to call on you for years now, but one thing and another always got in the way. But then, we never know it to fail.”
 
         Miss Gamelon reddened. She had not yet been relieved of her hat and coat.
 
         “You have a lovely home,” she said. “I guess you know it and appreciate it a lot.”
 
         By this time Miss Goering was filled with curiosity concerning Miss Gamelon. “What’s your business in life?” she asked her.
 
         “Not very much, I’m afraid. I’ve been typing manuscripts for famous authors all my life, but there doesn’t seem to be much demand for authors any more unless maybe they are doing their own typing.”
 
         Miss Goering, who was busy thinking, said nothing. Miss Gamelon looked around helplessly.
 
         “Do you stay here the greater portion of the time or do you travel mostly?” she asked Miss Goering unexpectedly.
         
 
         “I never thought of traveling,” said Miss Goering. “I don’t require travel.”
 
         “Coming from the family you come from,” said Miss Gamelon, “I guess you were born full of knowledge about everything. You wouldn’t need to travel. I had opportunity to travel two or three times with my authors. They were willing to pay all my expenses and my full salary besides, but I never did go except once, and that was to Canada.”
         
 
         “You don’t like to travel,” said Miss Goering, staring at her.
 
         “It doesn’t agree with me. I tried it that once. My stomach was upset and I had nervous headaches all the time. That was enough. I had my warning.”
 
         “I understand perfectly,” said Miss Goering.
 
         “I always believe,” continued Miss Gamelon, “that you get your warning. Some people don’t heed their warnings. That’s when they come into conflict. I think that anything you feel strange or nervous about, you weren’t cut out to do.”
 
         “Go on,” said Miss Goering.
 
         “Well, I know, for instance, that I wasn’t cut out to be an aviator. I’ve always had dreams of crashing down to the earth. There are quite a few things that I won’t do, even if I am thought of as a stubborn mule. I won’t cross a big body of water, for instance. I could have everything I wanted if I would just cross the ocean and go over to England, but I never will.”
 
         “Well,” said Miss Goering, “let’s have some tea and some sandwiches.”
         
 
         Miss Gamelon ate voraciously and complimented Miss Goering on her good food.
 
         “I like good things to eat,” she said; “I don’t have so much good food any more. I did when I was working for the authors.”
 
         When they had finished tea, Miss Gamelon took leave of her hostess.
 
         “I’ve had a very sociable time,” she said. “I would like to stay longer, but tonight I have promised a niece of mine that I would watch over her children for her. She is going to attend a ball.”
 
         “You must be very depressed with the idea,” said Miss Goering.
 
         “Yes, you’re right,” Miss Gamelon replied.
 
         “Do return soon,” said Miss Goering.
 
         The following afternoon the maid announced to Miss Goering that she had a caller. “It’s the same lady that called here yesterday,” said the maid.
 
         “Well, well,” thought Miss Goering, “that’s good.”
 
         “How are you feeling today?” Miss Gamelon asked her, coming into the room. She spoke very naturally, not appearing to find it strange that she was returning so soon after her first visit. “I was thinking about you all last night,” she said. “It’s a funny thing. I always thought I should meet you. My cousin used to tell me how queer you were. I think, though, that you can make friends more quickly with queer people. Or else you don’t make friends with them at all—one way or the other. Many of my authors were very queer. In that way I’ve had an advantage of association that most people don’t have. I know something about what I call real honest-to-God maniacs, too.”
         
 
         Miss Goering invited Miss Gamelon to dine with her. She found her soothing and agreeable to be with. Miss Gamelon was very much impressed with the fact that Miss Goering was so nervous. Just as they were about to sit down, Miss Goering said that she couldn’t face eating in the dining-room and she asked the servant to lay the table in the parlor instead. She spent a great deal of time switching the lights off and on.
 
         “I know how you feel,” Miss Gamelon said to her.
 
         “I don’t particularly enjoy it,” said Miss Goering, “but I expect in the future to be under control.”
 
         Over wine at dinner Miss Gamelon told Miss Goering that it was only correct that she should be thus. “What do you expect, dear,” she said, “coming from the kind of family you come from? You’re all tuned high, all of you. You’ve got to allow yourself things that other people haven’t any right to allow themselves.”
 
         Miss Goering began to feel a little tipsy. She looked dreamily at Miss Gamelon, who was eating her second helping of chicken cooked in wine. There was a little spot of grease in the corner of her mouth.
 
         “I love to drink,” said Miss Gamelon, “but there isn’t much point to it when you have to work. It’s fine enough when you have plenty of leisure time. I have a lot of leisure time now.”
 
         “Have you a guardian angel?” asked Miss Goering.
 
         “Well, I have a dead aunt, maybe that’s what you mean; she might be watching over me.”
         
 
         “That is not what I mean—I mean something quite different.”
 
         “Well, of course …” said Miss Gamelon.
 
         “A guardian angel comes when you are very young, and gives you special dispensation.”
 
         “From what?”
 
         “From the world. Yours might be luck; mine is money. Most people have a guardian angel; that’s why they move slowly.”
 
         “That’s an imaginative way of talking about guardian angels. I guess my guardian angel is what I told you about heeding my warnings. I think maybe she could warn me about both of us. In that way I could keep you out of trouble. Of course, with your consent,” she added, looking a little confused.
 
         Miss Goering had a definite feeling at that moment that Miss Gamelon was not in the least a nice woman, but she refused to face this because she got too much enjoyment from the sensation of being nursed and pampered. She told herself that it would do no harm for a little while.
 
         “Miss Gamelon,” said Miss Goering, “I think it would be a very fine idea if you were to make this your home—for the time being, at least. I don’t think you have any pressing business that would oblige you to remain elsewhere, have you?”
 
         “No, I haven’t any business,” said Miss Gamelon. “I don’t see why I couldn’t stay here—I’d have to get my things at my sister’s house. Outside of that I don’t know of anything else.”
         
 
         “What things?” asked Miss Goering impatiently. “Don’t go back at all. We can get things at the stores.” She got up and walked quickly up and down the room.
 
         “Well,” said Miss Gamelon, “I think I had better get my things.”
 
         “But not tonight,” said Miss Goering, “tomorrow—tomorrow in the car.”
 
         “Tomorrow in the car,” repeated Miss Gamelon after her.
 
         Miss Goering made arrangements to give Miss Gamelon a room near her own, to which she led her shortly after dinner was over.
 
         “This room,” said Miss Goering, “has one of the finest views in the entire house.” She drew the curtains apart. “You’ve got your moon and your stars tonight, Miss Gamelon, and a very nice silhouette of trees against the sky.”
 
         Miss Gamelon was standing in semi-darkness near the dressing-table. She was fingering the brooch on her blouse. She wished that Miss Goering would leave so that she could think about the house and Miss Goering’s offer, in her own way.
 
         There was a sudden scrambling in the bushes below the window. Miss Goering jumped.
 
         “What’s that?” Her face was very white and she put her hand to her forehead. “My heart hurts so for such a long time afterwards whenever I’m frightened,” she said in a small voice.
 
         “I think I’d better go to bed now and go to sleep,” said Miss Gamelon. She was suddenly overcome by all the wine that she had drunk. Miss Goering took her leave reluctantly. She had been prepared to talk half the night. The following morning Miss Gamelon went home to collect her things and give her sister her new address.
         
 
         Three months later Miss Goering knew little more about Miss Gamelon’s ideas than she had on the first night that they had dined together. She had learned quite a lot about Miss Gamelon’s personal characteristics, however, through careful observation. When Miss Gamelon had first arrived she had spoken a great deal about her love of luxury and beautiful objects, but Miss Goering had since then taken her on innumerable shopping trips; and she had never seemed interested in anything more than the simplest necessities.
         
 
         She was quiet, even a little sullen, but she seemed to be fairly contented. She enjoyed dining out at large, expensive restaurants, particularly if dinner music accompanied the meal. She did not seem to like the theater. Very often Miss Goering would buy tickets for a play, and at the last moment Miss Gamelon would decline to go.
         
 
         “I feel so lazy,” she would say, “that bed seems to be the most beautiful thing in the world at this moment.”
 
         When she did go to the theater, she was easily bored. Whenever the action of the play was not swift, Miss Goering would catch her looking down into her lap and playing with her fingers.
 
         She seemed now to feel more violently about Miss Goering’s activities than she did about her own, although she did not listen so sympathetically to Miss Goering’s explanations of herself as she had in the beginning.
         
 
         On Wednesday afternoon Miss Gamelon and Miss Goering were sitting underneath the trees in front of the house. Miss Goering was drinking whisky and Miss Gamelon was reading. The maid came out and announced to Miss Goering that she was wanted on the telephone.
 
         The call was from Miss Goering’s old friend Anna, who invited her to a party the following night. Miss Goering came back out on the lawn, very excited.
 
         “I’m going to a party tomorrow night,” she said, “but I don’t see how I can wait until then—I look forward to going to parties so much and I am invited to so few that I scarcely know how to behave about them. What will we do to make the hours pass until then?” She took both Miss Gamelon’s hands in her own.
 
         It was getting a little chilly. Miss Goering shivered and smiled. “Do you enjoy our little life?” she asked Miss Gamelon.
 
         “I’m always content,” said Miss Gamelon, “because I know what to take and what to leave, but you are always at the mercy.”
 
         Miss Goering arrived at Anna’s looking flushed and a little overdressed. She was wearing velvet and Miss Gamelon had fastened some flowers in her hair.
 
         The men, most of whom were middle-aged, were standing together in one corner of the room, smoking and listening to each other attentively. The ladies, freshly powdered, were seated around the room, talking very little. Anna seemed to be a little tense, although she was smiling. She wore a hostess gown adapted from a central European peasant costume.
         
 
         “You will have drinks in a minute,” she announced to her guests, and then, seeing Miss Goering, she went over to her and led her to a chair next to Mrs. Copperfield’s without saying a word.
 
         Mrs. Copperfield had a sharp little face and very dark hair. She was unusually small and thin. She was nervously rubbing her bare arms and looking around the room when Miss Goering seated herself in the chair beside her. They had met for many years at Anna’s parties and they occasionally had tea with each other.
 
         “Oh! Christina Goering,” cried Mrs. Copperfield, startled to see her friend suddenly seated beside her, “I’m going away!”
 
         “Do you mean,” said Miss Goering, “that you are leaving this party?”
 
         “No, I am going on a trip. Wait until I tell you about it. It’s terrible.”
 
         Miss Goering noticed that Mrs. Copperfield’s eyes were brighter than usual. “What is wrong, little Mrs. Copperfield?” she asked, rising from her seat and looking around the room with a bright smile on her face.
 
         “Oh, I’m sure,” said Mrs. Copperfield, “that you wouldn’t want to hear about it. You can’t possibly have any respect for me, but that doesn’t make any difference because I have the utmost respect for you. I heard my husband say that you had a religious nature one day, and we almost had a very bad fight. Of course he is crazy to say that. You are gloriously unpredictable and you are afraid of no one but yourself. I hate religion in other people.”
         
 
         Miss Goering neglected to answer Mrs. Copperfield because for the last second or two she had been staring at a stout dark‑haired man who was walking heavily across the room in their direction. As he came nearer, she saw that he had a pleasant face with wide jowls that protruded on either side but did not hang down as they do on most obese persons. He was dressed in a blue business suit.
 
         “May I sit beside you?” he asked them. “I have met this young lady before,” he said, shaking hands with Mrs. Copperfield, “but I am afraid that I have not yet met her friend.” He turned and nodded to Miss Goering.
 
         Mrs. Copperfield was so annoyed at the interruption that she neglected to introduce Miss Goering to the gentleman. He drew up a chair next to Miss Goering’s and looked at her.
 
         “I have just come from a most wonderful dinner,” he said to her, “moderate in price, but served with care and excellently prepared. If it would interest you I can write down the name of the little restaurant for you.”
 
         He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a leather billfold. He found only one slip of paper which was not already covered with addresses.
 
         “I will write this down for you,” he said to Miss Goering. “Undoubtedly you will be seeing Mrs. Copperfield and then you can pass the information on to her, or perhaps she can telephone to you.”
 
         Miss Goering took the slip of paper in her hand and looked carefully at the writing.
 
         He had not written down the name of a restaurant at all; instead he had asked Miss Goering to consent to go home with him later to his apartment. This pleased her greatly as she was usually delighted to stay out as late as possible once she had left her home.
         
 
         She looked up at the man, whose face was now inscrutable. He sipped his drink with calm, and looked around the room like someone who has finally brought a business conversation to a close. However, there were some sweat beads on his forehead.
         
 
         Mrs. Copperfield stared at him with distaste, but Miss Goering’s face suddenly brightened. “Let me tell you,” she said to them, “about a strange experience I had this morning. Sit still, little Mrs. Copperfield, and listen to me.” Mrs. Copperfield looked up at Miss Goering and took her friend’s hand in her own.
 
         “I stayed in town with my sister Sophie last night,” said Miss Goering, “and this morning I was standing in front of the window drinking a cup of coffee. The building next to Sophie’s house is being torn down. I believe that they are intending to put an apartment house in its place. It was not only extremely windy this morning, but it was raining intermittently. From my window I could see into the rooms of this building, as the wall opposite me had already been torn down. The rooms were still partially furnished, and I stood looking at them, watching the rain spatter the wallpaper. The wallpaper was flowered and already covered with dark spots, which were growing larger.”
 
         “How amusing,” said Mrs. Copperfield, “or perhaps it was depressing.”
 
         “I finally felt rather sad watching this and I was about to go away when a man came into one of these rooms and, walking deliberately over to the bed, took up a coverlet which he folded under his arm. It was undoubtedly a personal possession which he had neglected to pack and had just now returned to fetch. Then he walked around the room aimlessly for a bit and finally he stood at the very edge of his room looking down into the yard with his arms akimbo. I could see him more clearly now, and I could easily tell that he was an artist. As he stood there, I was increasingly filled with horror, very much as though I were watching a scene in a nightmare.”
         
 
         At this point Miss Goering suddenly stood up.
 
         “Did he jump, Miss Goering?” Mrs. Copperfield asked with feeling.
 
         “No, he remained there for quite a while looking down into the courtyard with an expression of pleasant curiosity on his face.”
 
         “Amazing, Miss Goering,” said Mrs. Copperfield. “I do think it’s such an interesting story, really, but it has quite scared me out of my wits and I shouldn’t enjoy hearing another one like it.” She had scarcely finished her sentence when she heard her husband say:
 
         “We will go to Panama and linger there awhile before we penetrate into the interior.”
 
         Mrs. Copperfield pressed Miss Goering’s hand.
 
         “I don’t think I can bear it,” she said. “Really, Miss Goering, it frightens me so much to go.”
 
         “I would go anyway,” said Miss Goering.
 
         Mrs. Copperfield jumped off the arm of the chair and ran into the library. She locked the door behind her carefully and then she fell in a little heap on the sofa and sobbed bitterly. When she had stopped crying she powdered her nose, seated herself on the window-sill, and looked down into the dark garden below.
         
 
         An hour or two later Arnold, the stout man in the blue suit, was still talking to Miss Goering. He suggested to her that they leave the party and go to his own house. “I think that we will have a much nicer time there,” he said to her. “There will be less noise and we will be able to talk more freely.”
 
         As yet Miss Goering had no desire at all to leave, she enjoyed so much being in a room full of people, but she did not quite know how to get out of accepting his invitation.
 
         “Certainly,” she said, “let’s be on our way.” They rose and left the room together in silence.
 
         “Don’t say anything to Anna about our leaving,” Arnold told Miss Goering. “It will only cause a commotion. I promise you I’ll send some sweets to her tomorrow, or some flowers.” He pressed Miss Goering’s hand and smiled at her. She was not sure that she did not find him a bit too familiar.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         AFTER LEAVING ANNA’S PARTY, Arnold walked awhile with Miss Goering and then hailed a cab. The road to his home led through many dark and deserted streets. Miss Goering was so nervous and hysterical about this that Arnold was alarmed.
         
 
         “I always think,” said Miss Goering, “that the driver is only waiting for the passengers to become absorbed in conversation in order to shoot down some street, to an inaccessible and lonely place where he will either torture or murder them. I am certain that most people feel the same way about it that I do, but they have the good taste not to mention it.”
 
         “Since you live so far out of town,” said Arnold, “why don’t you spend the night at my house? We have an extra bedroom.”
 
         “I probably shall,” said Miss Goering, “although it is against my entire code, but then, I have never even begun to use my code, although I judge everything by it.” Miss Goering looked a little morose after having said this and they drove on in silence until they reached their destination.
 
         Arnold’s flat was on the second floor. He opened the door and they walked into a room lined to the ceiling with bookshelves. The couch had been made up and Arnold’s slippers were lying on the rug beside it. The furniture was heavy and some small Oriental rugs were scattered here and there.
 
         “I sleep in here,” said Arnold, “and my mother and father occupy the bedroom. We have a small kitchen, but generally we prefer to eat out. There is another tiny bedroom, originally intended for a maid’s room, but I would rather sleep in here and let my eye wander from book to book; books are a great solace to me.” He sighed heavily and laid both his hands on Miss Goering’s shoulders. “You see, my dear lady,” he said, “I’m not exactly doing the kind of thing that I would like to do … I’m in the real-estate business.”
         
 
         “What is it that you would like to do?” asked Miss Goering, looking weary and indifferent.
 
         “Something, naturally,” said Arnold, “in the book line, or in the painting line.”
 
         “And you can’t?”
 
         “No,” said Arnold, “my family doesn’t believe that such an occupation is serious, and since I must earn my living and pay for my share of this flat, I have been obliged to accept a post in my uncle’s office, where I must say I very quickly have become his prize salesman. In the evenings, however, I have plenty of time to move among people who have nothing to do with real estate. As a matter of fact, they think very little about earning money at all. Naturally, these people are interested in having enough to eat. Even though I am thirty-nine years old I still am hoping very seriously that I will be able to make a definite break with my family. I do not see life through the same pair of eyes that they do. And I feel more and more that my life here with them is becoming insupportable in spite of the fact that I am free to entertain whom I please since I pay for part of the upkeep of the flat.”
         
 
         He sat down on the couch and rubbed his eyes with his hands.
 
         “You’ll forgive me, Miss Goering, but I’m feeling very sleepy suddenly. I’m sure the feeling will go away.”
 
         Miss Goering’s drinks were wearing off and she thought it high time that she got back to Miss Gamelon, but she had not the courage to ride all the way out to her home by herself.
         
 
         “Well, I suppose this is a great disappointment to you,” said Arnold, “but you see I have fallen in love with you. I wanted to bring you here and tell you about my whole life, but now I don’t feel like talking about anything.”
 
         “Perhaps some other time you’ll tell me about your life,” said Miss Goering, beginning to walk up and down very quickly. She stopped and turned towards him. “What do you advise me to do?” she asked him. “Do you advise me to go home or stay here?”
 
         Arnold studied his watch. “Stay here by all means,” he said.
 
         Just then Arnold’s father came in, wearing a lounging-robe and carrying a cup of coffee in his hand. He was very slender and he wore a small pointed beard. He was a more distinguished figure than Arnold.
         
 
         “Good evening, Arnold,” said his father. “Will you introduce me, please, to this young lady?”
 
         Arnold introduced them and then his father asked Miss Goering why she did not take off her cloak.
 
         “As long as you are up so late at night,” he said, “and not enjoying the comfort and the security of your own bed, you might as well be at ease. Arnold, my son, never thinks of things like this.” He took Miss Goering’s cloak off and complimented her on her lovely dress.
 
         “Now tell me where you have been and what you have done. I myself don’t go out in society, being content with the company of my wife and son.”
         
 
         Arnold shrugged his shoulders and pretended to look absently around the room. But any person even a little observant could have seen that his face was decidedly hostile.
 
         “Now tell me about this party,” said Arnold’s father adjusting the scarf that he was wearing around his neck. “You tell me.” He pointed at Miss Goering, who was beginning to feel much gayer already. She had instantly preferred Arnold’s father to Arnold himself.
         
 
         “I’ll tell you about it,” said Arnold. “There were many people there, the majority of whom were creative artists, some successful and rich, others rich simply because they had inherited money from some member of the family, and others with just barely enough to eat. None of these people, however, were interested in money as an objective but would have been content, all of them, with just enough to eat.”
         
 
         “Like wild animals,” said his father, rising to his feet. “Like wolves! What separates a man from a wolf if it is not that a man wants to make a profit?”
 
         Miss Goering laughed until the tears streamed down her face. Arnold took some magazines from the table and began looking through them very quickly.
 
         Just then Arnold’s mother came into the room carrying in one hand a plate heaped with cakes and in the other a cup of coffee.
 
         She was dowdy and unimpressive and of very much the same build as Arnold. She was wearing a pink wrapper.
         
 
         “Welcome,” said Miss Goering to Arnold’s mother. “May I have a piece of your cake?”
 
         Arnold’s mother, who was a very gauche woman, did not offer Miss Goering any of the cake; instead, hugging the platter close to her, she said to Miss Goering: “Have you known Arnold for long?”
 
         “No, I met your son tonight, at a party.”
 
         “Well,” said Arnold’s mother, putting the tray down and sitting on the sofa, “I guess that isn’t long, is it?”
 
         Arnold’s father was annoyed with his wife and showed it plainly in his face.
 
         “I hate that pink wrapper,” he said.
 
         “Why do you talk about that now when there is company?”
 
         “Because the company doesn’t make the wrapper look any different.” He winked broadly at Miss Goering and then burst out laughing. Miss Goering again laughed heartily at his remark. Arnold was even glummer than he had been a moment before.
 
         “Miss Goering,” said Arnold, “was afraid to go home alone, so I told her that she was welcome to sleep in the extra room. Although the bed isn’t very comfortable in there, I think that she will at least have privacy.”
 
         “And why,” said Arnold’s father, “was Miss Goering afraid to go home alone?”
         
 
         “Well,” said Arnold, “it is not really very safe for a lady to wander about the streets or even to be in a taxi without an escort at so late an hour. Particularly if she has very far to go.
 
         Of course if she hadn’t had so far to go I should naturally have accompanied her myself.”
         
 
         “You sound like a sissy, the way you talk,” said his father. “I thought that you and your friends were not afraid of such things. I thought you were wild ones and that rape meant no more to you than flying a balloon.”
 
         “Oh, don’t talk like that,” said Arnold’s mother, looking really horrified. “Why do you talk like that to them?”
 
         “I wish you would go to bed,” Arnold’s father said. “As a matter of fact, I am going to order you to go to bed. You are getting a cold.”
 
         “Isn’t he terrible?” said Arnold’s mother, smiling at Miss Goering. “Even when there is company in the house he can’t control his lion nature. He has a nature like a lion, roaring in the apartment all day long, and he gets so upset about Arnold and his friends.”
         
 
         Arnold’s father stamped out of the room and they heard a door slam down the hall.
 
         “Excuse me,” said Arnold’s mother to Miss Goering, “I didn’t want to upset the party.”
 
         Miss Goering was very annoyed, for she found the old man quite exhilarating, and Arnold himself was depressing her more and more.
 
         “I think I’ll show you where you’re going to sleep,” said Arnold, getting up from the sofa and in so doing allowing some magazines to slide from his lap to the floor. “Oh, well,” he said, “come this way. I’m pretty sleepy and disgusted with this whole affair.”
 
         Miss Goering followed Arnold reluctantly down the hall. “Dear me,” she said to Arnold, “I must confess that I am not sleepy. There is really nothing worse, is there?”
         
 
         “No, it’s dreadful,” said Arnold. “I personally am ready to fall down on the carpet and lie there until tomorrow noon, I am so completely exhausted.”
 
         Miss Goering thought this remark a very inhospitable one and she began to feel a little frightened. Arnold was obliged to search for the key to the spare room, and Miss Goering was left standing alone in front of the door for some time.
 
         “Control yourself,” she whispered out loud, for her heart was beginning to beat very quickly. She wondered how she had ever allowed herself to come so far from her house and Miss Gamelon. Arnold returned finally with the key and opened the door to the room.
 
         It was a very small room and much colder than the room in which they had been sitting. Miss Goering expected that Arnold would be extremely embarrassed about this, but although he shivered and rubbed his hands together, he said nothing. There were no curtains at the window, but there was a yellow shade, which had already been pulled down. Miss Goering threw herself down on the bed.
 
         “Well, my dear,” said Arnold, “good night. I’m going to bed. Maybe we’ll go and see some paintings tomorrow, or if you like I’ll come out to your house.” He put his arms around her neck and kissed her very lightly on the lips and left the room.
 
         She was so angry that there were tears in her eyes. Arnold stood outside of the door for a little while and then after a few minutes he walked away.
 
         Miss Goering went over to the bureau and leaned her head on her hands. She remained in this position for a long time in spite of the fact that she was shivering with the cold. Finally there was a light tap on the door. She stopped crying as abruptly as she had begun and hurried to open the door. She saw Arnold’s father standing outside in the badly lighted hall. He was wearing pink striped pajamas and he gave her a brief salute as a greeting. After that he stood very still, waiting apparently for Miss Goering to ask him in.
         
 
         “Come in, come in,” she said to him, “I’m delighted to see you. Heavens! I’ve had such a feeling of being deserted.”
 
         Arnold’s father came in and balanced himself on the foot of Miss Goering’s bed, where he sat swinging his legs. He lit his pipe in rather an affected manner and looked around him at the walls of the room.
 
         “Well, lady,” he said to her, “are you an artist too?”
 
         “No,” said Miss Goering. “I wanted to be a religious leader when I was young and now I just reside in my house and try not to be too unhappy. I have a friend living with me, which makes it easier.”
 
         “What do you think of my son?” he asked, winking at her. “I have only just met him,” said Miss Goering.
 
         “You’ll discover soon enough,” said Arnold’s father, “that he’s a rather inferior person. He has no conception of what it is to fight. I shouldn’t think women would like that very much. As a matter of fact, I don’t think Arnold has had many women in his life. If you’ll forgive me for passing this information on to you. I myself am used to fighting. I’ve fought my neighbors all my life instead of sitting down and having tea with them like Arnold. And my neighbors have fought me back like tigers too. Now that’s not Arnold’s kind of thing. My life’s ambition always has been to be a notch higher on the tree than my neighbors and I was willing to admit complete disgrace too when I ended up perching a notch lower than anybody else I knew. I haven’t been out in a good many years. Nobody comes to see me and I don’t go to see anybody. Now, with Arnold and his friends nothing ever really begins or finishes. They’re like fish in dirty water to me. If life don’t please them one way and nobody likes them one place, then they go someplace else. They aim to please and be pleased; that’s why it’s so easy to come and bop them on the head from behind, because they’ve never done any serious hating in their lives.”
         
 
         “What a strange doctrine!” said Miss Goering.
 
         “This is no doctrine,” said Arnold’s father. “These are my own ideas, taken from my own personal experience. I’m a great believer in personal experience, aren’t you?”
 
         “Oh, yes,” said Miss Goering, “and I do think you’re right about Arnold.” She felt a curious delight in running down Arnold.
 
         “Now Arnold,” continued his father, and he seemed to grow gayer as he talked, “Arnold could never bear to have anyone catch him sitting on the lowest notch. Everyone knows how big your house is, and men who are willing to set their happiness by that are men of iron.”
 
         “Arnold is not an artist, anyway,” put in Miss Goering.
 
         “No, that is just it,” said Arnold’s father, getting more and more excited. “That’s just it! He hasn’t got the brawn nor the nerve nor the perseverance to be a good artist. An artist must have brawn and pluck and character. Arnold is like my wife,” he continued. “I married her when she was twenty years old because of certain business interests. Every time I tell her that, she cries. She’s another fool. She doesn’t love me a bit, but it scares her to think of it, so that she cries. She’s green-eyed with jealousy too and she’s coiled around her family and her house like a python, although she doesn’t have a good time here. Her life, as a matter of fact, is a wretched one, I must admit. Arnold’s ashamed of her and I knock her around all day long. But in spite of the fact that she is a timid woman, she is capable of showing a certain amount of violence and brawn. Because she too, like myself, is faithful to one ideal, I suppose.”
         
 
         Just then there was a smart rap on the door. Arnold’s father did not say a word, but Miss Goering called out in a clear voice: “Who is it?”
 
         “It’s me, Arnold’s mother,” came the answer. “Please let me in right away.”
 
         “Just one moment,” said Miss Goering, “and I certainly shall.”
 
         “No,” said Arnold’s father. “Don’t open the door. She has no right whatsoever to command anyone to open the door.”
 
         “You had better open it,” said his wife. “Otherwise, I’ll call the police, and I mean that very seriously. I have never threatened to call them before, you know.”
 
         “Yes, you did threaten to call them once before,” said Arnold’s father, looking very worried.
 
         “The way I feel about my life,” said Arnold’s mother, “I’d just as soon open all the doors and let everyone come in the house and witness my disgrace.”
         
 
         “That’s the last thing she’d ever do,” said Arnold’s father. “She talks like a fool when she’s angry.”
 
         “I’ll let her in,” said Miss Goering, walking towards the door. She did not feel very frightened because Arnold’s mother, judging from her voice, sounded more as though she was sad than angry. But when Miss Goering opened the door she was surprised to see that, on the contrary, her face was blanched with anger and her eyes were little narrow slits.
 
         “Why do you pretend always to sleep so well?” said Arnold’s father. This was the only remark he was able to think of, although he realized himself how inadequate it must have sounded to his wife.
 
         “You’re a harlot,” said his wife to Miss Goering. Miss Goering was gravely shocked by this remark, and very much to her own amazement, for she had always thought that such things meant nothing to her.
 
         “I am afraid you are entirely on the wrong track,” said Miss Goering, “and I believe that some day we shall be great friends.”
 
         “I’ll thank you to let me choose my own friends,” Arnold’s mother answered her. “I already have my friends, as a matter of fact, and I don’t expect to add any more to my list, and least of all, you.”
 
         “Still, you can’t tell,” said Miss Goering rather weakly backing up a bit, and trying to lean in an easy manner against the bureau. Unfortunately, in calling Miss Goering a harlot Arnold’s mother had suggested to her husband the stand that he would take to defend himself.
         
 
         “How dare you!” he said. “How dare you call anyone that is staying in our house a harlot! You are violating the laws of hospitality to the hundredth degree and I am not going to stand for it.”
 
         “Don’t bully me,” said Arnold’s mother. “She’s got to go right away this minute or I will make a scandal and you’ll be sorry.”
 
         “Look, my dear,” said Arnold’s father to Miss Goering. “Perhaps it would be better if you did go, for your own sake. It is beginning to grow light, so that you needn’t be at all frightened.”
 
         Arnold’s father looked around nervously and then hurried out of the room and down the hall, followed by his wife. Miss Goering heard a door slam and she imagined that they would continue their argument in private.
 
         She herself ran headlong down the hall and out of the house. She found a taxicab after walking a little while and she hadn’t been riding more than a few minutes before she fell asleep.
 
         
             

         
 
         ON THE FOLLOWING DAY the sun was shining and both Miss Gamelon and Miss Goering were sitting on the lawn arguing. Miss Goering was stretched out on the grass. Miss Gamelon seemed the more discontented of the two. She was frowning and looking over her shoulder at the house, which was behind them. Miss Goering had her eyes shut and there was a faint smile on her face.
         
 
         “Well,” said Miss Gamelon turning around, “you know so little about what you’re doing that it’s a real crime against society that you have property in your hands. Property should be in the hands of people who like it.”
 
         “I think,” said Miss Goering, “that I like it more than most people. It gives me a comfortable feeling of safety, as I have explained to you at least a dozen times. However, in order to work out my own little idea of salvation I really believe that it is necessary for me to live in some more tawdry place and particularly in some place where I was not born.”
 
         “In my opinion,” said Miss Gamelon, “you could perfectly well work out your salvation during certain hours of the day without having to move everything.”
 
         “No,” said Miss Goering, “that would not be in accordance with the spirit of the age.”
         
 
         Miss Gamelon shifted in her chair.
 
         “The spirit of the age, whatever that is,” she said, “I’m sure it can get along beautifully without you—probably would prefer it.”
 
         Miss Goering smiled and shook her head.
 
         “The idea,” said Miss Goering, “is to change first of our own volition and according to our own inner promptings before they impose completely arbitrary changes on us.”
 
         “I have no such promptings,” said Miss Gamelon, “and I think you have a colossal nerve to identify yourself with anybody else at all. As a matter of fact, I think that if you leave this house, I shall give you up as a hopeless lunatic. After all, I am not the sort of person that is interested in living with a lunatic, nor is anyone else.”
         
 
         “When I have given you up,” said Miss Goering, sitting up and throwing her head back in an exalted manner, “when I have given you up, I shall have given up more than my house, Lucy.”
 
         “That’s one of your nastinesses,” said Miss Gamelon. “It goes in one of my ears and then out the other.”
 
         Miss Goering shrugged her shoulders and went inside the house.
 
         She stood for a while in the parlor rearranging some flowers in a bowl and she was just about to go to her room and sleep when Arnold appeared.
 
         “Hello,” said Arnold, “I meant to come and see you earlier, but I couldn’t quite make it. We had one of those long family lunches. I think flowers look beautiful in this room.”
 
         “How is your father?” Miss Goering asked him.
 
         “Oh,” said Arnold, “he’s all right, I guess. We have very little to do with each other.” Miss Goering noticed that he was sweating again. He had evidently been terribly excited about arriving at her house, because he had forgotten to remove his straw hat.
 
         “This is a really beautiful house,” he told her. “It has a quality of past splendor about it that thrills me. You must hate to leave it ever. Well, Father seemed to be quite taken with you. Don’t let him get too cocky. He thinks the girls are crazy about him.”
 
         “I’m devoted to him,” said Miss Goering.
         
 
         “Well, I hope that the fact that you’re devoted to him,” said Arnold, “won’t interfere with our friendship, because I have decided to see quite a bit of you, providing of course that it is agreeable to you that I do.”
 
         “Of course,” said Miss Goering, “whenever you like.”
 
         “I think that I shall like being here in your home, and you needn’t feel that it’s a strain. I’m quite happy to sit alone and think, because as you know I’m very anxious to establish myself in some other way than I am now established, which is not satisfactory to me. As you can well imagine, it is even impossible for me to give a dinner party for a few friends because neither Father nor Mother ever stirs from the house unless I do.”
 
         Arnold seated himself in a chair by a big bay window and stretched his legs out.
 
         “Come here!” he said to Miss Goering, “and watch the wind rippling through the tops of the trees. There is nothing more lovely in the world.” He looked up at her very seriously for a little while.
 
         “Do you have some milk and some bread and marmalade?” he asked her. “I hope there is to be no ceremony between us.”
         
 
         Miss Goering was surprised that Arnold should ask for something to eat so shortly after his luncheon, and she decided that this was undoubtedly the reason why he was so fat.
 
         “Certainly we have,” she said sweetly, and she went away to give the servant the order.
 
         Meanwhile Miss Gamelon had decided to come inside and if possible pursue Miss Goering with her argument. When Arnold saw her he realized that she was the companion about whom Miss Goering had spoken the night before.
         
 
         He rose to his feet immediately, having decided that it was very important for him to make friends with Miss Gamelon.
 
         Miss Gamelon herself was very pleased to see him, as they seldom had company and she enjoyed talking to almost anyone better than to Miss Goering.
 
         They introduced themselves and Arnold pulled up a chair for Miss Gamelon near his own.
 
         “You are Miss Goering’s companion,” he said to Miss Gamelon. “I think that’s lovely.”
 
         “Do you think it’s lovely?” asked Miss Gamelon. “That’s very interesting indeed.”
 
         Arnold smiled happily at this remark of Miss Gamelon’s and sat on without saying anything for a little while.
 
         “This house is done in exquisite taste,” he said finally, “and it is filled with rest and peace.”
 
         “It all depends on how you look at it,” said Miss Gamelon quickly, jerking her head around and looking out of the window.
 
         “There are certain people,” she said, “who turn peace from the door as though it were a red dragon breathing fire out of its nostrils and there are certain people who won’t leave God alone either.”
 
         Arnold leaned forward trying to appear deferential and interested at the same time.
 
         “I think,” he said gravely, “I think I understand what you mean to say.”
         
 
         Then they both looked out of the window at the same time and they saw Miss Goering in the distance wearing a cape over her shoulders and talking to a young man whom they were scarcely able to distinguish because he was directly against the sun.
 
         “That’s the agent,” said Miss Gamelon. “I suppose there is nothing to look forward to from now on.”
 
         “What agent?” asked Arnold.
 
         “The agent through whom she’s going to sell her house,” said Miss Gamelon. “Isn’t it all too dreadful for words?”
 
         “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Arnold. “I think it’s very foolish of her, but I suppose it’s not my affair.”
 
         “We’re going to live,” added Miss Gamelon, “in a four-room frame house and do our own cooking. It’s to be in the country surrounded by woods.”
         
 
         “That does sound gloomy, doesn’t it?” said Arnold. “But why should Miss Goering have decided to do such a thing?”
 
         “She says it is only a beginning in a tremendous scheme.”
 
         Arnold seemed to be very sad. He no longer spoke to Miss Gamelon but merely pursed his lips and looked at the ceiling.
 
         “I suppose the most important thing in the world,” he said at length, “is friendship and understanding.” He looked at Miss Gamelon questioningly. He seemed to have given up something.
 
         “Well, Miss Gamelon,” he said again, “do you not agree with me that friendship and understanding are the most important things in the world?”
         
 
         “Yes,” said Miss Gamelon, “and keeping your head is, too.” Soon Miss Goering came in with a batch of papers under her arm.
 
         “These,” she said, “are the contracts. My, they are lengthy, but I think the agent is a sweet man. He said he thought this house was lovely.” She held out the contracts first to Arnold and then to Miss Gamelon.
 
         “I should think,” said Miss Gamelon, “that you would be afraid to look in the mirror for fear of seeing something too wild and peculiar. I don’t want to have to look at these contracts. Please take them off my lap right away. Jesus God Almighty!”
 
         Miss Goering, as a matter of fact, did look a little wild, and Miss Gamelon with a wary eye had noticed immediately that the hand in which she held the contracts was trembling.
         
 
         “Where is your little house, Miss Goering?” Arnold asked her, trying to introduce a more natural note into the conversation.
 
         “It’s on an island,” said Miss Goering, “not far from the city by ferryboat. I remember having visited this island as a child and always having disliked it because one can smell the glue factories from the mainland even when walking through the woods or across the fields. One end of the island is very well populated, although you can only buy third-rate goods in any of the stores. Farther out the island is wilder and more old-fashioned; nevertheless there is a little train that meets the ferry frequently and carries you out to the other end. There you land in a little town that is quite lost and looks very tough, and you feel a bit frightened, I think, to find that the mainland opposite the point is as squalid as the island itself and offers you no protection at all.”
         
 
         “You seem to have looked the situation over very carefully and from every angle,” said Miss Gamelon. “My compliments to you!” She waved at Miss Goering from her seat, but one could easily see that she was not feeling frivolous in the least.
 
         Arnold shifted about uneasily in his chair. He coughed and then he spoke very gently to Miss Goering.
 
         “I am sure that the island has certain advantages too, which you know about, but perhaps you prefer to surprise us with them rather than disappoint us.”
 
         “I know of none at the moment,” said Miss Goering. “Why, are you coming with us?”
 
         “I think that I would like to spend quite a bit of time with you out there; that is, if you will invite me.”
 
         Arnold was sad and uneasy, but he felt that he must at any cost remain close to Miss Goering in whatever world she chose to move.
 
         “If you will invite me,” he said again, “I will be glad to come out with you for a little while anyway and we will see how it goes. I could continue to keep up my end of the apartment that I share with my parents without having to spend all my time there. But I don’t advise you to sell your beautiful house; rather rent it or board it up while you are away. Certainly you might have a change of heart and want to return to it.”
         
 
         Miss Gamelon flushed with pleasure.
 
         “That would be too human a thing for her to consider doing,” she said, but she looked a little more hopeful.
 
         Miss Goering seemed to be dreaming and not listening to what either of them was saying.
 
         “Well,” said Miss Gamelon, “aren’t you going to answer him? He said: why not board your house up or rent it and then if you have a change of heart you can return to it.”
 
         “Oh, no,” said Miss Goering. “Thank you very much, but I couldn’t do that. It wouldn’t make much sense to do that.”
 
         Arnold coughed to hide his embarrassment at having suggested something so obviously displeasing to Miss Goering.
 
         “I mustn’t,” he said to himself, “I mustn’t align myself too much on the side of Miss Gamelon, or Miss Goering will begin to think that my mind is of the same caliber.”
 
         “Perhaps it is better after all,” he said aloud, “to sell everything.”
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