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Praise for Jane Bowles and Two Serious Ladies


‘The book I give as a gift is the novel Two Serious Ladies by Jane Bowles. Her sentences are so surprising, the plot is like something from a dream, and her mind is deeply unfathomable, precise, funny, earnest and otherworldly. It feels like giving someone an exotic fruit’


Sheila Heti, author of Motherhood


‘Readers who’ve not yet read Jane Bowles are almost to be envied, like people who’ve still to read Austen or Mansfield or Woolf, and have all the delight, the literary satisfaction, the shock of classic originality, the revelation of such good writing, still to come’


Ali Smith


‘A modern legend … A very funny writer … with at [her] heart the subtlest comprehension of eccentricity and human apartness’


Truman Capote


‘My favourite book. I can’t think of a modern novel that seems more likely to become a classic’


Tennessee Williams


‘One of the finest modern writers of fiction in any language’


John Ashberry


‘A landmark in twentieth-century American literature’


Alan Sillitoe


’With Two Serious Ladies, Bowles joined the small company of women modernists who celebrated their freakishness in the highest style’


Lorna Sage


‘A thoroughly original mind – a mind at once profoundly witty, genuinely unusual in its apprehensions, and bracingly, humanely true’


Claire Messud
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Introduction


If you, too, are bored of the priggish claim that all experience is instructive; the Hollywood creed that life improves everyone; the doctrine that artists mustn’t portray our fellow sinners without finally punishing or redeeming them; then boy, have I got a book for you.


Maybe I shouldn’t introduce this novel. Maybe I should just quote it. Here’s an exchange on a beach in Panama:


“Look,” he said, “isn’t this an amusing stone? It’s really quite beautiful. I thought you would like to see it, so I brought it to you.” Mrs. Copperfield examined the stone and said: “Oh, it is beautiful and very strange. Thanks ever so much.”


I want to thank Jane Bowles for her strange and beautiful stone.


Two Serious Ladies (1943) is the only novel of American writer Jane Bowles. At its heart are two wealthy women, Christina Goering and Frieda Copperfield. Miss Goering and Mrs Copperfield meet at a New York party. Then Miss Goering goes to live on an island with Lucy Gamelon, and Mrs Copperfield takes up with Pacifica, a teenage prostitute she meets in Panama. There are also a few men. Eventually Miss Goering and Mrs Copperfield reconvene. That’s the plot, and that’s all the plot needed.


Why does convention state that all events in novels must be made to seem inevitable? In real life all manner of fascinating things occur by chance, and there’s nothing forcing us to notice that they’ve happened at all. Jane Bowles knew that, and had fun. Where another novelist might have drummed up a feeling of destiny around the two women eventually meeting, Bowles has Miss Goering do something she could plausibly have done at many earlier points: she rings Mrs Copperfield to see if she is back from Panama yet. Wise perhaps to the conventions of the kindred-souls-change-each-other novel, Miss Goering flirts with a parting epiphany after the two women’s reunion on the last page. ‘She stood on the street and waited to be overcome with joy and relief. But soon she was aware of a new sadness within herself. Hope, she felt, had discarded a childish form forever.’ Miss Goering wonders if Mrs Copperfield’s trajectory mirrors her own, but concludes the question is ‘of considerable interest but of no great importance’. This is the kind of question that has provoked millions of novels, but few are able to accept that although it is interesting it is not important. We are free to disregard it, just as we might disregard any number of beach stones that would come on examination to seem special.


The titular ladies are sometimes serious, but more often they are callous and weird. It’s great. Bowles’s characterisation comes at a remove: the narrator passes judgement. The Austenian distance brings you paradoxically closer. You feel, since the narrator is already holding the characters accountable, that you don’t have to come down hard on them. Here’s a description of Miss Goering at the novel’s opening:


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. […] 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.


Haven’t we all been that child? Even the shyest kid has a tyrant in them, poised to lunge. Comic characterisation takes some vice we all have a little of and blows the trait up so it fills a character, balancing resonant authenticity with a distance that allows us to laugh. Jane Bowles knew what she was about.


The generally detached third-person narrator delves haphazardly into different characters’ thoughts, with neither consistent intimacy nor nineteenth-century omniscience. ‘Arnold’s mother, who was a very gauche woman, did not offer Miss Goering any of the cake’; Miss Goering’s ‘very gauche’ sneaks into an interaction where she is the one expecting cake in someone else’s home. It is with these sleights of hand that Bowles builds her characters.


Throughout the novel, characters defamiliarise social convention by stating how it works. Here’s corporate babble put plainly: ‘In your letter you stated that you had some suggestions whereby you thought we could profit, as well as yourself, of course.’ And here’s murky acquaintance made clear: ‘Of course, I would like to have you come over to our table and join us, but the situation is hard to explain. Most of us here are close friends, and when we see each other we tell each other everything that has happened.’


So many observations ring true. In the novel’s skirmishes between strangers, Bowles anticipates how online discourse treats all personal experiences as geopolitically significant and up for debate. ‘After all’, Miss Goering says, ‘I have paid sufficient attention to what happens inside of me and I know better than you about my own feelings.’ Having been born three-quarters of a century after Bowles, I don’t much remember life before social media, so perhaps we’ve always been this annoying. Then and now, in scrambling to appear contented, we end up seeming the opposite: ‘Mrs. Copperfield’s sole object in life was to be happy, although people who had observed her behavior over a period of years would have been surprised to discover that this was all.’ And the more we force it, the worse it gets: ‘Well, your life is still very hard and you are always trying to make it easy. That’s the hardest part even of your life.’


What to make of Bowles’s syntax? The characters combine commonplace words in jarring ways. ‘I think this is very, very pleasant indeed’, Miss Goering says. To me ‘very pleasant’ has the same redundantly intensified phoniness as ‘very excellent’. (If I tell you a novel is ‘very excellent’, please bin it.) ‘Very very pleasant’ is odder still. And ‘very, very pleasant indeed’ looks as if it were run through translation software multiple times between English and Istro-Romanian. (I could find only one other use of the phrase in literature: the third act of Elijah Barwell Impey’s Cumnor, Or The Bugle-horn, a Tragedy, published at the playwright’s own expense in 1822.) But I trust Bowles intends to show Miss Goering’s passive-aggressive tone.


I trust, too, that there’s a reason the novel gives two very different lobbies imitation yellow marble floors. I trust the narrator’s leaps and dives between perspectives. I trust that I’m not meant to like the characters – not because I’m ‘meant’ to find them alien either, but because Bowles trusted her reader to engage with art in ways that aren’t so shallow. I trust the choppy language, and I trust it when events just happen. I like it, and that’s all we mean when we say things feel deliberate.


Then there’s Bowles’s confident dialogue-heaviness. It’s like reading a play. One character’s ‘bathrobe cords … partially chewed away’ expand, Method-style, into a long speech over multiple pages – a Tennessee Williams-esque background story about losing ‘a dog and a future, and a girl’. (No wonder Williams liked Two Serious Ladies.) Elsewhere, Miss Goering responds to an admirer’s declaration of love without specified affect: ‘“Perhaps some other time you’ll tell me about your life,” said Miss Goering, beginning to walk up and down very quickly.’ Was she speaking anxiously, given the pacing? We can’t wonder long, since she carries on talking.


To me, this is slice-of-life stuff. I cannot read faces, I’m not much better on tone, and I don’t have time to interpret either when I’m speaking to someone. Is it like that for you? Maybe it was like that for Jane Bowles.


I first read Two Serious Ladies while writing my own debut novel in early 2017. Bowles’s sparseness gave me confidence. For dialogue, I’ll add non-verbal notes to keep the reader picturing actual human bodies, but my interest in cheek flushes and eye twitches is decidedly secondary to the words uttered. I’d burdened previous work with dutiful description, for no better reason than to show I could write it. (Two Serious Ladies pokes deadpan fun at pat non-verbal exposition: ‘The veins in Andy’s forehead were beginning to bulge, his face was redder, and the wings of his nostrils were sweaty. “All this must really mean something to him,” thought Miss Goering.’) Bowles led me to ask: why is that there? Do I need it, or am I painting by numbers? Two Serious Ladies is for any writer who wants to do their own thing. There’s much to learn from an author who didn’t care about rote conceptions of ‘craft’.


Finally, one cannot but note that this book is very gay. What do we make of this?


“Oh, I think this is terribly, terribly gay,” said Miss Goering. “This rainbow and this sunset and all these people jabbering away like magpies. Don’t you think it’s gay?” Miss Goering was addressing Arnold’s father.


“Oh, yes,” he said. “It’s a real magic carpet.”


Gertrude Stein knew the homosexual meaning of ‘gay’ by the 1920s, Cary Grant knew by his 1938 film Bringing Up Baby, and I suspect Jane Bowles – who had many same-sex affairs, as did her husband – knew by 1943. Then there’s Mrs Copperfield’s passion for Pacifica, Lucy Gamelon’s pull on Miss Goering, and the overall campness of the novel’s self-serious, otherwise-flamboyant characters, who never admit to playing anything up. In the world of Two Serious Ladies, dominant narratives need not serve or rule you. Not every action comes with an unspoken demand that others copy it.


No one can imitate Two Serious Ladies. Reading it might help you, like Miss Goering, work out something for yourself. ‘“Well, you’re all crazy’”, a character observes, ‘“but I’m rooting for you”’. Quite.


— NAOISE DOLAN,
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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.”
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