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THE STANDARD OF LIVING
BY DOROTHY PARKER

Annabel and Midge came out of the tea room with
the arrogant slow gait of the leisured, for their Sat-
urday afternoon stretched ahead of them, They had
lunched, as was their wont, on sugar, starches, oils
and butter-fats, Usually they ate sandwiches of spongy
new white bread greased with butter and mayonnaise;
they ate thick wedges of cake lying wet beneath ice
cream and whipped, cream and melted chocolate gritty
with nuts, As alternates, they ate patties sweating beads
of inferjor oil, containing bits of bland meat bogged
in pale, stiffening sauce; they ate pastries limber under
rigid icing, filled with an indeterminate yellow sweet
stuff, not still solid, not yet liquid, like salve that has
been left in the sun, They chose no other sort of
food, nor did they consider it, And their skin was like
the petals of wood anemones, and their bellies were-
as flat and their flanks as lean as those of young Indian
braves,

Annabel and Midge had been best friends almost.
from the day that Midge had found a job as stenog—
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rapher with the firm that employed Annabel, By now,
Annabel, two years longer in the stenographic depart-
ment, had worked up to the wages of cighteen dollars
and fifty cents a week, Midge was still at sixteen dollars,
Each girl lived at home with her family and paid half
her salary to its support,

The girls sat side by side at their desks, they lunched
together every noon, together they set out for home at
the end of the day’s work, Many of their evenings and
most of their Sundays were passed in each other’s com-
pany, Often they were joined by two young men, but
there was no steadiness to any such quartet, the two
young men would give place unlamented, to two other
young men, and lament would have been inappropriate
really, since the newcomers were scarcely distinguishable
from their predecessors, Invariably the girls spent the
idle hours of their hot—weather Saturday afternoons
together, Constant use had not worn ragged the fabric
of their friendship,

They looked alike, though the resemblance did not
lie in their features,It was in the shape of their bodies,
their movements, their style, and their adornments,
Annabel and Midge did, and completely, all that young
office workers are besought not to do, They painted
their lips and their nails, they darkened their lashes
.and lightened their hair, énd scent seemed to shimmer

from them,They wore thin, bright dresses, tight over
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their breasts and high on their legs, and tilted slippers,.
fancifully strapped, They looked conspicuous and cheap-
and charming,

Now, as they walked across to Fifth Avenue with
their skirts swirled by the hot wind,they received audi-
ble admiration, Young men grouped lethargically about
newsstands awarded them murmurs, exclamations,
even—the ultimate tribute—whistles, Amnnabel and
Midge passed without the condescension of hurrying
their pace; they held their heads higher and set their
feet with exquisite precision,as if they stepped over the
necks of peasants,

Always the girls went to walk on Fifth Avenue on
their free afternoons, for it was the ideal ground for
their favorite game, The game could be played any-
where, and indeed, was, but the great shop windows
stimulated the two players to their best form,

Annabel had invented the garme, or rather she had
evolved it from- an old one, Basically, it was no more-
than the ancient sport of what-would-you-Jo-if-you-
had-a-million—-dollarss But Annabe! had drawn a new
set of rules for it, had narrowed it, pointed it, made
it stricter,Like all games, it was the more absorbing.
for being more difficult,

Annabel’s version went like this; You must suppose
that somebody dies and leaves you a million dollars-

cool, But there is a condition to the bequest, It is

6



FHEANE, BHWXKRE.

W, WNEFLDEERSERE, HRE
AR TFRBEITR, BNZATRE, BB
O B AR I AR B MK F—B kA1, R
WimEHE, 4kT KRN, BE—hI B ERE
— RO, SRR EITXILSE, B
WABTFMREE, RHELREES, BRHPE
BRI, BR—-FEd—ARRNETEDS
5N

KA BB PSRN TF. REAERERK
R, BB SRR IR, XA
ATRAVEAR M o XA R B B H U RE
i EL A s o, (LR SRR NE ) A 7 A B B AR
KX A b RSB

RAWRE R /R RN, EHhmE, £
TR AR —A TE AT (0 3 e 0 A B T i . R R0
RSN “BUE AT — BT, Bt A%
ERE—AH B R, Al R ER XA ERTT
—BFHM, FATEWEE, MWRT €084 x
th, BENERESET. R—WHER—#, Hok
KR, ERBREIIA.

FERERE —Eh AR, RABERE,
EARET, BAK—EH T, AERP, BEXE
BEE AW &4 RE R OHE, X8



stated in the will that ydu must spend every nickel of
the money on yourself,

There lay the hazard of the game, If, when playing
it, you forgot ahd listed among your expenditures the
rental of a new apartment for your family, for ex-
ample, you lost your turn to the other player, It was
astonishing how manv-—and some of them among the
experts,toc—would forfeit all their innings by such slips,

It was essential, of course, that it be played in pas-
sjonate seriousness, Each purchase must be carefully
considered and, if necessary, supported by argument,
There was no zest to playing it wildly, Once Annabey
had intrcduced the game to Sylvia, another girl who
worked in the office, She explained the rules to Syivia
and then cffered nJeI' the gambit “What would be the
first thing you’d do7” Sylvia had not shown the decency
of evcn a second of hesitation, “Well,” she said,
“the first thing 1’d do, I’°d go out and hire somebody
to shoot Mrs, Gary Cooper, and then .., 7 So it isto
be seen that she was no fun,

But Annabeil and Midge were surely born to be com-
rades, for Midge played the game like a master from
the moment shke learned it, It was she who added the
" touches that made the whole thing cozier, According
to Midge’s innovations, the eccentric who died and
ieft you the money was nct anybody you loved,or%for

the matter of that, anybody you even knew, It was
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somebody who had seen you somewhere and had
thought, %That girl ought to have lots of nice things,
I’m going to leave her a million dollars when I die,”
And the death was to be neither untimely nor painful,
Your benefactor, full of years and comfortably ready
to depart, was to slip softly away during sleep and go
right to heaven, These embroideries permitted Annabel
and Midge to play their game in the luxury of peaceful
consciences,

Midge played with a seriousness that was not onl&
proper but extreme, The single strain on the girls®
friendship had followed an announcement once made
by Annabel that the first thing she would buy with her
million dollars would be a silver-fox coat,It was as if
she had struck Midge across the mouth, When Midge
recovered her breath, she cried that she couldn’t imag-
ine how Annabel could do such a thing—silver—fox
coats were so common! Annabel defended her taste
with the retort that they were not common, either,
Midge then said that they were so, She added that
everybody had a silver-fox coat, She went on, with
perhaps a slight toss of head, to declare that she her-
self wouldn’t be caught dead in silver fox,

For the next few days, though the girls saw each
other as constantly, their conversation was careful and
infrequent, and they did not once play their game,Then
one morning, as soon as Annabel entered the office, she
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came to Midge and said she had changed her mind, She
would not buy a silver-fox coat with any part of her
million dollars, Immediately on receiving the legacy,
she would select a coat of mink,

Midge smiled and her eyes shone, “I think,” she said,
“you’re doing absolutely the right thing,”

Now, as they walked along Fifth Avenue, they
played the game anew, It was one of those days with
which September is repeatedly cursed; hot and glaring,
with slivers of dust in the wind, People drooped and
shambled, but the girls carried themselves tall and
walked a straight line, as tg_fi}_g@-:ggung heiresses on
their afternoon promenade, There was no longer need
for them to start the game at its formal opening, Anna-
bel went direct to the heart of it,

“All right,” she said, “So you’ve got this million
dollars, So what would be the first thing you’d do?”

“Well, the first thing I’d do,” Midge said, “I’d get a
mink coat,” But she said it mechanically, as if she
were giving the memorized answer to an expected ques—
tion.

“Yes,” Annabel said, “I think you ought to, The
terribly cark kind of mink,” But she too, spoke as if by
rote, It was too hot; fur, no matter how dark and sleek
and supple, was horrid to the thoughts,

They sfepped along in silence for a whilc, Then
\ Midge’s eye was caught by a shop window, Cool, lovely
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